Volunteering for Democracy
Dangers and opportunities for good governance and
active citizenship

When observing national or EU politics, during election periods or
during a political mandate in Europe, one can not help wondering:
where are the citizens at this stage? What is their role in this run
for power? Can individuals feel concerned by principles or touched
by any personal stance or a political commitment in this new era?
How can anyone who is interested and active still believe that there is a way to ensure
accountability of his/her leaders? Should this only happen on the electoral toll? Can we really have
influence after we have casted our votes? Our belief is that we can, but that is not easy to achieve.
We believe that a representative democratic system, which involves citizens, civil society and
different stakeholders in a collective and thoughtful manner in the decision-making process, is the
correct and appropriate response to in a complex context of today’s world. This implies an
organized, prepared and vivid civil society, acting like a solid and credible companion to the
representative democratic process.
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Europe, and so satisfy the needs for democratic
governance.
Local political leaders (but not only) have not
remained deaf to citizens concerns and have
understood that plain reforms can only happen
by an active implementation by their electorate.
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Intermediary groups (groups of interests, association, etc) are left
outside from that process. Active citizenship has still to be
reinvented in European countries and our belief is that it can be
linked to volunteerism. Tocqueville has given the most pertinent
description of the role of volunteering in Democracy in America.
He said that the real power as a people in the US came through
voluntary

associations.

The

personal

freedoms

would

be

protected if the US citizens could voluntarily resolve the problems
of society, rather than permit the hand of government to do it for them. Tocqueville also recognized
their great weakness - the willingness to live 'as strangers apart from the rest'.
A culture of volunteering
It is obvious that there is little awareness among citizens that volunteering is a responsibility towards
communities in Europe. And where there is, one cannot but notice the discrepancies between European
countries in promoting volunteerism as a tool for active citizenship. Social and economic situations, the
level of education, unemployment and family circumstances can influence people in working or not for
unpaid jobs. The culture of volunteering has mostly developed among well-educated middle-class
employees or retired people, whom would also be voters. But this makes a very limited number of
active citizens. In countries where volunteering is a regular practice, working for voluntary
organizations is a sort of rite of passage for the adolescent and a contribution for the personal well
being for the others. In many countries, participation in charities or contributing to community
development is not only understood as a responsibility, but also a duty, nurtured and developed during
a lifetime. However the real value of volunteering comes with the opportunity by individuals to work
for a collective goal, as advocated by the organization he/she is working for. This is a winning position
as much for the volunteer, as for the organization as well as for communities. There is a strong link
between the capacity citizens to be engaged in volunteering and the democratic level of the countries.
Most of those active citizens have understood that to have the right to vote and participate in the
decision-making processes at all levels, means to have a responsibility to volunteer and give back to the
community or the State what they have provided form him/her. Actively participating in public life, by
voting, volunteering or getting elected becomes a virtuous circle that actively engages citizens and
therefore fulfills the conditions for a truly democratic governance. We recommend actions so that
civil society organizations and local authorities to seriously envisage jointly elaborated public
policies for promotion of volunteering. The aim is to produce a culture of volunteering, which binds
individuals in a society and make more democratic and aware of citizens’ needs.

A mentoring system
Volunteering cannot represent a powerful mechanism for active citizenship unless it is framed by a
specific mentoring system. That implies that we identify and support, on one hand, civil society
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organizations (CSOs), which accept to train and work regularly with volunteers.
In this perspective, we recommend to local authorities that have not yet
opened to dialogue with CSOs, to enable their participation in decisionmaking with the expertise they have acquired.
A helping tool to gauge the level of participation and to construct models for
civil involvement is the Code of Good Practice for Civil Participation in the
Decision-Making Process of the Council of Europe.
We recommend to CSOs to work on establishing internal democratic
mechanisms and coaching structures for volunteers and employees. They
should include in their work community leaders, respected individuals with a
strong presence in their communities, who will act as activators for specific
topics of concern for the communities and as educators for newcomers. The
European Union’s methodology of citizens’ panels has included such an element
in promoting Active European Citizenship as a means to compensate for the
“democratic deficit”.
We recommend to our members to establish a network of “mentors”,
“community leaders” or civil society representatives at local level, who will
work in accordance with general principles set by the local authorities in
order to promote volunteering especially among young generations.
2011 has been declared European Year of Volunteering through Active
Citizenship. In order to cope with the democratic deficit of its institutions, we
recommend the European Union institutions to consider volunteering as a
strong component of participative democracy and to set favorable framework
for the volunteering organizations to work and contribute in the EU policies.
by giving them a full-fledged status of policy-maker. In this perspective, we
welcome the EU’s Citizen Initiative, which will enable concerned citizens to
have a direct say in EU policy matters.
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draft by ALDA members during the International Conference
“Volunteering for Democracy”
hold in Bydgoszcz (Poland) on 8th July 2011

Support volunteering as a free expression of the significant and
substantial contribution to improving the lives of people, and
strengthening communities and civil society.

