	
	
	




	
	
	



Follow up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on the implementation of the European Solidarity Corps programme 2021-2027 
1. Rapporteur: Michaela ŠOJDROVÁ (EPP / CZ
2. Reference numbers: 2023/2018 (INI) / A9-0308/2023 / P9_TA(2023)0410
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 21 November 2023
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Culture and Education (CULT)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution on the implementation of the European Solidarity Corps programme 2021-2027:
· calls on the Commission to strengthen the cooperation with all the relevant stakeholders in the programme;
· emphasizes the need for improved promotion and outreach activities of the programme, with particular attention to raising awareness among young people with fewer opportunities; 
· welcomes the programme’s commitment to meet its inclusive objectives and the implementation guidelines for its inclusion and diversity strategy;
· welcomes the high interest of young people in the humanitarian aid strand of the volunteering activities;
· proposes to lower the age limits as well as the mandatory minimum number of five participants per solidarity project for in-country activities in the next programming period;
· calls on the Commission to consider adopting a more flexible approach in terms of offered volunteering formats;
· reiterates its call on the Commission to ensure that the IT tools work properly and to their full potential;
· highlights the need for addressing the lengthy selection procedure and providing mandatory in-person trainings before the deployment of volunteers within the humanitarian aid strand of the Corps; 
· supports the need for providing the European Solidarity Corps with an adequate budget that can accommodate the increasing interest in the programme.
6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or envisaged, by the Commission: 
Paragraph 1: The Commission gives priority to increasing administrative simplification and facilitating existing tools and services to make them accessible to more diverse target groups and newcomer organisations. The measures already undertaken, vary from constantly improving IT tools to the users’ needs, adapting application forms and reports and the move to multi-annual programming for National Agencies to improve the planning of resources and reduce the frequency of contractual obligations with the Commission.
Paragraph 2: The Commission works continuously with National Agencies through various tools to foster exchange of information and best practices and to ensure that they are shared between relevant actors at all levels. The co-creation approach was followed at the time of formulating the current programme, and consequently regular exchanges between the National Agencies and stakeholders will be organised when discussing the new programming period. In addition, there are regular meetings with several beneficiary organisations in the informal “user-sounding board meetings”, which help to identify the needs of the end-user to improve the IT tools.
In 2018, the National Agencies Communication Network supported by the Commission was established, involving all the communication officers of the National Agencies. It provides a platform to exchange good practices in the field of communication, dissemination and valorisation of project results. Furthermore, the Network informs National Agencies about latest developments such as new campaigns, activities or communication assets available to them. It also empowers National Agencies to improve their communication activities by organising regular webinars tailored to their needs.
The European Solidarity Corps Platform, which was developed in 2019 and is part of the programme’s section of the European Youth Portal, serves as a public online database where users can explore all programme-funded projects since its launch. They can find potential project partners as well as draw inspiration for future projects. The filtering interface allows to search for projects by keyword, call, year, country/region, hosting organisation name/type, topics and actions. The finalised projects feature good practices to showcase the most impactful and innovative projects. The Platform currently shows information on more than 9,000 European Solidarity Corps projects. In 2022, the Platform attracted almost 60,000 unique visitors, with 40,000 of them being first-time users. Following the user satisfaction survey conducted in 2023, 80% of respondents found information on the Platform quickly.
Paragraph 3: The Communication Strategy for the European Solidarity Corps was established in 2021 with an engaging and dynamic visual identity and a narrative around the tagline “the power of together”. It provides a consistent, efficient and overarching approach to communicating and promoting the programme’s opportunities and benefits for all the actors involved. The strategy is steered by a dedicated communication working group meeting two to three times a year.
The European Solidarity Corps Communication Strategy is consistent with the corporate communication and visibility rules for EU funding programmes 2021-2027.
In order to ensure that the European Solidarity Corps project beneficiaries promote and disseminate effectively the programme by showcasing their activities, the Commission has issued the Communication guidelines for project beneficiaries in 2022, a step-by-step guide on communicating projects and their results. The guidelines are available in all programme languages and have been widely disseminated by the National Agencies to their project beneficiaries using their communication channels, as well as other multipliers such as Eurodesk, SALTO-YOUTH Network (Support, Advanced Learning and Training Opportunities for Youth), etc.
As regards the indirect management strands of the programme, National Agencies are required to set up a plan for communication and dissemination of information and results in the context of their (multiannual and annual) work programmes, which includes a strong inclusion and diversity dimension. National Agencies are obliged to report on activities carried out and results achieved in the context of their annual management declarations, which are subject to an in-depth performance assessment by the Commission. The results on recommendations for improvement are communicated to the National Agencies and National Authorities.
Paragraphs 4, 5 and 6: The National Agencies Communication Network supports National Agencies by providing them with knowledge and skills in order to carry out more tailored communication and outreach activities. In particular, the annual meetings and webinars organised by the Network feature the participation of leading experts in the field of public communication, contributing to presenting the latest trends and tools in communication.
Paragraph 7: The Commission is in favour of offering a wide variety of volunteering activities. However, it is important to underline that the core programme lies in human interaction and exchange of cultural values and experiences. Hence, digital activities are not intended to replace the physical mobility and cooperation settings, but rather complement them by enlarging the palette of available options, given the opportunities brought by digitalisation. Virtual and hybrid activities may contribute to lowering the threshold of participation for young people with fewer opportunities or to strengthening the overall impact of the projects. Facilitating such practices would certainly create lively online communities, support versatile learning experiences and be complementary to the physical mobility. The Commission will follow the results of the mid-term evaluation review of the programme in order to explore new format options.
Paragraph 8: Regarding the current age limitations, this requirement is integrated in the legal basis of the European Solidarity Corps programme. This, along with the mandatory minimum number of participants per solidarity project for in-country activities, could be looked at when discussing the new programming framework beyond 2027.
The Commission continues the exchanges with Member States to facilitate the implementation of the Council Recommendation on the mobility of young volunteers across the European Union[footnoteRef:2] adopted on 5 April 2022, which will drive the impact of European civic mobility or transnational volunteering even further in the coming years in line with the 2019-2027 European Union Youth Strategy. [2: .	https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32022H0411(01)] 

