
Introduction
Italian voluntarism is, together with
voluntary organisations, a
significant voice in influencing new
government social policies and in
the reorganisation of the welfare
state. The new Italian law
(N.328/2000) on ‘integrated
systems of social services’ has
placed significant emphasis on the
contribution that can be made by
the Third Sector and voluntary
organisations in planning policies
and providing services at regional

and local levels. This new social
reform requires a higher quality of
service, new management skills,
stronger relationships between the
public sector and local social
bodies and greater participation by
civil society, as well as
organisations able to promote
innovative projects in social and
economic development.

Since 1991, in accordance with
Law 266/91 (National framework on
voluntarism), the Italian government
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has recognised the social value
and positive functions of
volunteerism as an expression of
participation, solidarity and
pluralism. The aim of this legislation
is to promote the development of
the volunteer movement,
safeguarding its autonomy and
favouring an increase in social, civil
and individual participation. 

It is important to emphasise that
Law 266/91 addresses voluntary
organisations, as opposed to
individual voluntary activity, and is
focused on agreements between
these associations and regional
and local authorities. The legislation
does not, in fact, address all Italian
volunteerism, but only those
voluntary organisations that have
chosen to collaborate with public
authorities. 

To take advantage of the benefits1

provided by Law 266/91, a
voluntary organisation must be
enrolled in the Regional Register of
Voluntary Organisations2 held by
the Department of Social Affairs of
the Regional Government where
the organisation is based. Of
course, all other organisations have
the option of co-operating with
public authorities, but cannot
receive the same benefits as those
afforded by this legislation.

Furthermore, the legislation is
important for creating a National
Observatory of Volunteerism3 and
allocating Special Funds (one-
fifteenth of those earmarked by the
Saving Bank Foundations4) at the
regional level to build Voluntary
Service Centres (VSCs). 

The Voluntary Service Centres
(VSCs)
Italy’s Voluntary Service Centres
are innovative for two main
reasons: (1) they receive public
funds through Savings Bank
Foundations; and (2) they are
managed by local voluntary
organisations in order to promote a
culture of solidarity and to improve
the quality of service offered by
volunteerism. 

However, ten years after the
legislation was enacted, and
despite the considerable role that
Voluntary Service Centres should
be playing, few of them are yet in
operation. As of July 2001, fifty-one
VSCs were working in sixteen out
of twenty-one regions. Another
three centres are expected to open
shortly in Sicily.

One of the main reasons for the
delay in opening these centres has
been the long process that must be
gone through in order to set them
up. Each Regional Government has
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to issue its own law to enforce the
national law and then has to
appoint members to the Regional
Management Committee of the
Special Fund.5 This committee then
has to decide how many centres
can be set up in the region and
how the Special Fund will be
managed. 

The amount given to these service
centres amounts to one-fifteenth of
the capital of Savings Bank
Foundations: 350 billion lire have
been allocated since 1992 (in 2000
about 44 billion lire). Before the
passage of Law 266/91, the banks,
through their foundations, had
complete freedom to decide where
their donations went. The banks
never accepted this obligation
towards the service centres and
have tried in every way possible to
block the passage of the law and to
manipulate the criteria for deciding
the minimum donations. The
situation has been further
complicated by the fact that only
about 80-100 billion of the allocated
350 billion lire were actually put to
use by the VSCs. This has led the
banks to call for an investigation of
these centres and a change in the
law on how they are financed.

Bureaucracy, complex financial
procedures and the delay in the
delivery of funds have created

enormous problems for the VSCs.
They have been unable to plan
their budgets and carry out their
activities on schedule, for two
principal reasons. Firstly, since a
project proposal has a life span of
two years, the allocated money
must be spent within that time
frame. This creates overflows when
a large sum of money arrives late
and must be spent in a short
amount of time. Secondly, the
number of banks varies significantly
according to the region, and since
each centre is locally funded, this
means that there are inequalities in
the amount of money available.
This has led many people to start
looking for a way to distribute the
funds more uniformly throughout
Italy. 

In summary, the non-cooperation of
the foundations, the complexity of
the procedures for financing the
Special Fund, and the nomination
of the officers of the Regional
Management Committees have
been the main reasons for the long
delays in founding the Committees
and the VSCs; the first committee
and the first VSC were established
in 1996 and 1997 respectively.

The establishment of a VSC
requires the submission of project
proposals to the Regional
Management Committee, which
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then examines them in detail.
There can be more than one
proposal, as local voluntary
organisations can apply together or
individually if they do not share
common objectives. Once
approved and allocated, the funding
for the project has a duration of two
years and must be reapplied for.
This process can be drawn out
even further as, according to law,
members of the Regional
Management Committee must be
nominated every two years. The
nomination process itself can be a
lengthy affair, introducing yet
another bottleneck that can take
months to resolve. These factors
often have an extremely negative
impact on VSCs, interrupting their
services and causing a ripple effect
throughout the local voluntary
organisations. 

