Baseline Study for Riga City

1. The focus and priorities of the city sub-project in My Generation 

Since civil society is still in its development phase in Latvia, low participation level of citizens is still an issue. It often can be noticed in a quite modest interest of the society to be involved into public debate while developing both local and national legislation. Still, it becomes even more evident as one wishes to explore the scope of voluntary work movement.

However, one also must admit an on-going increase of the NGO sector capacity. The area of interest of more than 8000 NGOs is extremely wide – from protection of cultural heritage and nature till advocacy for different minority groups and regular participation in the work of the government. 
Youth organisations have traditionally been one of the most active segments of the Latvian public sector. However, since the national parliament passed the Youth law this May, the psychological background for development of youth initiative and youth policy in general is better then ever.    

Therefore we believe it is equally crucial to strengthen capacity of youth organisations, particularly by promoting increase of number of their members, and to position young people as an asset for the community development by facilitating their participation in the social processes happening on local level. To reach this in the framework of My generation project, we want to address the second entry-point, which involves engaging with local community and building partnerships with NGOs. 
We also see a good opportunity to support these activities by involving educational community. According to Latvian legislation youth is made of persons in the age of 13 to 25. At the same time, most of the students finish secondary school in the age of 18 (sometimes even 19). This means that a big part of young people (and also younger children) can be reached at schools to inform them about different ways of spending their free time and the opportunities it creates. What is more, providing extra activities in the field of civic education is an integral precondition to insure personal development of young people and their participation at all levels. 
2. The challenge and proposed solution in promoting youth as a positive resource in urban development
2.1. The challenge
Just as in the Latvian society in general, the biggest challenge in the youth work in Riga at the moment is the level of youth participation. For the last three years experts, municipal youth workers and NGO leaders have been observing a tendency of decrease in number of young people who are active in pupil councils (at schools) and youth NGOs. At the same time the number of applications handed in for youth initiative project competitions organised by the municipality dropped dramatically from almost 70 four years ago to 20 – 25 this year. Even though there has been a quality improvement in the youth voluntary work lately, the results of the “Research on social and political activity of young people in Latvia” (ordered by the Ministry of Children and Family Affairs of the Republic of Latvia in 2007) illustrates the situation.

41% of young people who took part in the research stated they would never take part in any voluntary activity and only 21.4% admitted they had done voluntary work in the last 12 months. At the same time approximately half of all the children and young people of school age in Riga take part in hobby education programmes (singing, dancing, drawing, technical creative workshops, environmental education, etc.) and other extra-curricular activities. What is more, this number has been showing a slight increase in the last years. 

The youth NGOs, in turn, are also showing a limited capacity. For example, in 2007 twenty-six biggest youth organisations in Latvia involved only 9% of young people as their regular members and another 7% as occasional volunteers. At the same time in Riga, the biggest city in Latvia with 124.5 thousand young people, there are just around 50 active youth organisations (excluding students councils).          
If asked about the reason for such a scope of operation, the leaders of youth NGOs usually mentions limited financing and shortage of experienced youth leaders (which is often also a matter of regular budget of the organisations). At the same time, when being asked about the reasons for not joining voluntary work, young people themselves mention, first of all, lack of interest (35.5%) and lack of information (26.9%). Another noteworthy reason is lack of time – a big part of young people are not only studying (at school or in a university), but also working part time.
As we see youth voluntary work now as an unused resource, we do believe it is crucial to inform young people about it and the benefits it creates. It is not just a way how to contribute to development of the city (by helping to keep it clean or in hundred other ways). It can be also a good start of a career, which helps to learn taking responsibilities, teamwork planning and timing, delegating tasks, communication and other social skills which can’t be fully acquired in the framework of former education. Doing voluntary work is also a part of values education, which can contribute to the comprehensive development of young people.

For a similar reason we consider it to be important to improve the capacity of youth NGOs thus ensuring that they become a noteworthy partner of the municipality in implementing youth work and youth policy. Being closer to the society than the municipality, they can reach more young people (especially in the age of 18 – 25) and provide them an invaluable experience through participation in different projects and managing the organisations. 

