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REPORT 

The session “Volunteering & Social Economy: Building up Europe’s Resilience” explored how 

volunteering, and social economy actors contribute to strengthening European societies in times of 

crisis and uncertainty, while also reflecting on how the upcoming International Volunteer Year 2026 

(IVY2026) can catalyse stronger recognition and cooperation across sectors. In her opening remarks, 

Ariane Rodert emphasised the central role of organised civil society in building preparedness across 

Europe. She argued that resilience does not begin when a crisis occurs but is built through everyday 

community engagement and social cohesion. Civil society organisations, deeply embedded in local 

contexts, help foster a culture of shared responsibility, trust, and mutual support. These networks play 

a crucial role in addressing vulnerabilities before crises emerge and ensuring that preparedness 

strategies remain inclusive.  

Catarina Vieira, Member of the European Parliament, reinforced this perspective by highlighting the 

importance of trust and community engagement as foundational infrastructures for resilient societies. 

She stressed that resilience often emerges from people’s willingness to support each other and 

organise collectively in difficult moments. Volunteers, social economy and social service actors 

represent not only service providers but also expressions of democratic participation and civic 

responsibility. Strengthening these ecosystems requires predictable access to European funding 

programmes and policy frameworks that recognise volunteering and other forms of citizen-led 

support as a freely chosen activity, rather than a substitute for public services. 

From the perspective of EU institutions, Gaetano Vivo from DG ECHO presented the European 

Commission’s evolving approach to disaster preparedness. He explained that the recently introduced 

“Preparedness Union” strategy reflects a shift from a purely government-led model of crisis 

management to a whole-of-society approach. This framework emphasises shared responsibility 

among governments, civil society organisations, and citizens themselves. Vivo highlighted how civil 

society networks demonstrated their value during the response to Ukrainian refugees. According to 

Vivo, a key challenge now is identifying successful local initiatives that can be scaled up and replicated 

across Europe, while strengthening cooperation between EU institutions and volunteer networks. 

The contribution from the EU Red Cross Office, represented by Francesca Ligi, highlighted the 

importance of enabling frameworks for volunteering. Ligi stressed that legal recognition of volunteers 

is essential, as clear definitions and protections help ensure that volunteers can operate effectively 

and safely. She also emphasised that preparedness often happens outside the spotlight: community-

based activities such as first aid training or local awareness initiatives strengthen the capacity of 
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communities long before a crisis occurs. Investing in these local volunteer networks, particularly 

before emergencies arise, is therefore essential to reinforcing resilience across Europe. 

Sarah de Heusch, Director of Social Economy Europe, also underlined the Social Economy (SE) 

contributions to preparedness with the examples of local groups of women and Civil Society 

organisations fabricating masks within a cooperative during Covid-19 or the case of Fukushima, where 

the cities and villages with most social cohesion provided better response.  She highlighted that the 

previous Commission Action Plan on the Social Economy (2021) gave momentum to the SE, but this is 

now reducing. According to Sarah, communities' needs are better (and more innovatively) covered by 

local supply chains part of SE such as in: food supply; cooperative housing; upcycling and recycling; 

long-term care; or improved models of the digital world.  

Mila Shamku, Coordinator of Social Services Europe stressed the importance of the volunteers' 

contribution in the provision of social services and how crucial it is to create synergies amongst 

volunteers and formal providers of services such as care. Additionally, Shamku pointed out that in 

order to ensure that European citizens have access to quality social services appropriate funding is 

needed at all levels of governance. At the EU level the fight for a strong social dimension in the next 

Multi-Annual Financial Framework will be key to social service providers and social economy actors in 

general.  

Lena Karnalova, Board member of the Centre for European Volunteering (CEV) highlighted the human 

dimension of volunteering and its role in building long-term social capital. She emphasised that 

education, mentoring, and civic engagement are fundamental for strengthening resilience. Karnalova 

also noted the importance of appropriate policy frameworks for volunteering, pointing out that in 

some countries the lack of regulation creates uncertainty for organisations and volunteers alike. 

Investing in education, civic participation, and youth engagement, including their volunteering 

dimensions and components therefore represents a critical step toward more resilient societies. 

Across the discussion, a common message emerged: volunteering and civil society are not peripheral 

actors but essential components of Europe’s resilience architecture. Strengthening legal frameworks, 

investing in local initiatives, supporting civic education, and ensuring sustained cooperation between 

EU institutions and grassroots organisations will be key to unlocking their full potential. As the panel 

concluded, IVY2026 offers an opportunity not only to celebrate volunteers but also to place them 

firmly at the centre of Europe’s preparedness and resilience strategies. 
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