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1. Design of the report

The report was initially drafted by the “My Generation” Riga task force (staff of the project partner – Education, Culture and Sports Department of Riga City Council). 

Further on its draft was shared with the core organisations in the Local Support Group – the ones vastly involved into development of particular “My Generation” products and taking part in organisation of local project’s events. Among those association “volunteer.lv”, NGO “Youth Consulting”, Consultative Board of Youth NGOs and personnel of Riga Youth Centre have to be mentioned in particular. Their remarks and suggestions received through informal (mostly online) consultations were taken into account while finalising the text of the report.    

2. Summary

At the beginning of the project we saw its main focus on creating a common space for dialogue between the young people (through the youth organisations) and the municipal structures (as well as other stakeholders) thus diversifying the opportunities for the young and creating space for their self-expression. 

From the start, several priority areas of activities were identified:

· developing sustainable structures for participation of young people in the decision making;

· improving opportunities for volunteering and fostering participation of the young in youth organisations;

· supporting involvement of university students into demand-based research activities, thus creating for them opportunities to explore in practice their field of studies already during the university years.   

Throughout the project the initiatives taken by Riga were very much in line with the initially defined priorities. Therefore, the work of the Local Support Group (LSG) was organised in 3 different areas. As most of the involved organisations were interested in one particular aspect of the project, the LSG was divided in three working groups (providing an opportunity for the organisations to jump into the work of other working groups in compliance with their capacity and interest at any moment of the project). 

The diverse range of organisations involved in the LSG has insured access to information about other initiatives in the areas tackled by the project. Therefore “My Generation” in Riga found its niche in developing specific small-scale and self-sufficient instruments that could be integrated into current systems.  

Even though the first outputs of the project are at place, the project itself is by no means over. In the field of coordination Consultative Board of Youth Organisations was found, strongly rooted in the City Council and strengthened through a serious of trainings. In the field of outreach a unified model for certification of voluntary work experience (and of skills acquired through it) was developed and is submitted to the business community for assessment to be piloted by the middle of March. In the field of transforming education a concept of an online meeting space for the students and the business was developed and is currently being programmed. 

However, one must admit that the most important learning point of the project was the change in the youth-municipality cooperation paradigm. Striving for partnership has been more and more evident ever since the launch of the project (replacing earlier so common consumer – service supplier attitude). This tendency is clearly illustrated with the fact that current two large-scale youth-oriented projects that are implemented by the Youth Division of the City Council (an INTERREG IV A Central Baltic Programme project and “Youth in Action” democracy project) are co-managed by the city administration and the youth organisations. 

However, the project has brought much more food for thought. One of the challenges to solve was how to ensure regular and active participation of youth organisations throughout the whole project (taking into consideration that the length of the project exceeds 2 years and that planning period for the majority of youth NGOs is much shorter). The insights gained from this experience have been included into communication strategies of the two abovementioned projects.

Summing up, one must say that “My Generation” has been an important learning opportunity for Riga. It has provided a unifying landscape to build local youth policy on, offered access to best practices of many cities that are outside of our traditional cooperation networks and, above all, challenged the concept about the role that has to be attributed to the young people themselves.                   
3. Transforming outreach

As one of the initial aims of the project in Riga was to strengthen capacity of youth organisations, it was quite evident that the outreach dimension of “My Generation” here focused on the youth organisations and the way they often involve young people – volunteering. Therefore already at the local kick-off event in February 2009 we explored impediments for increasing rate of youth participation (according to a research conducted a year ago, only ~12% of young people actively take part in NGOs or volunteer regularly).

Among those were both lack of social recognition of volunteering and insufficient competence of institutions organising volunteering. In order not to duplicate the effort of several organisations that were working on guidelines and handbooks about management of volunteers, “My Generation” focused on (at that moment) totally underestimated educational aspect of volunteering. 

