TDs, Senators and MLAs Volunteer Programme in Summer 2008

VSO Ireland held a ‘TDs for Development’ programme in July and August 2008 where Irish politicians got the chance to cut their teeth on real VSO volunteer placements in Africa and Asia.  

A range of VSO partner organisations overseas, such as the Health Committee of the Gambia National Assembly and the Namibian Network of AIDS Service Delivery Organisations (NANASO), asked VSO to provide them with volunteers that had experience in lobbying, campaigning and advocacy techniques.  

VSO Ireland took this opportunity to approach a range of Irish politicians, asking them to volunteer for 2-3 weeks during Summer Recess, so they could share their skills and get a real sense of what volunteering with VSO is really like.  A panel of TDs and Senators put forward their CVs and formally applied for the programme.

After careful consideration of each candidates’ CV and expertise, VSO finally selected Leo Varadkar TD (Fine Gael), Sean Sherlock TD (Labour), Chris Andrews TD (Labour), Senator Dominic Hannigan (Labour), Senator Mark Daly and Carmel Hanna MLA (SDLP) to work overseas.  A training course was carried out for all participants so that they could learn more about VSO’s role in development, what they ought to expect to achieve in a short space of time, and the essential health and safety considerations of working in some developing countries.

At different stages throughout July and August 2008, the volunteering politicians spent at least one week working with a VSO partner organisation sharing their skills and advising on advocacy, management and lobbying.  Upon arrival in each country, the VSO Programme Office provided a short induction for the volunteers and introduced them to their new employer, while also handling logistical considerations throughout their stay.  All of the participating politicians were treated like any other volunteer, living in volunteer accommodation, walking or cycling to work, and working alongside local people, empowering them to help themselves. 

Seán Sherlock TD had the following to say about volunteering before he left to work with a HIV and AIDS organisation in Namibia, 

“This is a really exciting opportunity for me and I’m hoping to learn a lot.  VSO is an organisation I’m interested in and I look forward to finding out more about how they operate on the ground.  I think it’s in everyone’s responsibility to learn more about development.” 
Malcolm Quigley, Director of VSO Ireland, was eager to promote volunteering amongst professionals.  

“We work with grassroots organisations in Africa and Asia who have specifically asked for help with campaigning and lobbying.  I believe our Irish politicians added value in this area.  What has been equally as important has been the learning they have brought back to Ireland since doing VSO, and which they have used in their day-to-day decision making.  We have had good contacts with the group since their return to Ireland and they have helped us in various ways.”

To read more about Chris Andrews TD in The Gambia, Sean Sherlock Td and Carmel Hanna TD in Namibia, Leo Varadkar TD and Senator Dominic Hannigan in Mongolia, and Senator Mark Daly in Zambia, follow these news article and blog links:

Politicans’ volunteering blog links

To read Leo Varadkar TD’s blog click here: http://www.leovaradkar.ie/?cat=182
To read Senator Dominic Hannigan’s blog read here: http://dominichannigan.blogspot.com/2008/08/with-vso-in-mongolia.html
For news articles on this programme follow these links.

News articles

http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/ireland/2008/0724/1216741027992.html
http://www.herald.ie/national-news/no-easy--break-for-politicians-with-charity-volunteer-work-1435312.html 

http://www.independent.ie/breaking-news/national-news/irish-politicians-to-conduct-volunteer-work-overseas-1435176.html
http://www.metroeireann.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1249&Itemid=55
http://www.independent.ie/national-news/irish-politicians-to-join--vso-charity-missions-1435751.html
http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/ireland/2008/0724/1216741027992.html
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