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Subject:

A description of the Volunteer Sector in Belgium and the contribution it makes.

I am glad to be able to explore with you a subject which will highlight the potential of volunteers in Belgium.  An overview of the Associations will make it easier to understand the individual position of each of the different associations of Friends of Museums in Belgium.

Federal Belgium is a country of approximately 10 million inhabitants. Brussels, the capital, is an international crossroads, open to worldwide influences.  Three linguistic communities live side by side: Dutch speaking, French speaking and German speaking.  The cultural affairs of each of these communities are looked after by the relevant community.  However, the central government retains the responsibility for administering the 10 scientific, federal establishments situated in Brussels, namely the Museums, the Royal Institute of Natural Sciences, the Observatory of Belgium etc.

The concept of an Association is well developed in Belgium.  This is why several Belgian Institutions, such as the National Bank, the National Lottery, the King Baudouin Foundation and the Universities of Liege and Louvain wish to bring you up to date on the role played by volunteers.  Their findings are revealing.  We have analysed them for you in an attempt to put them into perspective.

The Associations administered just by volunteers contribute more or less 5% of the GDP (Gross Domestic Product) which is considerable. The percentage of added value is the equivalent of 14 million euros.  The total number of unpaid volunteers is estimated to be around one million five hundred thousand people working in 50,000 (fifty thousand) different associations.  (however, a single volunteer can work for more than one association) The length of time invested obviously varies from one person to another, but 62% of volunteers give at least one day a week to their commitment.

The sectors where volunteers are most in evidence are, in order of numbers, culture-education-leisure activities (44%), provision of health and social services (41%) and the protection of Rights (15%).

-2-

What picture can we draw of the volunteer sector in Belgium?

It is generally made up of individuals who are concerned about society and their fellow human beings whose average age is 53.

Volunteers come from all classes of society, but it is noteworthy that age, religion, family and professional circumstances influence their involvement.

The typical volunteer is generally better educated than the average citizen.  Three out of five have a diploma of higher education.  Do the Associations of Friends of Museums make best use of these qualifications?  Should they endeavour to follow a more targeted recruitment?

At the Annual Meeting of the Belgian Federation which took place in Bruges in 2007 this question was raised in the presence of the directors of the more important museums:  “Over and above the usual tasks so well accomplished by volunteers, could the administration of Friends of Museums not call upon candidate volunteers who have specific training such as historians, art historians, archivists, librarians or philologists?”  The debate is still open and should be extended for this could be an important way forward for the administration of museums and the associations of Friends.

In what ways could the associations make improvements? 
· 36% of volunteers wish for a greater participation in decision making and more transparency in the management.

· 29% consider it important to have better internal communication.

· 18% would like more professionalism given to their work.

· 16% would like better training. 

What is the future for the volunteer sector in Belgium?

Volunteers consider their role to be even more important today.  However there appear to be fewer people ready to come forward.  The enquiry attributed this reduction to the increasing individualism in society.  At the same time it pointed to the lack of encouragement by the public authorities and institutions directly concerned.  Therefore an information campaign to the public should be launched and greater attention should forthwith be paid to better coordination between the associations. 
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The World Federation. 

Should the World Federation not assume this role of greater coordination? 

The World Federation meeting today in Jerusalem, thanks to the hospitality of our Israeli friends, could provide the context for exchange par excellence.  One hope would be for all to be made aware on a regular basis (by way of a Newsletter for instance) of the initiatives taken by the different national associations across the world.

In Conclusion, the volunteer sector in our federations must continue to be encouraged and developed. Volunteers have chosen to play a  part in civil society.  It is  therefore clear that they should be given real and concrete responsibilities if we wish to make them active partners in our cultural life.

You will have gathered that the volunteer plays a major role in Belgian society. Their commitment contributes in large measure to its social and moral cohesion.