Therefore the task agreed upon by the LSG was to develop a model for certification of voluntary work experience (and skills acquired in the process of volunteering). As in Latvia on national level recognition of competences acquired through non-formal learning is not regulated in any way, the initiative was welcomed by diverse range of NGOs and state institutions. 

In the end of year 2010 a draft model was finalised. According to it the certificate would be issued by hosting organisation of the volunteer and would contain information on number of worked hours, performed duties and improved skills of the volunteer. 

Broader discussions (outside the LSG) about the model were initiated in the beginning of 2011. At the moment it is being evaluated by Latvian Chamber of Commerce and Industry. After receiving last feedbacks from them and local Europass office we expect to launch the certificate (accompanied by special guidelines) for a trial period of 6 months to see what further improvements will be necessary for the certificate. 

Finalising the certificate and presenting the results of this flagship initiative is included into the official calendar of European Year of Volunteering (2011) in Latvia. 

According to the opinion spread by youth organisations, launch of such a unified template would serve at least two purposes: 

· Volunteer after a certain time spent in the organisation will have a chance to get a certificate that can be used when looking for a paid job (or entering university) – the template provides more structured information about accomplished tasks and acquired skills than a reference letter. Therefore it might be taken more seriously by the potential “first employer” or university.

· Having a joint template would make it more recognisable in the society in general, thus indirectly improving the image of volunteering itself.

As it was mentioned, the idea of developing a unified certificate belongs to the youth organisations. Therefore they had a lot of impact on its design and content (within and outside LSG) via different forms of discussions. Representatives of Ministry of Culture (in charge of civil society on national level) and Ministry of Education (in charge of youth policy) took part in one of the panels as well. As Ministry of Education is also the coordinating institution for implementation of European Year of Volunteering, it has expressed readiness to assist in promoting the developed model in other municipalities. 

What is more, it has been agreed that Department of Welfare of the City Council will foster implementation of the model in the organisations working in the social field.       
4. Education and Employment

In the baseline study prepared for the project under the education/employment dimension we wrote about designing “students’ creative laboratory” that would provide them space for developing practical solutions for the challenges of the city and of the businesses located in it. 

However, when discussing later the idea with the LSG, the joint concern was sustainability of the initiative after the project is over. Therefore the stakeholders agreed to develop an internet-based collaboration platform for students and the entrepreneurs. This platform would allow a student to announce topic of his/her planned research (within bachelors’ / masters’ thesis or other academic paper) and find a particular company that is interested in this research and provide mentoring and/or other support in implementation of this research. On the other hand, it would give an opportunity for companies to post their research requests and see if any students are interested to handle them.

Therefore the system would operate as a self-sustaining notice wall with little moderation and well-positioned marketing from the hosts. All the agreements on the details of a particular cooperation will have to personally agreed upon the two parties – a student and accompany.  

Launching this system will have a double effect:

· For the students it is an opportunity to go behind requoting outputs of other researchers in their thesis and have a deeper and more realistic look at the field of their professional interest;

· For the small companies, which don’t have enough of free resources to hire professional research or consultancy companies, it is an opportunity to have a fresh look at their daily businesses and, maybe, find a source of inspiration for further development.

It has been agreed that this platform will be developed on the basis of an already existing portal prakse.lv (which is quite popular among students) in close cooperation with NGO “Youth Consulting”.  The NGO will continue hosting the application also after the project is over. 

By the end of 2010 the concept of the platform was developed and it is currently being programmed to be launched before the beginning of the next academic year. While working on the concept, several small universities were consulted and admitted that the platform could be of great support to make Latvian higher education more practical (as, especially in the social and humanitarian sciences, currently it is often too theoretical). Randomly selected students have agreed to the opinion. 

Representatives from educational community supported development of the platform by taking part in structuring the research areas and defining criteria. The offer to introduce students to the platform will be sent to a broader range of universities, as soon as the programming phase will be over. 

