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Introduction 
The Athens EU-level Thematic Conference on volunteering was the third of four such 
conferences organised by the European Commission in the context of the European 
Year of Volunteering 2011. Its purpose was to look at the world of volunteering 
through the eyes of the volunteering organisations, to identify and discuss the 
problems they face. It was, therefore, the sister conference of the 2nd EU-level 
thematic conference that was held in Brussels in May, which looked at the world of 
volunteering through the eyes of the individual volunteers.  
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The conference was designed to be highly interactive, giving the participants a 
maximum of opportunity to express themselves in a participative approach marked by 
'open space', 'world café' and 'pro-active world café' formats.  

213 persons were registered for the event, with around half coming from EU-level 
networks of organisations involving volunteers (mainly members of the EYV 2011 
Alliance), and the remainder comprising representatives from Member State 
governments, businesses and Greek NGOs.  

 
The opening session of the conference – setting the scene 
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Day 1 — Connecting and building a shared ground 

The opening addresses 
The day began with an opening speech by Ms. Ylva Tivéus, Director for Citizens in 
the European Commission, and main person in charge of the conference. She 
explained the context of the conference, the objectives of the European Year of 
Volunteering 2011, and why volunteering is important for the EU.  

Volunteering is a surprisingly important feature of society, but it tends to go under-
appreciated. That is why one of the aims of the European Year is to raise awareness 
about volunteering and its contribution to society, the economy, and to individuals 
themselves. It is estimated that 100 million Europeans—about one quarter of the 
adult population—do some kind of volunteering each year in the EU. In some 
economies, their work contributes up to 5% of GDP. Volunteering is an excellent 
creator of human capital, as volunteers can earn new skills and competences in the 
course of their volunteer work. Volunteering can therefore be a pathway to integration 
and employment and a key factor for improving social cohesion. Perhaps more 
importantly, volunteering translates the fundamental values of justice, solidarity, 
inclusion and citizenship upon which Europe is based into tangible action. From the 
EU perspective, the growing numbers of volunteers who choose to work in another 
country in the EU also help to build a 'Citizens' Europe' through the contacts and 
exchanges they experience and are immersed in.  

The importance of volunteering for social cohesion was a point picked up by the next 
speaker, The Honourable Deputy Mayor of the City of Athens, Ms. Soultana 
Spyropoulou. Particularly at this time of economic and financial crisis, which is 
affecting Greece severely, the value of volunteers to help keep society from breaking 
up was emphasised and welcomed.  
 

 
The Deputy Mayor expresses her appreciation for volunteers 

 

Plenary sessions 
The main sessions of the morning were introduced by Ms. Maria Skordialos and Mr. 
Matthieu Kleinschmager, from the team of facilitators whose contribution to the 
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successful outcome of the conference was invaluable. They explained what the 
participants were going to do and how they were going to work together. In particular, 
the audience was invited to consider the questions "Why did I choose to be here 
today? What are the reasons to be here? Why is it important for me to be here?" in 
the context of short ice-breaking conversations in small groups. The session ended 
with the collection of questions that the audience were interested in asking the 
Commissioners Reding and Damanaki later on that morning.  

 
Maria Skordialos explains the very interactive approach of the conference 

 

The next part of the morning was a presentation by Mr Joachim Ott, Deputy Head of 
the Citizens' Policy Unit in the European Commission, of the "Commission 
Communication on EU Policies and Volunteering: Recognising and Promoting Cross-
border Voluntary Activities in the EU".  

 
Mr Ott explains the Commission Communication on volunteering 

 

The Communication of September 20, 2011 sets volunteering in the general context 
of EU political priorities and indicates that a broad range of policies and programs are 
closely interlinked with volunteering. Moreover, the Communication represents a 
central policy statement about the Commission's intention to integrate the aspect of 
volunteering in its current and future spending programs (e.g. the "Europe for 
Citizens" program) and EU policies. There are clear commitments for a number of 
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future Commission initiatives, such as the set up of the European Voluntary 
Humanitarian Aid Corps, and recommendations to the EU and to Member States to 
remove obstacles and deliver on the commitments made.  

Mr Ott also presented the Conclusions of the Ministers of Employment, social affairs, 
health and consumer protection, which they adopted on 3 October 2011, and which 
focused on volunteering in the area of social policy. They highlight the transversal 
policy character of volunteering and draw a line from volunteering to active 
citizenship, democracy and social cohesion. The Council conclusions are important, 
because they represent a commitment of Member States for policy action in a 
number of areas, such as formal and informal learning, social inclusion, the 
development of civil society organizations, the promotion of dialogue and cooperation 
of all actors and the creation of an enabling environment for volunteering.  