The majority of the VSCs were
established in 1997; the start-up
phase generally takes six to eight
months, but can last longer in
cases where there are delays in the
distribution of funds. At the
moment:

• seven centres (14 per cent) have
been operating for more than one
year 

• three centres (6 per cent) for
more than two years 

• 23 centres (45 per cent) for more

than three years 
• 18 centres (35 per cent) for more

than four years. 

The VSCs have common goals and
tasks, but there are significant
differences between them: for
example, concerning their
jurisdiction and their organisational
and administrative structures. 

As regards differences in
jurisdiction, regional governments
often apply their own interpretations
of the national law, which follow
three basic models. To understand
these models fully, it is necessary
to remember that Italy is composed
of 21 regions, each with its own
provinces. The three models are:

1. One independent centre at the
regional level, with provincial
offices. 

2. One independent centre for each
province within a region. 

3. Multiple centres within one
region responsible for multiple
provinces.

Furthermore, in some regions there
is more than one VSC with
responsibility for the entire region:
68 per cent of centres have a
province as jurisdiction and 18 per
cent an entire region.

Several VSCs have opened local
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offices in their jurisdiction to
facilitate the relationship with
voluntary organisations in the area
and to promote efficiency in service
delivery by assessing local needs.
These local offices offer services
such as advice, training,
information and logistic support, as
well as office space that can be
used by local voluntary
organisations. In 2001 there were
51 VSCs and 218 local offices.

As regards the organisation and
administration of the centres, there
are:

• 39 centres (76 per cent)
managed by second-tier
voluntary organisations 

• seven centres (14 per cent)
managed by a network of
association members drawn from
local volunteer committees

• five centres (10 per cent)
managed by one organisation. 

Moreover, not all voluntary
organisations (associated or not)
are registered with the Regional
Register of Voluntary
Organisations. 

As mentioned above, most of the
centres (90 per cent) are managed
by associations of voluntary
organisations. Years of experience
have shown this model to be the

most efficient for fulfilling legal
obligations: it allows local
volunteerism to be represented,
thus enabling the VSC to provide
services that match the specific
needs of local organisations. This
arrangement also fosters co-
operation with local authorities and
other social partners. By contrast,
those centres that are managed by
a single organisation are
encountering difficulties because
they represent only some of the
voluntary organisations in their
jurisdiction. 

To achieve their mission, the VSCs
should provide the following
services:

• Implement initiatives to promote
solidarity and civil participation. 

• Give expert advice on issues
connected with setting up
voluntary organisations,
management, accountability, and
organising events.

• Organise training programmes. 
• Collect information and

documentation useful for
voluntary organisations and for
anyone who is interested in the
volunteer movement. 

Some centres are able to provide
additional services, such media
relations and organisational and
logistical support; others aim to
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form partnerships with other key
actors at local level in order to
create new service models or
innovative projects to cope with
specifically local problems. 

It is important to stress that all
services are free of charge and are
available to all voluntary
organisations, even those not
enrolled on the Regional Registers.

The following main services were
provided in 2000:
In accordance with the law and in
response to the needs of local
voluntary organisations, the VSCs
have been providing the following
range of services:

• Information (98 per cent of
VSCs)

• Training (90 per cent of VSCs)
• Financial, administrative and

legal advice (90 per cent of
VSCs)

• Databank (86 per cent)
• Promoting voluntarism (84 per

cent)
• Logistics services (80 per cent)
• Help with project planning (74

per cent)
• Library (72 per cent)
• Research (61 per cent)

(Revised data from Cesiav, 2001)

The Special Funds can be used by
VSCs not only for delivering
services, but also for financing
projects by voluntary organisations.
As a result of the great increase in
the funding at the disposal of the
Centres, and in accordance with
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Services How often 
provided %

Information services 21,078 39
Advice (55% on tax and legal issues) 18,339 34
Library services or documentation support 4,968 9
Logistic services 4,500 8
Help with planning 2,388 4
Training courses and seminars
(around 22,000 participants) 1,919 3
Promoting voluntarism 1,214 2
Research 64 1

Total 54,470 100

Revised data from Cesiav (2001)



official guidance from the Ministry
of Social Affairs, the centres are
allowed to use part of their funds to
finance projects devised and
managed directly by the voluntary
organisations.

