Group A: A European citizenship for living together in Europe

Session 1: twinning: a tool for social inclusion and active participation

Christophe Chaillou opened the session explaining that, in addition to working for CEMR, he was also the mayor of a town of 17,000 inhabitants, actively involved with three twinning partners. He introduced the speakers and highlighted their diversity: they represented views from Serbia, Spain and the United Kingdom; and of politicians, practitioners and the voluntary sector; and the projects they described involved children with special needs; the economically disadvantaged; and older people.

· Helping people with disabilities: the experience of Watford (UK)

Stephen Fletcher, the International and Twinning Officer from Watford Borough Council introduced his town with a photo of Elton John, a keen supporter of the football team, and described the five formal twinning links with France, Germany, Italy, Russia and the United States. He explained how community was at the heart of all activities and cited the benefits Watford had gained to life long learning and educational attainment; increasing tolerance and respect; and exchanging good practice and expertise to improve services. He also stressed the power of developing friendships.

Watford had been involved in an art project with its Italian twin to enable adults with disabilities to exhibit their work. However, the project that Mr Fletcher had chosen to demonstrate how twinning had contributed to social inclusion and active citizenship involved young people with severe learning disabilities, aged 16-21, and their counterparts in Russian twin town, Novgorod. Starting as an exchange of teachers to share teaching methods and good practice, there was a keen desire to directly involve the students and exchange visits took place both ways. The young people worked on joint projects around geography, citizenship, language and rhythm, while the teachers discussed the best ways of helping young people with disabilities prepare for adult life. On return to Watford, the young people held an information evening to tell the wider community about their visit, demonstrating how it had improved skills, confidence, self-esteem and developed some lasting friendships. Another benefit was the improvement in relationships and communication between the special schools in Watford.

The visits were funded by the British Council, the schools and Watford Council with fundraising activities involving voluntary groups, including the local orchestras.

Watford was also involved in a project with its US twin to raise money for older people in residential homes in the US. Watford was invited to send professional chefs to take part in a cookery event. All expenses were covered by the US partners, with the event raising a significant amount for old people in the US. The project also strengthened the partnerships between the two communities, and between Watford Council and a member of its business community.

· Including marginalised groups: the City of Torrelavega (E)
The second speaker, Carlos Ruiz Perez, President of the Twinning Association, described the Spanish town of Torrelavega as industrial with 60,000 inhabitants. The key aims of his association were to improve the quality of life for all citizens, including marginalised groups, such as drug addicts and the disabled.
Mr Ruiz Perez described the work that the association had been doing with young people with anti-social behaviour, many of whom lived on the streets. He stressed the need to address issues around immigration and gender equality; to create roles for women and balance the demands of work and home. He cited lack of maturity and vulnerability of the young people as major inhibitors to adapting to the many social, political and economic changes around them. Working with similar groups in their French twin town, the twinning association had promoted leisure and cultural activities, encouraging the disaffected young people to make the most of these opportunities. Mr Ruiz Perez praised the quality of the relationships developed between the young people and between the trainers. He stressed the value of enabling young people to come together in an environment of trust, without problems, where they could build positive memories together through sporting and cultural activities. Mr Ruiz Perez emphasised the importance of letting the young people know that they had the same status as other participants.

Mr Ruiz Perez finished by praising the role of volunteers in the community who had played a significant role with this project and in helping disabled groups work together. 

· A home for the elderly: the Municipality of Bač (Serbia)
The third speaker, Darija Shajin, the Head of the Municipal Administration of Bač in Serbia presented a project to create a home for older people. Working jointly with the Dutch national association through the city of Vlist (NL), the project was very innovative for the multi-ethnic community with 17,000 inhabitants. Bač used the experience of their Dutch counterparts in sustaining and improving the quality of life for older people, and looked specifically at issues such as fighting poverty; enriching lives; improving the status of older people; and providing good access to employment and/or voluntary work.

Another feature of the project was the extensive consultation exercise undertaken by the municipality of potential users. For the first time, people could directly input into decisions affecting their future.
The home will employ a staff of twelve including nurses, doctors and the director. The next phase of the project is to secure funding and finish the construction. To achieve this Bač is running media campaigns; organising focus groups; producing information leaflets. Volunteering is a big aspect of the project, and members of the community are being encouraged to work with the older people to develop new skills, raise awareness of the home, and create a sense of belonging.