Paragraph 10: The Commission reminds that the role of support organisations is defined in the regulation. They should carry out activities – in their support capacity – in relation to sending participants, as well as to preparing participants before and guiding them during and after the solidarity activity.
Paragraph 11: Introducing these requirements for ensuring that all participants receive the same high-level training according to the guidelines provided to the national agencies may add a significant burden and barrier for the participants. Security and safety of the participants, participating organisations and target groups are obviously part of the programme’s key principles and quality standards including tailored training for participants working with vulnerable groups in accordance with the applicable national laws.
Paragraph 12: The Commission acknowledges the importance of improving the inclusiveness of the programme. Through the programme duration and across all its activities, the European Solidarity Corps applies the four priorities applicable to all EU actions in the field of youth: inclusion and diversity, environmental sustainability and climate goals, digital transformation and participation in democratic life, which are identical to Erasmus+. The programme therefore seeks to increase the qualitative impact of its actions and to promote equal opportunities. The framework on inclusion measures[footnoteRef:3] adopted in April 2022 will facilitate even further the inclusion of young people with fewer opportunities. [3: .	https://erasmus-plus.ec.europa.eu/document/implementation-guidelines-erasmus-and-european-solidarity-corps-inclusion-and-diversity-strategy] 

Paragraph 13: The Commission is committed to improving the flexibility of the programme. As of 2024 call, the European Solidarity Corps will offer increased flexibility in mixing volunteering activities of different types and duration.
Paragraph 14: While volunteering activities cannot take place in Ukraine, because of the Russian invasion, volunteering projects that contribute to the post-war rebuilding of Ukraine will be eligible for funding as soon as the situation allows it. The existing rules will allow the European Solidarity Corps to provide full support to the reconstruction of Ukraine.
Paragraph 15: Regarding the efficiency of the European Solidarity Corps’ IT modules, the Commission continues to improve its tools while taking into account the needs of users from National Agencies, beneficiary organisations as well as participants. Major improvements have been noticed by the users in the recent months (through feedback to the national agencies) and further improvements are scheduled in the IT planning.
Paragraph 16: The Commission underlines that the European Solidarity Corps offers multiple support measures to train and properly prepare the volunteers for their duties. These include the General Online Training, Online Language Support (OLS), the Training and Evaluation Cycle, mentoring and recognition of learning outcomes. The mid-term evaluation would serve as a good opportunity to look into modules focused on European citizenship.
Paragraph 17: The Commission will look into further improvements on the linguistic support for participants as well as new procedures of renewing the European Solidarity Corps Quality label based on the outcomes of the mid-term evaluation.
Paragraph 18: The Commission informs that the datasets regarding mobility of participants to the European Solidarity Corps will be published in 2024. The information then available through the official portal for European data[footnoteRef:4] will be accessible to all citizens and for research purposes. [4:  	https://data.europa.eu/en] 