Mr Ott demonstrated the extensive common ground of both policy statements and 
underlined that they represented, together with the recommendations of the 
EYV2011 Alliance and the European Year itself, the key building blocks of a coherent 
legacy beyond December 2011. His presentation was followed by a lively debate with 
the participants, which mostly focused on the future implementation of the 
commitments and the roles of the actors. 

 

Interview with Commissioners Viviane Reding and Maria Damanaki 
The highlight of the morning was the interview of Ms. Viviane Reding, Vice-
President of the European Commission in charge of Justice, Fundamental Rights and 
Citizenship, and Ms. Maria Damanaki, Commissioner for Maritime Affairs and 
Fisheries.  

The EYV Task Force had by then sifted the many questions submitted by the 
participants and selected a representative sample to be read out to the 
Commissioners. Mr Panos Carvounis, Head of the Representation Office of the 
European Commission in Greece, acted as moderator for the interview.  

 
Interview with the two Commissioners 
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Among the topics covered were — 

o the role of volunteering in the European Year of the Citizen 2013; 

o the timing of the Commission's Communication on volunteering; 

o whether there will be a legislative proposal to promote volunteering in the 
context of active ageing and intergenerational solidarity? 

o how should volunteer organisations respond to the current economic crisis? 

o how to encourage young people to volunteer, while avoiding their exploitation; 

o how to improve information about, and tools for, volunteers; 

o the role that businesses can play in helping NGOs reach their objectives; 

o the issue of a 'single point of entry' for volunteering issues in the administrative 
apparatus of the European Commission. 

Mind-mapping and discussions in 'open space' 
Following the interview, the conference participants were invited to 'brainstorm', in 
order to establish a mind-map of the main concerns the participants wanted to 
discuss during the conference. A similar exercise had taken place with the 
participants at the second EU-level thematic conference in May, where the focus was 
on the concerns of individual volunteers. It was interesting to note the degree of 
overlap between the mindmap that had been established in May, and that which 
resulted from the Athens conference: they revealed that both individual volunteers 
and volunteer-involving-organisations have broadly similar concerns. These included 
issues with quality assurance, sustainable funding, information dissemination and the 
recognition of the efforts of volunteers. The mindmap for Athens is available as a 
separate pdf file, as an appendix to this report. 

 
Linda Mitchell and Mathieu Kleinschmager compile the group mindmap 

Having established a detailed overview of the concerns and issues that the 
participants wanted to deal with during the conference, the next step was to establish 
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precisely which of those many topics would be discussed in detail in small groups, 
during what is known as the 'open space' approach.  

 

 
Many topics could be discussed in parallel in Open Space 

 

This involved motivated individuals, many of whom had prepared themselves 
extensively beforehand, proposing a topic to discuss with peers during the afternoon 
in small groups dispersed around the conference venue's rooms. This way, around 
two dozen topics could be offered for discussion in parallel, with the participants free 
to join whichever discussion they were interested in.  

 

 
An Open Space session in full swing 

 

Among the topics dealt with during the open space sessions were: 

o What can we do to help the Greeks during the crisis? 

o Best practice in employee volunteering; 

o Volunteering in sports; 
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o How to keep active volunteers over time; 

o Improving the recognition of skills and competences gained through 
volunteering; 

o Acceptance of volunteering as an in-kind benefit to bring to the table as 
matched-funding in public sector tenders and grant-giving activities; 

o A rights-based approach to volunteering; 

o How older volunteers can contribute to their communities. 

This list is by no means exhaustive, but serves to give a sense of the breadth of 
topics discussed during the afternoon sessions. 

Coffee breaks, and the importance of networking 
Another key feature of the conference was its coffee breaks — usually an underrated 
part of the office day, but in this conference, the coffee breaks were especially meant 
to maximise the possibility for networking among the participants. Each coffee break 
was given a half-hour slot in the programme, and the resulting opportunities for 
networking was greatly appreciated by the participants. 

 
One of the many valuable opportunities for networking 

 

An innovative feature of the conference was the work done by Clive and Jeraldine 
Cole (of www.talkanddraw.com). Together, they listened carefully to the conference's 
proceedings during the day, and compiled a visual record of the day's events on a 
giant drawing. There's a separate visual record for each day of the conference. 
These are attached to this report in the Appendices. 

 

http://www.talkanddraw.com/
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Jeraldine and Clive Cole make a visual record of the day's work 

 

 

Day 2 — Moving our issues forward 

Welcome to Day 2 and reflections on Day 1 
The second day of the conference began with a scene-setter by Ylva Tivéus, and 
some explanations of the day's sessions by the facilitating team. The main session 
for the morning was to be a 'pro-active world café'. 

Proactive World Café 
This session was all about exploring together the question "what do we recommend 
are the actions to be taken now at either a European or national level to make a 
difference?" 