· Future perspectives

Two speakers provided future perspectives on this issue. Councillor Keith Whitmore from Manchester City Council, and a long-term member of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe, began by reminding the audience of the title of the conference and how the previous presenters had so accurately described the role of twinning in tomorrow’s world. All three had clearly demonstrated how twinning could help to re-engage marginalised groups and bring them back into the community. He explained that integration and cohesion had become even more important in the twenty first century for three main reasons: firstly the success of the EU depended on cooperation within and between member states, and beyond; secondly, due to the significant social, political and economic change, for example, climate change, the increasing ageing population; the impact of the emerging markets of China and India on our local industries; and, finally, the movement of people. Mr Whitmore stressed that twinning was already ideally placed to address issues of social cohesion and integration as it is an inclusive, grass roots movement.

Mr Whitmore talked about “European Local Democracy Week”, a new initiative he was involved in through his work with the Congress. The project called for an annual European event with simultaneous national and local events organised by local authorities in all member states to increase knowledge of local democracy, to encourage participation at the local level. Having a series of local events under the same ‘label’ across the continent would re-enforce the sense that ‘local’ and ‘European’ are not opposites, but complementary.

On a practical level, this would involve local institutions opening their offices to citizens over a period of time with special events to encourage discussion about key topics for specific groups: the disabled; youth groups; older people. Mr Whitmore stressed that at the heart of a successful Europe were successful, safe and cohesive communities and these could only be created by active participation and involvement in their development. He described twinning as the ideal springboard for this initiative because of the ‘marriage’ required by the municipality and the community; the need for formally, democratically constituted committees to organise the partnership; and the opportunity to compare different systems and practices in the two countries.

The second speaker to provide future perspectives was Roshan Di Puppo, representing the Social Platform which brings together European voluntary groups to counter issues of anti-poverty and racism. She began by asking how community groups and local authorities can work together; who is excluded and why; why inclusion and integration are so important; and how can we help. She cited the existence of physical barriers to groups; discrimination, prejudices and racism; and the fact that some groups are invisible in society, such as gays and lesbians. She asked how we could enable younger people to contribute to decision making processes and also raised the issue of the illegal members of society.

Ms Di Puppo stressed the importance of equal rights, and everyone’s entitlement to fundamental rights, for example, the right to have a childhood, even if you are homeless; to have access to employment, security and services. She explained that twinning is important as it allows us to explore innovation and new practices to make improvements. Twinning can be a trigger to develop long term projects; asking citizens what they need with regard to services. However, finding the marginalised members of the communities, and engaging with them is not easy. She advised that we needed to think carefully about whom we work with and how we go about this to combat exclusion. Further, we need to recognise that unemployed people are part of the solution, which also included employers and chambers of commerce.
She concluded by stressing the need to move to a new way of thinking about twinning. Impact on social lives is important, but we must remember that citizens have rights and responsibilities. Citizens need to work with local authorities to develop better services and systems.
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Session 2: youth and twinning: an initiation to public life