Paragraph 19: The Commission supports the recognition of learning outcomes from volunteering activities through various tools. Primarily via Youthpass, the European recognition instrument for identifying and documenting learning outcomes acquired in projects under the Erasmus+ youth and the European Solidarity Corps programme. In addition, the European Digital Credentials for Learning will allow leaners to receive credentials in a digital format for all types of learning (formal, non-formal, informal), such as a diploma, a transcript of records, a micro-credential, or a certificate of participation in training or in a volunteering opportunity.
Furthermore, the Commission works on the Europass Mobility. This will lead to introducing a new Europass Mobility template in order to certify outcomes of periods abroad as well as to facilitate recognition through the use of a learning agreement and the possibility to issue a digital credential afterwards. The templates are modular and will be equally usable for volunteering activities.
Paragraph 20: The Commission agrees on the need to support young people’s transition into the labour market. Such empowerment is especially crucial in case of young people in vulnerable situations. This concern is reflected through the reinforced Youth Guarantee, which all Member States have committed to implement. The Commission supports Member States in this endeavour.
Paragraph 21: The Commission actively supports the advancement of youth work in Europe through the EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027[footnoteRef:5]. One of its primary objectives is to empower and engage young people in society. While acknowledging that youth work is primarily the responsibility of Member States, the Commission is committed to supporting it and implementing the European Youth Work Agenda. This support takes shape through various initiatives, including working groups and peer learning activities. Looking ahead, the Commission is dedicated to supporting the 4th European Youth Work Convention in 2025. This event will prioritise the recognition and education of youth work. The Commission is gathering valuable evidence and information on youth work in the Member States through the Youth Wiki[footnoteRef:6]. [5:  	https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=LEGISSUM:4617911 ]  [6:  	https://national-policies.eacea.ec.europa.eu/youthwiki ] 

Paragraph 22: The Commission acknowledges that third-country nationals may face administrative and practical obstacles to cross-border volunteering if they need to apply for a short or long-term visa or residence permit for the purpose of volunteering service. National Agencies strive to help candidate volunteers with relevant advice on obtaining the visa.  In addition, the Visa Code is flexible enough to consider each specific situation, provided the stay in the Schengen area does not exceed 90 days in any 180-day period.
Additionally, Directive (EU) 2016/801 on the conditions of entry and residence of third-country nationals for the purposes of research, studies, training, voluntary service, pupil exchange schemes or educational projects and au pairing regulates the conditions of entry and residence of third-country nationals for the purposes of research, studies, training, voluntary service, among others. According to the Directive, Member States shall adopt a decision on the application as soon as possible, but not later than 90 days from the date on which the complete application was submitted.
The 2022 Council Recommendation on the mobility of young volunteers across the European Union (C157/1 of 5 April 2022) also calls on the Member States to “resolve administrative and practical issues that create difficulties in obtaining visas and/or residence permits for third-country nationals for the purpose of voluntary service”, including with respect to the intra-EU mobility of third-country volunteers.  
Paragraph 23: The Commission would like to note that the volunteering in humanitarian aid operations promote European values, along with the fundamental humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence, the ‘do no harm’ principle, as required in Article 9 (2) of the Regulation (EU) 2021/888 establishing the European Solidarity Corps programme, and is guided by the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid. Although the Grand Bargain[footnoteRef:7] is not explicitly mentioned in the legal base, some of its provisions are also a useful reference. [7:  	https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/what/humanitarian-aid/grand-bargain_en ] 

Paragraph 26: The safety and security of volunteers is an absolute priority when implementing the programme, through adequate initial training (self-assessment, online and face-to-face).
A precondition for organisations to participate in the action is the award of a Quality Label for humanitarian aid volunteering that requires organisations to demonstrate that they have measures in place to guarantee safe and secure living and working conditions for volunteers. The European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA) has a reinforced monitoring strategy in place and is monitoring selected projects against defined criteria. EACEA also receives regular risk reports. In case the safety and security of volunteers would be at risk, EACEA would get in contact with the organisations to receive updates of the actions undertaken to mitigate that risk (for example repatriation measures).
The topic is highlighted in info days, kick-offs and in monitoring meetings with potential applicants and beneficiaries that are regularly convened by EACEA. Moreover, volunteers participating in humanitarian aid volunteering are offered primary insurance.
Paragraph 27: The success of this action sometimes mean that selections take time. The number of candidates exceed the number of available training places that are strictly limited by the budget currently available. Volunteers receive a compulsory training from both support and host organisations at the beginning of their deployment and emphasises that the active involvement of local staff is required in Article 9(2) (e) of the Regulation (EU) 2021/888 establishing the European Solidarity Corps programme.
Paragraph 28: With reference to the security assessment of the participating organisations, a precondition for organisations to participate in the action is the award of a Quality Label for humanitarian aid volunteering requiring that organisations demonstrate they have measures in place to guarantee safe and secure living and working conditions for volunteers.
During the first two years of the programme, EACEA has launched a simplified procedure for the organisations which were holders of a label certificate under the EU Aid Volunteers initiative and have subsequently applied for the Quality Label for the European Voluntary Humanitarian Aid Corps.
Since the organisations which are signatories to a framework partnership agreement between non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the Commission, still need to demonstrate their ability to safely manage and provide adequate mentoring to young volunteers, including those with fewer opportunities, they must follow the normal procedure for the award of the Quality Label for the European Voluntary Humanitarian Aid Corps. 
As reference is made to the EU Aid Volunteers initiative, the process under the European Solidarity Corps Quality Label procedure has been simplified compared to the past accreditation process: the Quality Label is valid for the programme period and does not need to be renewed every three years. It can however be withdrawn in cases where the quality criteria are no longer met.
Paragraph 29: The Commission recalls that the “ex-post evaluation” of EU Aid Volunteers has shown that the situation was the same already in the previous programming period: “few of the volunteers were able to engage directly in humanitarian operations; many were engaged in general development activities”[footnoteRef:8]. The Commission will however see what the conclusions of the mid-term evaluation of the European Solidarity Corps will show in this respect. [8:  	Executive summary page iii : https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2021-11/euav_ex_post_evaluation_study_ade_final_report_-_volume_1_-_report.pdf ] 