What is more, strong and sustainable local youth NGOs would have a necessary capacity to take part in the decision making process regarding the municipal youth issues on a regular basis.    
Until now activities of Riga city in the field of youth work have been mostly connected with creating for young people opportunities how to spend their free time. An important tool in this field are 15 municipal Children and Youth Centres where young people and children can attend hobby education classes. Moreover, different hobby education programmes are available in all municipal schools. 

Another traditional activity of the municipality in the field of leisure time activities has been organising children and youth camps. In 2007, for example, almost 13000 children and young people participated in a camp which was co-financed by the municipality of Riga.

To provide young people more opportunities to have quality time also in the evenings and at weekends, the municipality founded 14 Free Time Centres (mostly in the so-called “sleeping areas” of the city). Two more of them will be lounged this autumn. These centres do not provide any special programmes. However, they create space for young people to interact with each other while playing table games, listening to music, reading periodicals or organising activities for themselves.        

For the last five years there have also been two small grant competitions a year in order to support youth initiative project. The topics of the approved projects are very wide – starting with organising free time activities for less opportunity kids and up to involving young people into improvement of a territory of a Children and Youth Centre.     

The long-term focus on the leisure time activities has created new challenges in youth work for Riga. Even though there’s a wide range of opportunities for young people in the city, many of them are poorly informed about the options. What is more, a big part of young people in the age of 18 – 25 does not consider themselves to be addressed by the municipal youth work. This prevents them from making use of youth support system of the city and burdens a regular dialogue between the young people and the decision-makers.
Taking this into consideration, the Department of Education, Youth and Sports of Riga City Council has started shaping Youth Work Development Programme of Riga City for Year 2008 – 2012 which final version is to be taken to the public debate after it is finished in one month. Covering 19 different areas, this will be the first large scale municipal planning document in the field of youth work. To ensure its positive and long-lasting effect, it is based on the principles of inclusion and cooperation. If earlier young people and youth NGOs were mostly treated as clients of the municipal youth work, now they are being invited to join not only implementation, but also planning of the youth work.  

The programme defines 3 priorities of the youth work in the municipality:

· information about opportunities for participation and support;

· participation of young people in the decision making;

· strengthening the capacity of the youth workers.

Still, it has to be admitted that in the previous years building the capacity of youth NGOs and promoting youth voluntary work haven’t been in the centre of municipal attention. Advocacy for the youth organisations has traditionally been a competence of Latvian Youth Council (since most of their member organisations have offices in the capital city, which is also the administrative, political and educational centre of Latvia, a noteworthy part of the operations of Latvian Youth Council are held in Riga). 
However, these capacity-building activities were mostly implemented under the framework of different international projects, which narrowed the issue to separate public events and round tables.
Similarly, there hasn’t been a single institution to keep the coordination of youth voluntary work nor on the municipal level in Riga, nor on the national level. This resulted in a weak development of voluntary services and lack of a positive image of voluntary participation in the society. However, quite a new player in the field – an NGO “brivpratigais.lv” is currently developing an internet-based platform for exchanging information about “demand” and “supply” for voluntary work. A youth emphasis will be added to the platform by the end of the year.  
2.2. Proposed solution
While working on the Youth Work Development Programme of Riga City for Year 2008 – 2012, it became evident that a compulsory precondition for further development of youth work in the municipality is involving youth NGOs into decision-making process regarding the youth issues and building partnerships with youth organisations in field of implementation of youth work.

There’s already a plan to start regular consultations between youth NGOs and the Department of Education, Youth and Sports of Riga City Council. However, founding a new youth NGO consultative body in the City Council is also on the agenda to ensure that young people are directly heard by the decision-makers. 

Still, we find it of big importance in Riga to promote networking between youth NGOs themselves, which would help organisations to come up with common ideas and speak in the name of local young people in general, not just of their members. Therefore it would be of big support for the development of youth policy in the city to found a round table of youth NGOs that would serve as a common platform for exchanging information and debate between the organisations.

