AHOPE for the Balkans: Meeting Outcomes
Participants
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The Humanitarian Forum’s AHope for the Balkans workshop was attended by 50 participants, representing five of the Balkans countries, plus our partners from Europe and the Middle East. 

Because of the problems caused by the Iceland Volcano, several of our European members, and our Secretariat were unable to attend in person. However, they joined the relevant parts of the meeting via telephone. 

Aims and objectives

· Building bridges between communities and across borders, where development/humanitarian work can be seen as a neutral space/platform;

· Improving quality by identifying locally relevant best practice, learning from each other as peers and cooperating with each other.
Specific aims:

· Understand the position of NGOs in the Balkans, with a particular focus on relations between communities;

· Explore the main challenges and opportunities for NGOs;
· Enhance relationships between NGOs from different parts of the Balkans and with members of the international community;

· Explore the future role of the HF in the Balkans.

Welcome and context:
Dr. Hany Al-Bana, Chairman of the Humanitarian Forum welcomed the participants to AHope for the Balkans workshop, describing it as an important bridge building initiative. After introducing the aims and objectives of the workshop, Wasim Bahjia, regional manager of Islamic Relief Worldwide, discussed the importance of communication and the need to proactively build confidence and trust between communities by dismantling the feelings of mistrust and fear. Nemanja Mocevic, representative of the Serb Orthodox Church, drew from the experience of Bosnia to emphasise that trust starts at the community level, with acceptance and tolerance representing the foundation for greater harmony among diverse communities.    

To help contextualise the debate, Aleksandar Krzalovski, Trustee of the Balkans Civil Society Development Network, provided an overview of the general needs of the CSOs in the region. Zoran Stoikovski, executive director of the Centre for Institutional Development (CIRa) commented on the financial situation and restrictions facing the civil society sector. While emphasising the importance of capacity building activities to secure the financial sustainability of organizations, he also advocated the need for a broader understanding of donors. Local philanthropy and local funding opportunities constitute important sources which should not be ignored.   
To explore the underlying issues facing the Balkans civil society, the participants were divided into five working groups. Each group discussed the challenges, opportunities and the general needs of local organizations. The groups identified similar weaknesses and challenges, illustrating significant commonalities among the different countries. 
Outcomes of Working Group:
The working groups identified the following challenges:

· Local organizations have to work in a challenging environment, characterised by significant humanitarian need and poverty (as a result of the war)
· There limited funding opportunities and qualified professionals, and cumbersome procedures affecting the registration of organizations and their general operations.  
· Many organizations face internal institutional challenges, related to setting clear strategies, mission statements and objectives. 
· Many organizations are also prone to be influenced by political pressure groups, making them increasingly politicised. This in turns affects the general trust of citizens in the work and impartiality of NGOs.  
· Poor communications and promotion of NGOs’ work to stakeholders and CSOs can lead to misunderstandings in the community. 

· There is an inconsistent spread of NGOs. 

· There is a lack of clarity about the ‘big (region-wide) mission’. 

· Prejudices between different groups and a fear of speaking out create a breakdown of cooperation. 

· Promotion, PR and marketing is a problem. 

· There is a ‘staff drain’ in some areas: students stop volunteering after they graduate, and skilled NGO professionals tend to join the international NGOs rather than the local ones. 

Despite these challenges, the group discussed the need to focus on their strengths as institutions and their potential as development catalysts. The groups identified these key strengths:

· Local organisations are the closest to beneficiaries and target groups; they are familiar with local customs and more aware of local needs. 
· Local organisations have strong and good contacts with members of the local community, implying that they are able to introduce change, bring hope and encourage participation of youth in the development process. 
· Local NGOs have better access to communities, and are able to provide and fill government/state gaps. 
· With its strong volunteer base, the staff of local organisations is increasingly motivated to introduce change and increase awareness. 
· Local NGOs are ideally placed to be the initiators of change and cooperation. 

· Local NGOs are best placed to promote values in a culturally relevant and realistic manner.  

Recommendations: 

Based on the issues raised throughout the workshop, participants were encouraged to reflect on potential opportunities and recommendations for the future. The groups decided that:

· As a regional group, participants agreed that more effort should be dedicated to improving communication and coordination. 
· Improved communication should not only be restricted to organizations, but rather with a wider group of stakeholders, which include policy makers, international donors, and the local/regional business sector. 
· Local organizations should also be more active in building bridges between the grass-root level and international donor community. 
In order to reach these goals, participants recommended:
· Using the platform introduced by the Humanitarian Forum as a starting point to increase trust and partnerships among regional NGOs. 
· Organise a series of training sessions for AHOPE for the Balkans participants, addressing the institutional weaknesses discussed earlier in the workshop.   

· Initiate collective applications and appeals for funds. Improved institutional capacity could directly increase local NGOs success in the application for funds and partnership opportunities.  

· Increase trust building and communication between participants through the exchange of contacts, information (success stories and failures), and the creation of a database.

· Use The Humanitarian Forum as a model for communication and coordination of humanitarian work in the Balkans region. A first stage would be to introduce a webpage and/or e-network for regional NGOs.
· Introduce regular networking opportunities (with a possible second AHOPE for the Balkans meeting) to ensure greater complimentarily and collaborating of humanitarian work.

These Recommentations can be implemented:

· Bilaterally, between NGOs

· By Balkan NGOs as an informal group (The Humanitarian Forum can act as a facilitator)

· Through a specific project of The Humanitarian Forum (funding permitting)