Paragraph 30: Almost halfway through the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 2021-2027, performance data indicate that European Solidarity Corps programme is performing well in terms of budget implementation. In general, high oversubscription by young people in the European Solidarity Corps section of the Youth Portal[footnoteRef:9] cannot be fully satisfied by opportunities through flat budget increases until 2027. The programme has already demonstrated its capacity to absorb additional budget with the financial support coming from Horizon Europe to implement the EU Missions (EUR 16.5 million in 2023), which gives the opportunity to additional young people to volunteer for projects addressing societal challenges, including green or digital policies. [9:  	https://youth.europa.eu/strategy_en ] 

The Programme has also demonstrated its flexibility to react quickly to crises, including the pandemic, the Russian aggression against Ukraine and high inflation. For the latter, the Commission increased the level of individual supports for the beneficiaries, hence keeping the programme more inclusive.
The Commission is already conducting its spending review to assess the performance of the EU programmes in view of preparing its proposal for the next MFF planned to be adopted by the Commission in 2025, recalling that the next MFF cannot be prejudged in scope and content.
Paragraph 31: The Commission would like to emphasise that the vast majority of grants are timely paid. This needs to be seen in the context of considering the available resources, the high number of grants awarded under the programme and the overall operating modalities of the European Solidarity Corps / Erasmus+ IT landscape.
Paragraph 32: The Commission supports the call for exploring synergies with other EU programmes, and recalls it has taken several actions in this direction.
Both the European Solidarity Corps and the Erasmus+ Regulations call for complementarity and consistency of the Programme actions with other funding sources at European or national level. Erasmus+ and the European Solidarity Corps have common governance and delivery mechanisms; common implementing bodies (National Agencies and EACEA) provide a coherent delivery mechanism for European opportunities in the areas of transnational learning mobility and solidarity, and ensure a high level of complementarity between the actions.
With regards to the content of both programmes, there are important complementarities when it comes to the target groups of the opportunities (mainly young people) and the key stakeholders. Both the Erasmus Programme and the European Solidarity Corps share strong links with beneficiaries typically active in the area of non-formal education, such as local, regional, national and European NGOs, social enterprises and youth workers.
In addition, since 2023 the volunteering activities of the European Solidarity Corps receive financial support from Horizon Europe under the EU Missions to further mobilise young citizens to be active players and actors of change in climate, environmental and health issues, linked to the goals of the Missions. This connection and synergy between the two programmes will help to deliver a systemic change in line with the European Green Deal. Moreover, with a view to the next programming period, the Commission will continue to look into the possibilities to fully explore synergies while avoiding duplications.
Paragraph 33: The European Solidarity Corps is mainly implemented through indirect management. This means that the Commission entrusts budget implementation tasks to National Agencies. The rationale of this approach is to bring the European Solidarity Corps as close as possible to its beneficiaries and to adapt to the diversity of each country. Actions of larger scale and higher impact are implemented at centralised level. Solidarity projects that are small local projects implemented by groups of young people or individual volunteering projects are better placed within National Agencies that know better the local, regional and national realities and organisations.
The Commission recalls that in the 2024 Call for proposals, recently launched, the Commission has increased for a second time the relevant funding rates to cater for the high inflation pressure in the recent past, which effects mutually young people and beneficiary organisations. The adaptation of the funding rates is the result of reflections, analysis, market study results and discussions between the National Agencies, EACEA and internal Commission services to ensure a new adequate level of funding to allow continuous high-quality volunteering environments for the young participants, with a strong inclusion focus.
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