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Bridges Project, a local agency based in Musselburgh, providing services to homeless and disadvantaged young people in East Lothian and Midlothian, recently hosted a multi-national European seminar. The key objective of the seminar, the second in a set of three was to put in place the building blocks required to establish and support a network of local European youth organisations, associations and projects to provide mobility, exchange, volunteering and training opportunities for young people, volunteers and staff. Whilst not exclusively directed towards disadvantaged young people, the proposed network does intend to give a large degree of priority to those young people who are much more distant from the mainstream structures which already support young  people from across Europe.
The three seminars are part funded via the European Citizenship programme, Action 2 Measure 3: Support for projects initiated by civil society organization.  

The three planning partners from Bridges Project, IB Stuttgart and Point Jeunes, Evreux, France were joined by 40 delegates from 10 countries who share the common vision of belonging to a network which is active, responsive and relevant to the young people with whom they work.  The seminar provided the opportunity for delegates to explore the key organizational and functional issues any network needs to address and to set the agenda for the final event, to be held in Stuttgart, which will see the formation of the formal network.

The seminar used inputs from European and local experts to provide ‘food for thought’ for the workshops.  Seminar organizers were delighted to be able to offer delegates the experience of staff and managers from Eurodesk (Brussels link), Youthlink Scotland, Dialogue Youth East Lothian, Yipworld.com, The British Council, and local politicians.  The workshops addressed: the shape and structure of the proposed network; organizational standards for member organizations; professional competencies of staff and volunteers involved in the network; youth participation; communication methods among partners; funding opportunities and terminologies used by partners.
A series of very lively debates produced a number of recommendations and ideas for the planning group to pursue including:

· The network requires some organizational structures and leadership, but should be as open and democratic as possible

· The network needs to set out very clearly its key objectives if it is to meet the agreed mission statement

· The network has to actively involve young people in its planning, administrative and delivery functions. Youth participation can be managed through utilising the skills of existing partners to mentor, coach and empower those young people who may have had fewer opportunities to participate in the European framework

· The network should establish a simple electronic communication tool to assist with partner communication, pending a final web based communication platform

· The network should be inclusive, offering its services to young people from across the spectrum of ability and experience

· The network should utilize all the experience it has in its partners to identify funding routes for youth activities and network capacity building

· The network should agree that a minimum set of standards need to be met before permitting new members to join, but that these should not be exclusive in nature or impossible to implement, particularly by poorly funded or volunteer led organizations

· The network should establish a function for members to pool skills and experiences to build capacity and share experiences

The seminar received a very positive evaluation from delegates and participants and there was 100% commitment to helping to develop the network in future. 

 The participants were offered a number of visits to local service and the local college which resulted in future visits being planned, job shadows being arranged and partners being found for imminent projects and exchanges.  The Eurodesk influence was evident throughout the seminar.  Birgitte Bullaert, research and Information Manager for Eurodesk in Brussels gave two excellent presentations on what is required for the management of and participation in an active focused network and demonstrated the work involved in managing an electronic communication platform.  There were four current local relays present plus two former relays and a further eight delegates had heard about the seminar through First Class or their local Eurodesk newsletters.
The final stage is now set for the formal institution of the Network in Stuttgart during the final seminar is Stuttgart.  The planning group was very pleased at the level of participation in this seminar, which built upon the principles set out during the first seminar, held in Evreux before Christmas.  Moreover, the level of commitment to the proposed network was clearly evident by the fact that a number of delegates were very keen to become more actively involved in the final seminar.

This new network is an exciting opportunity for local organizations across Europe who require a trusting, trusted and active forum from which they can garner support and to which they can contribute in equal measure.

For more information please contact Jim Boyle, Bridges Project, on 01316651621 or by e-mail at Jboyle@bridgesproject.org.uk