Roberto Di Giovan Paolo, Secretary General of the Italian section of CEMR (AICCRE), chaired the session. He stressed the need of the involvement of young people in the process of the European construction. Twinning is a tool to make young people understand the complexity of EU integration, similarly to programs like Erasmus, but from a different angle. The twinning movement should be rejuvenated through the active involvement and integration of the youth.
· A European school network: eTwinning
Anja Balanskat, as a coordinator of the e-twinning movement, presented the system of the European Schoolnet. It is a network that focuses on activities coordinated by 28 European ministries promoting new technologies in European schools, and encouraging their co-operation. eTwinning was launched on 14 January, 2005 by Commissioner Jan Figel as the flagship of the European Commission’s eLearning programme at a conference with more than 300 teachers and others involved in school collaboration across Europe. The aim of the network focusing on eTwinning is to bring an EU dimension to schools.
At the moment 25 655 primary and secondary schools, and 25 400 teachers are involved in the network. The main themes of cooperation are foreign languages, history /traditions, IT /informatics. The core of the activities take place in virtual space through the www.eTWINNING.NET portal. It gives teachers and other school staff inspiration and tools to carry out eTwinning projects. The portal is available in 21 languages; it highlights news and events from all over Europe, provides contact details, offers pedagogical tools and learning materials by subject and pilot project examples, it provides partner-finding options and communication tools, and a platform where teachers and pupils can work together. The eTwinning Prize Competition was introduced to promote best practices in the field. Although personal contacts cannot and should not be replaced by internet based partnerships, eTwinning can act as a great compliment to other sustainable projects, like Comenius and Leonardo.
· The “Douzelage” network
The Douzelage network was introduced by two speakers, Alphonse Henrard, Deputy Mayor of Houffalize (B), Vice President of the “Douzelage” network’s youth committee and Ilias-Miltiadis Klapas, Mayor of Preveza (GR) Member of the “Douzelage” network. The network was created in 1999 by 12 towns in France. Today it consists of 20 countries. It operates on the basis of numerous projects. The Douzelage stands for the promotion and support of the development and exchange of inter-European ideas and the involvement of European citizens. Domains of activities include: youth activities, cultural activities, sport activities. Groups involved are: schools, elderly people, young people. Themes / areas of cooperation are: fighting racism and xenophobia, techniques of waste-management and territorial planning, cultural activities, sport activities etc.
Through many activities, the youngsters' EU-spirit is developed and all projects are carefully prepared and carried out by specialists on the education level. A lot of the projects are happening within the frame of the official EU-programs "Comenius" or "Sokrates". A lot of sport exchanges (especially for children) are being organised, giving the children the possibility to live the European experience through competitions and games, all in discovering the different European towns and mentalities.
Examples for specific activities are: Mini Parliament all over Europe, EU week in Germany, bird-watching in The Netherlands, youth theatre in Finland with 2000 spectators, specialist meetings of doctors, tourism experts etc.
· A Democratic Youth and Child Local Government: the City of Alsómocsolád 
Ms. Dicső, as a citizen and active member of the Youth Committee of Alsómocsolád, introduced the system of Democratic Youth and Child Local Government of Alsómocsolád. All young people between 6 and 26 are members of the child and youth municipality of Alsomocsolad, those who are over 10, can vote and be elected. The elected council consists of a mayor and two council members. In the local government the children / youngsters organise common activities that bring them closer together, they acquire experience about decision-making processes, and learn about the responsibility of voting, therefore practicing civic participation. This local government system teaches young people at a very early age about the importance of democracy. It works on a municipal level but also organises activities on a regional level. 

Alsómocsolád (HU) and Máréfalva (RO) have been twinned since 2001. They created a project that aims to transfer this system to the Romanian village. The basic idea of the programme was to inform the children and youth of Máréfalva about the possibilities of the child local-government movement, and urge them to establish a similar youth organisation adapted to their social background and characteristics. It was also important for Alsómocsolád to build their international relations and strengthen the tolerance and the acceptance of otherness among the children and youth of Alsomocsolad with the help of the youth from different social and economic background of Máréfalva. 

Four main task-groups were drawn up in small groups, and feasibility studies for 4 major events were outlined, including budgets, time-tables and designations of responsible persons. The primary goal was that the children get a taste of not only principles, but of the practical operation of organisation as well. By the end of the week, boundaries disappeared, a cooperative small group capable of joining forces and thinking together, was formed gathering the children of Máréfalva and Alsómocsolád. Thanks to this program, the twinning relations were also strengthened. The participating young people got acquainted with project-planning techniques, and by realizing a well-planned project they got to know the basic principles of project-cycle management. In Romania, a new form of youth organization was created. 

· Future perspectives

Philippe Tarrisson, Director of the department “Europe of the citizen” of the French section of CEMR (AFCCRE), concluded by underlining the role of twinning as a tool to introduce young people to local and European public life. Its main aim can be to encourage and teach mobility in Europe. Young people are present in different fields of life: culture, education, sport, therefore we can approach them from different angles. However, it is very important that when planning activities for them, young people should be made active and be given real responsibility. The exchanges of ideas should be constructed around the idea of “thinking together” rather then just information transfer. Exchanges of experiences should be personalized. Numerous EU programs centre around this type of approach e.g. Youth in Action. eTwinning could be a great tool to prepare regular twinning contacts.
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