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Youth represent not only the future but also the present drivers of societal
change, innovation, and progress. Their energy, fresh perspectives, and deep
connection to emerging challenges such as climate change, social justice, and
digital transformation position them as key actors in community
development. Involving young people in decision-making processes enriches
both the decision-making and the broader community. By fostering youth
leadership and empowering them to take ownership of initiatives,
communities can harness the creativity, resilience, and passion young people
bring to the table. 

It's all about You(th), the two-day event organised by ECFI in collaboration
with Streekfonds East Flanders and with the support of the King Baudouin
Foundation, centered on why and how European community foundations can
foster young people's leadership, empower them, and involve them in
decision-making to build fairer, more equitable, and thriving communities. 
     
The event saw the participation of over 60 individuals from 15 different
European countries, with 60% of attendees under the age of 35. The
discussions centered on how community foundations can better engage with
young people, ensuring that youth leadership is encouraged within
organisations and communities. Key topics included the importance of
diversity, how to widen engagement efforts, and understanding what young
people need for meaningful participation.

 
The programme was shaped by a dedicated Steering Committee, comprising
Maksym Hrynchyshyn, National Network of Local Philanthropy Development
(Ukraine), Katharina Leitz, Stuttgart Community Foundation (Germany), Laura
McKenzie, Northamptonshire Community Foundation (United Kingdom) and
Kristijan Panev, Local Community Development Foundation – Shtip (North
Macedonia).

Here below follow the key points touched upon throughout the different
sessions:

The opening panel – framing the conversation from different
perspectives

Andreea-Stefana Coman (President, Youth Division Sibiu) highlighted that
confidence-building and meaningful interaction with adults begin in
schools, yet the Romanian educational system presents obstacles. Another
challenge is the lack of physical spaces for young people to convene and
gather. One pathway that helped her build her confidence was the Urban
Leadership Academy, a multidisciplinary leadership programme for young
people, spearheaded by Sibiu Community Foundation, Romania.
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Diederik Martens, Programme Manager at Streekfonds East Flanders,
Belgium, shared how its organisation empowers young people by engaging
them in community-driven initiatives that promote personal growth,
social inclusion, and local development. It provides support and platforms
for youth to actively participate in shaping their communities and
addressing local challenges, fostering a sense of belonging and
contribution. The work they do aligns with King Baudouin Foundation, the
main umbrella organisation that support Streekfonds, that through various
initiatives, encourages young people to engage in decision-making
processes, particularly around important societal issues like democracy,
climate change, and sustainable development. They offer platforms for
youth to express their ideas, develop leadership skills, and collaborate on
innovative solutions.

Romeeé Van Eenooghe from Ghent Youth Council took participants
through the council’s journey as an independent consultative body within
the municipality, building connections among young people through
events and active citizenship training.

Finally, Kristijan Panev from Local Community Development Foundation –
Stip, N. Macedonia pointed out the important role that community
foundation can play not only in achieving legislative changes but also
monitoring their implementation. He made the concrete example of its
organisation, that, in addition to support young people directly,
developed the Youth Inclusion Index to assess those localities that were
acting upon the national law on youth participation. 

Issues-driven conversations: three parallel conversations took
place, prompted by participants experience.

1) Young people and mental health: according to some estimates, more than
14 million young people aged 15-29 had a mental health issue in 2019,
worsened by the Covid-19 pandemic. However, almost half of young people in
the EU (49%) declared unmet needs in mental health care, compared to 23%
of the adult population. (Source: Consilium Europa). 

Sara Daberdini (Founder of InnerChild) shared the work that her organisation
is doing on this topic in Albania and Kosovo, by implementing educational
programs, develop training for professionals and research in the field to
address current challenges and promote cooperation between relevant
institutions. 

Aline Cossy-Gantner brought the experience of Fondation Botnar’s Being
project, that partner with young people facing mental health issue to co-
develop most effective and meaningful answers depending on the context.
The landscape analysis in different countries engage youth as integral staff,
researchers and facilitators.
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2) Revitalising rural communities. Eva Gonzales, representing Foundation La
Nou, in Valencia region, Spain presented their mission to tackle the rural
exodus and aging population in Iberian Lapland. In this largely depopulated
region with few economic opportunities, many young people leave for cities,
weakening local communities and threatening cultural identity. The
foundation combats this through initiatives like “Seed the Future,” which
reconnects young people with their heritage through community projects. By
involving teachers, university students, and facilitating exchanges between
rural and urban youth, they aim to create sustainable, long-term solutions
that revive these communities and ensure their future vibrancy.

3) How do we build intergenerational meaningful partnership between
young people and adult/decision-makers? Learning for Wellbeing Foundation
got us covered with its toolkit and the kind of questions we need to ask
ourselves summed up here below

Image: © Learning
for Wellbeing
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From broader perspectives to our organisation

The afternoon panels and exchanges focused on the organisational
perspective from two main points of view: how to foster young people
leadership in different stages of our community foundations (from design,
strategy-making, implementation of programs, and evaluation) and their
implication as staff or board members. 