Promote institutional resolutions supporting volunteering development at local level i.e.
a body coordinating local activities of different stakeholders with relation to volunteering is
needed, such as volunteering centre.
Stimulate volunteering: Local Authorities and others who want to encourage and support
participation and volunteering need to investigate better what are the incentives that make
people interested in participating and volunteering. All citizens have that interest if they are
triggered in a way or for something they are really interested in or concerned about.
Positively recognize and value volunteering:
A systematic approach to volunteers’ involvement recognition and valuing is needed on the
side of local authorities as well as civil society organisations (including such activities as i.e.
thank-giving days, diplomas for engagement, special awards, etc.).
Support the development of communities of interest and places:
Local authorities should be encouraged to support community at a small scale, both for
people where they live and for people who share interests in certain topics.
Build a culture of volunteering educating youth on that issue in schools, but in a practical
and attractive way, showing them that volunteering can be a fascinating way of spending
time and own interests development.
Support and develop a system of trainings for local civil society members (including
volunteers) and civil servant dedicated to the interpersonal and managing skills
development and presenting knowledge on legal rules and procedures related to the
cooperation at the local level in common problem-solving processes (including participative
democracy mechanisms) – including also practical activities aiming into experience
development; Special practical trainings on volunteering should be dedicated to local
leaders, but also to teachers and parents (showing them the role and value of volunteering
for their children, other people and whole local societies).
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ALDA : Your partner in Europe
Local governance and citizen participation
The Association of Local Democracy Agencies is a nongovernmental
organization dedicated to the promotion of good governance and citizen
participation at the local level. ALDA in particular focuses on activities that
facilitate cooperation between local authorities and civil society. ALDA was
established in 1999 at the initiative of the Council of Europe’s Congress of
Local and Regional Authorities to coordinate and support a network of Local Democracy Agencies,
which was established in the early 1990es. The Local Democracy Agencies are self-sustainable, locally
registered NGOs that act as promoters of good governance and local self-government. ALDA is funded
through membership fees and project funding from the European Commission, the Council of Europe
and other public and private donors.
What is unique about ALDA?
Most of ALDA work is based on the method of multilateral decentralized cooperation. This method
involves a multi-stakeholder approach, which focuses on strong partnerships between Local
Authorities and nongovernmental organizations. These partnerships create positive synergy and
ensure that common goals are reached in a successful way.
What we do?
In the framework of promoting good governance and citizen participation at the local level ALDA
focuses on various themes, such as European integration, decentralization, civic initiatives and
volunteering, human rights and sustainable economic development. ALDA conducts its activities
through different forms of action: coordinating and supporting the 12 Local Democracy Agencies in
their activities; Conducting its own projects in the field of good governance and citizen participation
at the local level; Supporting other local stakeholders’ initiatives - like Local Authorities by providing
expertise gained through ALDA network and experience in the regions where ALDA and the Local
Democracy Agencies are working.
Where we work?
ALDA works in most of Europe and the
European Neighbourhood countries. Activities
in the European Union focus in particular on
the promotion of Active European Citizenship.
Activities in the Western Balkans and European
Neighbourhood focus on good governance,
citizen participation, European integration and decentralisation. Most of the Local Democracy
Agencies are located in the Western Balkans, which gives a natural focus on that area. But ALDA is
also becoming more and more active in the European Neighbourhood. In 2006 a Local Democracy
Agency was established in Kutaisi in Georgia and ALDA is currently working towards opening agencies
in Armenia and Azerbaijan. ALDA is also leading several other projects and developing partnerships in
other European Neighbourhood countries, such a Belarus, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia and Turkey.
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Headquarters in Strasbourg
ALDA c/o Council of Europe - 67075 Strasbourg (FR)
Phone +33 3 90 21 45 93 - Fax +33 3 90 21 55 17
aldastrasbourg@aldaintranet.org
Office in Brussels
ALDA, Rue des Confédérés 47 - 1000 Brussels (BE)
Phone: +32 274 201 61
aldabrussels@aldaintranet.org
Office in Vicenza
ALDA, Viale Mazzini 225 - 36100 Vicenza (IT)
Phone +39 04 44 54 01 46 - Fax +39 04 44 23 10 43
aldavicenza@aldaintranet.org

ALDA is always open for new ideas and partnerships
Please visit our website at
www.alda-europe.eu
for more information