To do so, participants were once again invited to come forward to host a topic, with 
one topic hosted per table, with a maximum of eight people at each. The topic would 
be discussed in three separate rounds, and at the beginning of each round the 
participants would be free to change to another table. Each round of discussions 
focussing on a separate angle, namely: 

1. What is the 'quest' behind the question at this table? 

2. What is missing in order to address the question? 

3. What are the 'elegant next steps' that should be taken to address the 
question? 

This approach allowed for a thorough examination of 24 topics, and the resulting 
circulation of discussants between the tables served to keep the debates lively and 
ensured fresh insights for each round. 
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One of the three rounds of talks at a proactive world café table 

 

Closing keynotes session 
The closing plenary session brought together some distinguished speakers who gave 
the conference a variety of insights for volunteering from their perspectives. The first 
to speak was Ms Kratsa-Tsagaropoulou, Vice-President of the European Parliament, 
who gave a strong message of support for volunteering. "Volunteering is more 
important than ever," she said, "and we will find ways to support volunteering even in 
the present economic and financial crisis". 

 
Ms Rodi Kratsa-Tsagaropoulou MEP,  

Vice-President of the European Parliament 
 

The Vice-President was swiftly followed by Deputy Minister at the Polish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, Mr. Krzysztof Stanowski, Under-Secretary of State, and 
Representative of the Polish Presidency of the European Union. He emphasised that 
"citizens serving society is the key to democracy". He continued: "Volunteers who 
serve are taking responsibility for building a solid society". The Deputy Minister used 
an unusual metaphor to illustrate the point:  "Caring for society is like caring for a 
garden." 
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Mr. Krzysztof Stanowski, Under-Secretary of State,  

Representative of the Polish Presidency of the European Union 

The viewpoint of the EYV Alliance was delivered by Ms Gabriella Civico, Project 
Manager for the EYV 2011 Alliance. She reminded the conference participants that 
the economic climate had changed dramatically from the days in 2007 when the EYV 
Alliance was first formed to lobby to have 2011 designated the European Year of 
Volunteering. "The current economic crisis is creating a social crisis," she said. But 
on a positive note, Ms Civico emphasised that "the volunteering spirit is stronger than 
the crisis!" 

 
Ms Gabriella Civico, Project Manager for the EYV 2011 Alliance 

 

The final keynote speech was delivered by the head of the Greek national 
coordination body (NCB) for the European Year, Mr. Giannos Livanos, Secretary 
General for Youth at the General Secretariat for Youth in the Ministry of Education, 
who emphasised that the legacy of the European Year 2011 starts already in 2012, 
and the momentum gained this year must not be lost when the European Year is 
over. 
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Mr. Yannos Livanos, Secretary General for Youth,  

Greek Secretariat General for Youth 

The conference was fortunate to be able to welcome some special guests from an 
award-winning volunteering project based in Greece: the "Saronikos Young 
Volunteers in Action", who are a winner of the 2011 'Active Citizens of Europe' (ACE) 
Awards.  This volunteering group for young people started in 1990 under the 
guidance of Mrs. Anastasia Ioannidis, an Educational Consultant, who spoke at the 
conference. The project benefits from the help of local educators, parents and retired 
citizens, who are all volunteers. Every year new volunteers join in and others leave, 
so there is a lot of dynamism. The group comes together each September and sets 
the goals for the year ahead. They plan the events of the year and decide what 
projects they will support and which organizations/ local societies they will work with. 
All their activities are supported by their parents, their schools, local societies and 
authorities. 

 
Ms Anastasia Ioannidis speaks on behalf of the award-winning  

Saronikos Young Volunteers in Action 
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Ms. Ylva Tiveus, Director for "Citizens" at the European Commission's Directorate 
General for Communication, took the floor again to round up the discussions. She 
congratulated the conference participants for having used well the possibilities given 
to them at the conference. She noted the challenges for policy-makers that emerged 
from the discussions at the pro-active world café session, and described how the 
results of the Athens conference would fit into the work for the European Year. In 
particular, she referred to the fourth and final EU-level thematic conference of the 
series, in Warsaw on 1 & 2 December. Se explained that the work of the earlier 
conferences, including the Athens one, would be drawn together at Warsaw, so as to 
help ensure a lasting, meaningful policy-development legacy for the European Year 
of Volunteering 2011. "Together, we will create a legacy that does not end!" she 
proclaimed.  

 

 

 

 


	Introduction
	Day 1 — Connecting and building a shared ground
	The opening addresses
	Plenary sessions
	Interview with Commissioners Viviane Reding and Maria Damanaki
	Mind-mapping and discussions in 'open space'
	Coffee breaks, and the importance of networking

	Day 2 — Moving our issues forward
	Welcome to Day 2 and reflections on Day 1
	Proactive World Café
	Closing keynotes session