At the same time it is necessary to provide young people with information about opportunities they have in the city. This could be about NGOs working in the city and their projects or about voluntary work opportunities. It could be also about non-formal education programmes available and public events organised for young people. 

What we believe is to be done in this field is grunting access to the diverse information. This will be achieved by publishing booklets about youth NGOs and other participation tools, as well as by redesigning municipal education portal www.e-skola.lv. A special “Youth” section of the portal will provide diverse and up-to-date information which is relevant to young people in Riga. Of course, young people themselves will be invited to contribute to the content of www.e-skola.lv by sharing their experience or by initiating new activities.

To provoke young people’s curiosity we plan also to organise seminars and public informative events dedicated to the issues of voluntary work and youth NGOs. Inevitably, young people themselves will be involved thus showing an example of participation to their peers.

Still, it has to be admitted that just motivating young people is not enough. There should be also organisations and institutions to provide them space and opportunities for participation. Therefore another step to be taken is promoting youth voluntary work in the society thus ensuring appearance of new vacancies for voluntary work in hospitals, social and day-care centres, etc. 
3. What do you think you can contribute to the My Generation Project 
What we believe we can contribute is our experience in the field of organising leisure time activities. First of all, this is a children and youth camp support system. As it was mentioned before, the municipality annually co-finances camps organised by municipal and state-founded educational institutions, NGOs and private companies for young people of Riga in the time of school holidays. These camps can be organised during day-time (for example, from 9.00 a.m. till 5 p.m.) on the territory of the city and just provide opportunities for (mostly) small children to spend their free time in an active and interesting way. 

There are also camps organised outside the city (and which run 24 hours a day). They are often used as a tool to continue educational process – especially for youth groups who take part in hobby education and sports – and combine “lessons” and trainings with free time activities (games, hiking, evening events, etc). NGOs (also youth organisations) are quite active in organising camps outside the city. They mostly organise adventure camps and provide an outdoor experience for young people. 

Therefore Riga city has accumulated a wide experience on non-formal education methods that can used and safety instructions that need to be followed while working with young people in camps, as well as defined knowledge and skills camp leaders need to have. More educational programmes for new camp managers and leaders are to be lounged next year.

Another successful experience we can share is employment of 13 – 14 year-olds during summer holidays. Since private companies are not interested to hire them, the municipality in cooperation with State Employment Agency provided them an opportunity to work for one month in municipal educational institutions so that they can earn their pocket money. This year 500 young people were involved in improvement and maintaining of inner premises and the surrounding of the schools. The number next year is to be increased by 300 more employees.

A quite unique experience for Latvia is having a highly developed hobby education system. In Riga, as it was already mentioned, hobby education programmes are being implemented in all general education institutions and also in 15 Children and Youth Centres. The variety of available programmes in the fields of arts, techniques, nature and languages allows young people to pick a programme they are interested in and develop their creativity and social skills. What is more, programmes in choir singing, folk dances and folk musical instruments is way how to keep traditions alive. The outstanding results they create can be seen during Youth Song and Dance Celebrations which take place every 4 years. 
Consequently, we are very enthusiastic to share best practices in maintaining the hobby education system and developing programmes.            
4. What do you expect to learn/ benefit from the My Generation Project 
Since Riga city is widening its scope of youth work, through participation in My Generation project we expect to learn best practices of other partner cities in two core fields – participation of young people in decision making and youth voluntary work support/coordination system.

Even though consultations with young people is a regular practise in many EU countries, we haven’t been successful so far in developing a sustainable communication and debate platform between young people and the decision-makers. Therefore it would be interesting to learn how other cities managed to raise interest of their youth NGOs to join a permanent dialogue with the politicians and how representation of interests of young people coming from different backgrounds (especially of the unorganised youth) is ensured.

Another big challenge is development of youth voluntary work. Therefore we expect to learn how voluntary work is being promoted in the partner cities and who is in charge of its coordination (if any). Best practices in the field of promotional campaigns and motivation programmes are also of big interest. 

Of course, we are also looking forward to learn what are the state and municipal support programmes to youth NGO operations in the partner cities to see if their best practices are applicable to the local reality of Riga.
