EBU WOMEN AND VOLUNTEERING 2011 
Some personal reflections
The fact that 2011 has been declared as the European year of volunteering, led me to reflect on volunteer work itself, its significance and contribution to society, and about my own attitudes toward volunteering. I am very happy that volunteering is recognised and given the status of the European year theme, because I believe volunteering is very important in every society. Even more so, given the current times we live in, in which profit and material welfare are so emphasised and praised. 
What is voluntary work? It is all work we do on our free will for somebody else or for society and for which we do not expect or receive any payment in return - be it in money, goods or services. We can of course receive praise, a symbolic reward or recognition of our work, but no payment. 
Ever since I have started working, I have felt that it is important to devote part of my time to work for free, absolutely free. It is the reward being what our parents called God’s payment. When I was still active as a lawyer in public service, I often gave free legal advice to different people who turned to me for help (not to worry, this was not grey economy or moonlighting). And there are millions of volunteers doing the same.
I have always helped people with all my knowledge and abilities I had available. When I retired, I devoted many hours of volunteer work to the Union of the Blind and Partially Sighted of Slovenia, and in the last two years also to EBU. However, I am well aware that I can do voluntary work because, as a retired person, I receive a retirement pension, which ensures my social and economic security and I therefore do not need to worry about earning money to survive.  
In disability organizations, which are in most cases non-governmental and non-profit organizations, volunteer work is very essential for their existence. Especially volunteer work by us who are members ourselves. We are the driving force of the organization, because the very few employees the organizations usually can afford would never be able to achieve as much without volunteers. Numerous projects and actions have been successfully carried out thanks to volunteer work of our members (and with the support of a generally very small team of staff, if any). 
I am convinced that the majority of blind and partially sighted women are also volunteers. Our disability perhaps makes us more sensitive and compassionate and thus enables us to better understand other people who have lost their sight and have therefore found themselves in a difficult situation. We can be good peer counsellors or just good listeners. We have different talents, skills, knowledge and experience and all these help us in our different fields of volunteering.  
While the numbers of unemployed people in Europe are rising, it may well be that for many young people, the first time job seekers, volunteer work can be a stepping stone to future employment. Knowing that blind and partially sighted people have more difficulties getting a paid job, despite good education and degrees, it is volunteering that can open up many doors. Volunteer work provides us with the opportunity to put our knowledge into practice, learn and prove ourselves, to show what we know, what skills and ideas we have and what we can achieve. When the employer sees how determined, hard working and creative we are, full of fresh ideas and devoted to our work, they may offer a job to us instead of to a fully sighted person. We mustn’t forget that by doing volunteer work, we learn new skills, gain much experience, new knowledge and competences. We meet new people and all these can open up new doors on our career path. 
That is why I am glad there are different European initiatives which support voluntary work, especially of young people, all over Europe and give opportunities also to disabled people, including blind and partially sighted women and men. 
We mustn’t forget the numerous sighted volunteers, who offer daily support in our organizations and to our members, either as guides, readers, personal assistants, drivers, or just keeping people company. It would be very difficult without them and we are very grateful for all their work and dedication. At this point I must mention a project which started six years ago in the Association of the Blind and Partially Sighted of Ljubljana. The Centre DOTIK (Touch), which was set up by the project, is run by visually impaired and fully sighted youth. They are mostly university students, all of them volunteers. By organizing various activities, they try to improve the lives of visually impaired people of all ages. A lot of their work is focused on awareness raising and on making people understand the barriers visually impaired people face in society.  The project was funded by a European grant. It received the SozialMarie award in 2006 in Vienna and was chosen among more than 200 competing projects. 
Let me conclude by saying that a job well done gives us a great feeling of being useful, of belonging and being included in society. And when we do the job well, we feel content, like we have given something big and important to somebody.
That sense of satisfaction is the reward that volunteering gives us. 
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