However, the most important role for the successful implementation of the initiative belongs to the business community. Therefore in March 2011 there’s a meeting planned with Latvian Confederation of Employers in order to develop a plan for promoting the platform among entrepreneurs and small companies.     

5. Local Support Group

The composition of the LSG has changed over time, as the project was developing and its targets defined more clearly. Year 2010 finished with 18 active organisations/institutions in the LSG: 13 NGOs (10 of which – youth organisations), 2 educational institutions, 2 municipal institutions (excluding Department of Education, Culture and Sports) and Ministry of Environment and Regional Development (Managing Authority for URBACT).  

Initially the LSG contained also several students’ representations. However, they left the group within first 6 months of the projects, as directions of “My Generation” were not relevant to their interests.

Instead, the Managing Authority joined the LSG. This created an opportunity for other stakeholders to see the project in a broader context. On the other hand, that also encouraged “My Generation” LSG to draft propositions for allocation of EU funds to youth policy areas for the next programming period (2014 – 2020). The list of suggestions (with contribution from a broader range of NGOs from Riga) was submitted last October to the Ministry of Education and Science (is in charge of youth policy and attributable EU funding) and Ministry of Environment and Regional Development (is in charge of regional development and attributable EU funding). As planning of allocation of EU structural funds continue, the LSG plans to be strongly involved in further public discussion. 

During the project there have been 1 – 2 big meetings of LSG per year in order to discuss overall progress of the project or to tackle complex issues. Mostly the meetings have been organised in smaller groups (as defined earlier, working groups) in order to discuss specific (and, often, small-scale) issues connected to the project.

All the outputs mentioned above were firstly thoroughly discussed in the LSG, defined as necessary and later worked thoroughly on together. From this perspective “My Generation” in Riga can definitely be treated as a good practice example of a demand-driven initiative.  

However, the LSG has also become a platform for developing a new format of communication and cooperation with NGOs, which can be characterised by open debate and joint initiatives. This multiple-stakeholder approach has been applied to the upcoming projects implemented by the Department. It has to be mentioned that 8 out of 10 youth organisations represented in the LSG have sustained their close cooperation with the municipality by becoming a part of INTERREG and Democracy projects. 

So, the LSG definitely has its future as a creative environment of organisations and individuals open for partnerships, co-creation and co-decision making within itself and towards other networks. What is more, 4 out of 7 youth NGOs having seats in the Consultative Board of Youth Organisations are represented in the LSG.   

6. Local Action Plan
Development Strategy of the City of Riga (2025) was revised in 2010. Among other amendments, under educational objective it now has a strong emphasis on leisure time and development opportunities for the young, as well as on the role of youth organisations in implementation of youth work.

Therefore instead of writing another comprehensive youth policy strategic paper, the stakeholders agreed it would be of much higher value to develop a mechanism how the abovementioned priorities can be implemented in the city, providing equal opportunities for all the youngsters despite their geographical location and welfare level of their families. 

So, the LAP in case of Riga is actually a conception named “City of opportunities for youth”. At its core it is a plan to develop a geographically-balanced and neighbourhood-based system of outreach youth work. Its goals are:

· to foster participation culture among the young;
· to create environment for young people to acquire skills and attitudes required for active lifestyle and in working life.

The LAP is based on two pillars:

· operating 6 youth centres (one per city district);

· organising leisure time activities in the neighbourhoods.

The core function of the youth centres will be organising different non-formal education programmes and events (training courses, seminars, mentoring programmes, workshops, etc.). Although the centres will be run by the city, the programmes will be organised by youth organisations. Whereas leisure time activities will be implemented by neighbourhood organisations and youth organisations.

One of such centres is being piloted within “Youth Space” project and will open in April. What is more, this summer we plan to pilot also series of outreach events run by NGOs in distant district of the city. So, by September we will have enough information to evaluate implemented initiatives and make necessary corrections in order to improve the LAP.