The VSCs generally operate from
Monday to Friday, although some
are open to the public on Saturday
morning as well. However, it is
uncommon to find them open late
in the evening, despite requests
from several voluntary
organisations. On average, the
VSCs operate for 33 hours per
week and remain open to the public
for 30 of those hours.
Professional workers provide the
services, with the support of
volunteers and conscientious
objectors to military service. There
are 265 paid staff in all (155 female
and 110 male): 95 (35.8 per cent)
are full-time employees, 140 (52.8
per cent) are long-term consultants,
16 (6.0 per cent) are short-term
consultants and 14 (5.4 per cent)
are hourly workers. Many of these
staff have previous experience in a
voluntary organisation (115) or
other non-profit association (80). 

As regards educational attainment,
53 per cent of workers have a
college degree, 45 per cent a high
school diploma and 2 per cent less
than a high school education.

Major issues affecting Voluntary
Service Centres
There are many obstacles to be
overcome before VSCs can fulfil
their mission. 

Most importantly, the national
legislation must be applied
consistently throughout all the
regions of Italy. Considerable
pressure is being put on regional
governments to set up committees
that will approve VSC projects
rapidly and allocate the necessary
funds. Furthermore, the large gap
between the southern and northern
regions in terms of the amount of
resources earmarked in the Special
Funds must be closed – it results
from the fact that northern Italy has
many more banks able to fund the
centres through Saving Bank
Foundations. To correct this
imbalance, the National Liaison
Committee of VSCs6 has recently
begun to look at some solutions
involving the Ministry of Social
Affairs, the State-Regions
Commission, the National
Association of Banks and the
National Observatory of
Voluntarism. One idea to emerge is
the establishment of bilateral
agreements between existing VSCs
and zones where activity is difficult
owing to the lack of funds. 

The lack of continuity in the flow of
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financial resources to the Centres
is another obstacle. As already
mentioned, bureaucracy hampers
the activities of Centres in two main
ways: firstly, because the Regional
Management Committees of the
Special Fund last for only two
years, and secondly, because of
the complexity of the approval
process for each proposed project. 

All these problems require the
different interest groups involved in
implementing the legislation to seek
a common solution. In order to
guarantee a successful future for
VSCs, it will be necessary to create
constructive links between
foundations, local and regional
governments, and within the
voluntary sector itself. 

Another important issue concerns
the variations in the capacity of the
centres to provide services and in
the ability of the directors to nurture
the development of the centres. 

The initial phases of setting up a
VSC can certainly be difficult,
particularly when more than one
centre is operating in a region and
there is conflict between the
various organisations involved. This
can be further complicated by the
fact that many centres are forced to
rely on volunteers, as the delay in
receiving funding makes it difficult

to hire paid staff and organise
activities in advance. 

In other cases, excessive
politicisation of the voluntary sector
has meant that the political and
social roles of particular
organisations have been given
more importance than the provision
of operational support in the field.
In addition, some centres have
planned their services without
involving local voluntary
organisations or assessing their
needs. 

Fortunately, many VSCs have now
begun to share their experiences in
order to avoid the mistakes of the
past. As a result, new centres have
found it easier to plan and manage
their activities. 

It is essential for the success of the
centres that they should take
advantage not only of volunteers
but also of paid staff who can
analyse the long-term strategic
needs of local voluntary
organisations and come up with
high-quality solutions. The VSCs
will have to make a major
investment in selecting appropriate
workers, equipping them with the
necessary infrastructure and
earning the respect of local
organisations – this will require
them to improve their services, their
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management and the co-ordination
between local and central offices.

Despite these problems, the
Voluntary Service Centres have
produced some positive results:

• They have reinforced
voluntarism. Voluntary
organisations have been obliged
to work together, in order to
agree on the specific goals of the
VSC and to help manage it and
to plan its activities. This has
strengthened the relationships
between organisations and
improved co-operation
throughout the volunteer
movement.

• The generous funding distributed
by VSCs has enabled voluntary
organisations to provide
important services free of charge.
In addition, the opening of local
offices has improved the
relationship between the centres
and smaller organisations,
making available to them
services that they might
otherwise have been unable to
afford. Also, new projects
proposed by local voluntary
organisations have been funded,
enabling these local
organisations to increase
volunteer participation and
realise their goals.

• The spontaneous creation of a
national liaison body for VSCs
has encouraged communication
and the sharing of experience.
This has in turn improved the
sharing of expertise and
knowledge across the whole of
Italian voluntarism. The VSCs
have made it possible to create a
network of skills and solidarity
that can go beyond local
interests to promote common
initiatives for the encouragement
of volunteering.

• The centres have promoted new
forms of collaboration with other
civil society organisations,
institutions and local authorities.
Increasingly, when welfare
services are being planned,
VSCs are acting as
intermediaries between the
different interests. 

Conclusions
VSCs are valuable resources for
the promotion and development of
volunteerism in Italy. Although they
do not yet exist in all regions and
many have only been operating for
a few years, we can confidently say
that they have had a positive effect. 