Some highlights from the conversations:

These processes are time consuming and need to be stewarded and
resourced properly: Rosie McDonagh made this point in relation to
Community Foundation Ireland Youth Panel, a 2-years initiative that she
coordinated. She also added that we need to overcome the risk of having
one nice youth project, isolated from the rest of the organisation, and
how the youth panel had a spillover effect through her community
foundation strategy, that is now informed also by young people.

Sometimes we are not the ones who should directly speak with young
people: leveraging peer to peer relationship is extremely important and
effective when striving to engage with young people, especially from
marginalised communities. And this is exactly what Halle Community
Foundation, Germany is doing with its project “dazwischenfunken” by
training young people as moderators to hold spaces for conversations and
make emerge new visions and ideas for Halle. In addition, they are also
decentralising their approach by setting up a temporary open office away
from the city center, to be closer to them.

Youth Bank as powerful driver for young people engagement: a lively
conversation, kicked off by Emma Smet, Streekfonds East Flanders,
Belgium, took place around the potentialities of Youth Bank as a way to
offer young people the opportunity to design and lead community
projects, with financial backing and guidance. By providing resources and
a platform, the Youth Bank fosters leadership, creativity, and
collaboration, helping young participants actively shape their
communities while gaining valuable experience in project management
and civic engagement. One of the key challenges was how to get the word
out there and involve a more diverse bunch of young people. 

What happens when we trust young people and we give them space and
opportunities within our own organisation? Only good things, according to
Maksym Hrynchyshyn, Project Manager at National Network of Local
Philanthropy Development,Ukraine. He shared the powerful story of his
organisation, whose average age is approximately 24, and how staff
members were given the chance to try (and fail), bring in new ideas, and
with renewed enthusiasm and showed leadership in difficult times, such
as the current war in his country. 
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What does it mean to be a board member of our organisations and is it
appealing to young people? The answers to this were controversial.
Youness Iken, from European Youth Capital 2024, shared his experience
and highlighted two main focuses: being clear on the kind of commitment
asked and the need to put in place enabling conditions for young people
to join this kind of decision-making spaces. The following conversation
also highlighted, on the one hand, that the board is a strategic key asset
for the organisation but for many, being a board member is still seen as a
mere power position, impeding more motivated people to join and
contribute. On the other, the need to reflect that being part of the board
is not necessarily appealing to young people and we need to do a better
job into highlighting its value.

As always, we wanted to move from theory to practice of youth participation
and give value to the amazing organisations operating on the ground. For
these reasons, our last day was fully dedicated to visits local projects
supported by Streekfonds East Flanders, Belgium, in particular:

BROEI, a buzzing hub of creativity where young minds come to explore,
collaborate, and innovate! Designed for organisations working with 16-30
year-olds, this space offers six months of time, resources, and support to
experiment, create, and develop bold new ideas. As part of the
experience, the group also met with Tejo ('Therapists for young people')
offers fast, accessible, short-term, anonymous and free therapeutic
support to young people aged 10 to 20. 

OVERKOP house, a safe space where youth aged 12-25 can drop by to
unwind, have fun, and connect with others—no appointment necessary. It
offers a friendly ear and vibrant community. As part of the experience,
the participants witnessed the talents of Roots Compagnie, an
empowering modern dance group that lets youth express themselves
through movement. They also themselves became dancers for a day.

Giftshop Ghent, nestled in the heart of Ghent’s iconic graffiti alley, is no
ordinary shop—it is a vibrant space where tourists become active co-
creators of the city’s culture. Engaging young artists, this initiative
invited the group to have meaningful interactions with locals, making
every moment count. 

What’s next?

At ECFI we are committed to continue to create spaces for conversations and
exchanges on how community foundations can walk the talk, become a driver
for young people to achieve their full potential and be leaders in their
community foundations.

If you are under 35, interested to shape future initiatives and join us, get in
touch with Francesca Mereta (francesca@communityfoundations.eu)
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  Organisation
  