So, even though the final version of LAP draft will be ready by the Antwerp meeting, it won’t be brought to the political vote until autumn 2011. This means that it will be possible to start full-scale implementation of the LAP in 2012. As one of the centres will be in place already this year, we expect to have the rest five by 2018 (probably, with the support of EU funds from the next programming period). Starting the first outreach activities in the public space of the neighbourhoods already this year, we expect to have a strong-enough partnership of involved NGOs to cover the whole city by 2014.  

It has to be admitted that the LAP has inherited the approach practiced throughout the project – partnership with the stakeholders in general (and young people in particular). Moreover, implementation of the conception will be a big step towards real integration of outreach activities implemented by the public sector (municipality) and the community (NGOs and active citizens). 

We also see implementation of the conception as an opportunity for transition from reactive youth work (interacting with those who come themselves) towards proactive youth work that provides a youngster a choice – either to enjoy the organised leisure activities or to go beyond that, get involved into non-formal education activities and, maybe, become a volunteer himself/herself. 

7. Learning in “My Generation”

Traditionally, youth work in Riga has been seen as a “playground” for responsible municipal institutions and youth organisations. However, “My Generation” has challenged the cities to go for cross-sectoral cooperation and involve into the LSG also representatives from business and educational environment, as well as other stakeholders (as in our case, for example, Ministry for Environmental Protection and Regional Development or municipal City Development Department). 

Therefore one of the most impressive insights has been about the synergy and creative ideas that appear when reaching out of the traditional networks. It must be admitted, though, that there might have been even bigger opportunities to get a comprehensive grasp of lifestyles of the young on local level, if the stakeholders initially neglected as not relevant for the local objectives of the project (for example, young entrepreneurs or police officers), had been involved in the LSG from the start.   

However, from the good practice examples learned in “My Generation” the ones with the highest added value for us have been methods in the field of outreach. Practices from Birmingham and Rotterdam (City Mobile Team) have inspired particular elements in our LAP. At the same time, elements of Youth Competence Centres will be also integrated into the youth centres that will be opened in Riga.

“My Generation” has also been a perfect platform to explore local realities of 11 cities and evaluate the impact of local context on the methods used in youth work, thus giving an opportunity to foresee possible challenges still-to-come in the context of Riga and take the steps to minimize the risks.   

What has also been quite special for “My Generation” (as a part of urban planning programme), is active participation of young people at all stages and on all levels of the project. The project managed to avoid making the young “a target group” and welcomed them as partners. Therefore for the young it was a great opportunity to get to know their peers from other cities and get inspired by their examples of participation and achievements.     

8. Reflections on the “My Generation” journey

For the city of Riga “My Generation” appeared to be a resourceful network – the way towards new contacts (both locally and internationally), new insights about what else can be done (and, probably, differently) and new partnerships. Together with the city of Goteborg in fall 2010 we developed a democracy project (within “Youth in Action”) aiming at educating leaders of youth councils and youth organisations and strengthening their institutional capacity.    

Due to involvement of the experts, “My Generation” also offered a systematic, theoretically well rooted framework (for example, the landscape) for the implementation of the project. It was successfully supplemented with the format of international workshops, which gave time to explore in the context of the meeting topic particular challenges of the host city and the methods used handle them. Still, the agenda has always provided space for reflections in the city groups, thus allowing immediately to attribute gained insights towards the reality of the home city.    

It has to be mentioned as well that for a regular partner participation in the project has not been a challenge from the administrative point of view thanks to regular and timely communication from the Lead partner, as well as to personal involvement and forthcoming from the experts and the staff of the Lead partner.    

It’s quite hard to suggest improving something in similar projects in the future, as, from our point of view, “My Generation” can be treated as a benchmark for a networking project. Being balanced in all possible ways, it offered a lot of space for individual cities to match the topics with their local realities, yet still keeping a strong track on the joint progress of the project. 
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