Setting up these centres has not
been easy. Voluntary organisations
have had to lobby for the
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establishment of VSCs in their
region, to help decide which of the
three regional models the centre
should conform to, and to work with
the Management Committee of the
Special Fund to obtain the funds. In
addition, organisations have had to
make new relationships among
themselves and learn to use new
management models that allow
them to optimise the use of human
and financial resources.

Obstacles such as the opposition to
the foundations and the economic
inequalities between northern and
southern Italy can be overcome
through genuine and continuing
collaboration between the various
political and institutional interests
involved. If the necessity for VSCs
is fully recognised, new rules can
be established based on agreement
among these bodies. For their part,
the centres should do more to
publicise their contribution towards
supporting volunteer participation
and improving the services
provided by voluntary
organisations. 

The management of some of the
centres could be improved. The
National VCS Liaison Committee
can help here by promoting
national training, encouraging the
sharing of experience, and
publishing guidelines and VSC

management manuals. 
Voluntarism needs these centres if
it is to meet the new challenges
arising from welfare reform in Italy.
Voluntary organisations will have to
improve their knowledge and skills
if they are to be able to plan social
policy jointly with local agencies,
improve the quality of their services
and achieve their goals. These
organisations will need well-trained
volunteers and paid staff and
considerable management
expertise, as well as long-term
strategic goals at both political and
organisational level. 

Voluntary service centres have an
important role to play in building the
capacity of Italian voluntarism. The
services they provide – such as
administrative and management
training, legal and tax advice, help
in planning projects, and
documentation – are essential for
the further development of
voluntary organisations. In addition,
the VSCs are currently lobbying to
support volunteers and voluntary
organisations as well as promoting
the rights of people in need.

The Voluntary Service Centres are
unique because they are managed
directly by local voluntary
organisations and are publicly
funded. However, like their
counterparts around the world, they
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face serious challenges. One
solution might be to promote more
international links between the
world’s voluntary service centres,
so they can share experiences and
ideas, and develop common
projects to promote the future of
voluntarism.
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Notes
1 The main benefits for

organisations choosing to
register with the Regional
Register of Voluntary

Organisations are the chance to:
co-operate; receive public
funding; make agreements with
public authorities to provide
services; serve on advisory
bodies; participate in the planning
of policies and services with
public authorities; receive tax
relief; and other benefits. 

2 To be eligible to register with the
Regional Register, the voluntary
organisation should be regulated
by one of the following
documents: agreement,
association charter,
memorandum of association.
Whichever type of document is
chosen, it must indicate: (1) the
objectives and activities of the
organisation, and the fact that it
is a not for profit organisation; (2)
the democratic structure of the
organisation; (3) the fact that the
leadership and the top
administration must be unpaid
volunteers; (4) the membership
and exclusion criteria, as well as
the duties and rights of members;
(5) the roles and duties of all
bodies of the organisation; (6)
the obligation to draw up a
balance sheet; (7) the obligation
to insure all active volunteers; (8)
rules and regulations for
dissolving the association.

Other useful criteria for
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confirming the voluntary status of
an organisation would include the
fact that: its services are
provided predominantly by the
freely given efforts of its
volunteers; paid professional staff
are employed for the sole
purpose of guaranteeing the
regular functioning of the
organisation’s activities or to
enable it to specialise.

3 The Commission of the National
Observatory of Volunteerism is
composed of representatives
from the main voluntary
organisations and trade unions
as well as other experts. The
main tasks of the Observatory
are: (1) to draw up a census of
all registered voluntary
organisations; (2) to encourage
research activities and studies of
voluntarism; (3) to finance
experimental projects; (4) to
promote a national conference
on voluntarism every three years;
and (5) to help the government to
plan new policies for the sector. 

4 The foundations are a result of
the privatisation of the public
banking system begun in 1990.
The old system consisted of local
banks with two primary functions:
banking activity and financing for
social projects. The new Savings
Bank Foundations are now

responsible for financing social
projects. One-fifteenth of their
capital is devoted to the VSCs,
totalling around 350 billion lire
between 1992 to today. 

5 The Regional Management
Committees of the Special Fund
are composed of fifteen
members: eight nominated by the
Savings Bank Foundations
financing that specific regional
fund; four elected by the
Regional Voluntary Council that
represents the main voluntary
organisations of the Region; two
nominated by the Local
Authorities Council (Regional
Government, Union of Province
Councils and Municipalities); and
one appointed by the Ministry of
Social Affairs.

6 The National Liaison Committee
is a national network of all VSC
Presidents that aims to share
experience and to promote
collaboration among centres. It
was set up as a spontaneous
initiative by the centres. The
network has set up five thematic
working groups – information,
training, advice, organisational
management, Europe – to
support the activities of VSCs.
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