  Anckaert
  

  Nina
  

  Administration
  

  Streekfonds East Flanders
  

  Bökelmann
  

  Lydia Thetis
  

  Project Coordination Youth
Participation
  

  Bürgerstiftung Halle
  

  Botelho
  

  Marta
  

  Family Curator and General
Council Member
  

  Fundação dos Botelhos de Nossa Senhora da Vida
  

  Brebels
  

  Koen
  

  Communications Manager
  

  Streekfonds East Flanders
  

  Brown
  

  Joanne
  

  Grants Officer 
  

  Kent Community Foundation
  

  Callier
  

  Flore
  

  Sustainability Coordinator
  

  Van Hoecke
  

  Cahill
  

  Erin
  

  Grants Officer 
  

  Cambridgeshire Community Foundation
  

  Chelidze
  

  Nia
  

  Community Development
Program Officer
  

  Center for Strategic Research and Development of
  Georgia
  

  Coman
  

  Andreea-Stefana
  

  President
  

  Youth DiVision Sibiu
  

  Cossy-Gantner
  

  Aline 
  

  Chief Development Officer 
  

  Fondation Botnar
  

  D'Aponte
  

  Benedetta
  

  Job orientator
  

  Fondazione di comunità San Gennaro
  

  Daberdini
  

  Sara
  

  Founder & Project Manager
  

  Initiative Innerchild
  

  De Smet
  

  Emma
  

  Project Coordinator
  

  Streekfonds West-Vlaanderen
  

  De Vries
  

  Kay
  

  Coordinator of Fonds voor
Oost
  

  Mensen Maken Amsterdam 
  

  Debosscher
  

  Ine
  

  Educational officer
  

  Kinderboerderij Bokkeslot vzw
  

  Deconinck
  

  Helene
  

  Fund manager
  

  King Baudouin Foundation
  

  Despiegelaere
  

  Jan
  

  General coordinator 
  

  Streekfonds West-Vlaanderen
  

  Ellis
  

  Bethan
  

  Programme Coordinator 
  

  Forever Manchester
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  Leitz
  

  Katharina
  

  Programme Coordinator 
  

  Stuttgart Burgerstiftung
  

  Lueg
  

  Katharina
  

  Board Member
  

  Junge Bürgerstiftung Neuss
  

  Machete Botelho, CFA
  

  Miguel
  

  Board Member
  

  Fundação dos Botelhos de Nossa Senhora da
Vida
  

  Martens
  

  Diederik 
  

  Project Manager
  

  Streekfonds East Flanders
  

  Mcdonagh
  

  Rosie
  

  Social Impact (Grants) manager
  

  Community Foundation Ireland 
  

  McKenzie
  

  Laura 
  

  Grants & Admin Officer 
  

  Northamptonshire Community Foundation
  

  Mereta
  

  Francesca 
  

  Communications and Peer Learning Expert
  

ECFI (European Community Foundation
Initiative)
  

  Mestdagh
  

  Ellen
  

  Educational officer
  

  Kinderboerderij Bokkeslot vzw
  

  O Donnel
  

  Ciaran 
  

  Partnership and Program Manager
  

  Eurochild
  

  Omerović
  

  Vedad
  

  Co-Founder and Member of the board of
directors
  

  Lokalna Fondacija Kapetan Sarajevo
  

  Panev
  

  Kristijan
  

   
  

  Local Community Development Foundation –
Stip 
  

  Pica
  

  Stefania
  

  Former Youth Bank member
  

  Țara Făgărașului Community Foundation 
  

  Forsman
  

  Alice
  

  Programme Manager - Thematic Collaborations
  

  Philea - Philanthropy Europe Association
  

  Frauke
  

  Kreiser
  

  Project Manager
  

  Kreuzberger Kinderstiftung gAG Berlin 
  

  González Vargas
  

  Eva
  

  Téchnic
  

  Fundació La Nou 
  

  Hanley
  

  Grace
  

  Programmes Manager
  

  Heart of Bucks Community Foundation
  

  Hrynchyshyn
  

  Maksym
  

  Project Manager
  

  National Network of Local Philanthropy
Development
  

  Iken
  

  Youness
  

  Board Member
  

  European Youth Capital
  

  Knospe
  

  Markus
  

  Project coordinator 
  

  Bürgerstiftung Halle
  

  Konjuhi
  

  Marc
  

  Board Member
  

  Junge Bürgerstiftung Neuss
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  Piccolo
  

  Chiara
  

  Head of European Affairs
  

  Learning for Wellbeing Foundation
  

  Pissart
  

  Francoise
  

  Director
  

  King Baudouin Foundation
  

  Pruvost
  

  Corentin
  

  Scholarship Holder
  

  Fondation de Lille
  

  Puixeu
  

  Anna
  

  Coordinator 
  

  Fundació Comunitària de la Vall de Camprodon
  

  Pujol
  

  Aleix
  

  Communication manager
  

  Fundació Horta Sud
  

  Ragunathan
  

  Tanja
  

  President
  

  Junge Bürgerstiftung Neuss
  

  Rebollar Román
  

  Mario
  

  Community projects
technician
  

  Fundació Novessendes
  

  Reyn
  

  Sarah
  

  Project manager
  

  King Baudouin Foundation
  

  Rühlmann
  

  Ulrike
  

  Managing Director 
  

  Community Foundation Halle
  

  Savoini
  

  Letizia
  

  Comms and Programs Officer
  

  Fondazione VCO
  

  Serracchioli
  

  Giulia
  

  Cultural operator for Youth
  

  Fondazione della Comunità di Mirafiori Ente Filantropico ETS
  

  Stoll Stefan
  

  Marie Louise
  

  Deputy Chair of the Board
  

  Wiesbaden Stiftung - Community Foundation
  

  Szlosek
  

  Kamil
  

  Program Officer 
  

  ECFI (European Community Foundation Initiative)
  

  Vainsel
  

  Elisa
  

  Coordinatrice Hub
philanthropique Liège
  

  King Baudouin Foundation
  

  Valerieva
  

  Mariya
  

  Communication Chef
  

  Community Donation Fund Sliven Foundation (CDF)
  

  Vannoppen
  

  Janne
  

  Project Manager
  

  European Youth Capital
  

  Vasylieva
  

  Marharyta
  

  PR-Manager
  

  National Network of Local Philanthropy Development
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