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Project environment

AUKSTAITIJA NATIONAL PARK


PROJECT ENVIRONMENT

Aukštaitija National Park was established in 1974 and is the oldest national park in the country. It is a beautiful land of lakes and hills, with rich cultural heritage. The park covers more than 40 000 ha. 15 percent of area is under water; therefore it is a popular destination for outdoor water trips. Small settlements are scattered in the woodland. Kaltanenai, Paluse and Ginuciai are the largest settlements with 30 to 300 people constantly living there. Paluse, where the park's headquarters is situated, is located on a lake shore, which is good for swimming. There is a boat-kayak rental and bicycle rental. There is a small shop open all year round and a cafe open during the summer season. 

Sometimes living in Paluse may seem like an endless vacation. However, there are no night clubs or similar kind of entertainment. Also not many young people. It is a very peaceful provincial place in a wilderness with busy tourist weekends in midsummer. So this is a place for those who like spending much time in nature, with little people around, and for those who feel comfortable being alone more often. In high season (late spring, summer and early autumn) there numerous leisure time alternatives such as canoeing, kayaking, cycling, hiking etc. A few local festivals are hosted in Paluse during summer too. 
The nearest bigger town is Ignalina (about 7 000 inhabitants). It is a local centre for cultural life located 5 km from Paluse. If one wishes to visit the capital Vilnius It would take about 2 hours by bus or train.

Volunteers will live not right in Paluse, but in Ecological education centre guest house, which is on the oposite shore of lake Lusiai, about 10 minutes walk from Paluse. There are rooms with amenities and a kitchen to prepare meals.
There is a public internet access point in Aukštaitija National park visitors' centre, so volunteers will have a possibility to use Skype and other means to stay in touch with their friends and relatives at home. As well, they will be able to use office computers in Labanoras Regional park visitors' centre.

In 1992, neighbouring Aukštaitija National Park, Labanoras Regional Park was established. It covers almost 53 thousand hectares of land. Labanoras Wood is one of best known forests in Lithuania and is part of Lithuanian national heritage. Besides its natural values the park is known for its traditional architecture and culinary heritage. Other volunteers will live in Labanoras village (about 80 inhabitants). There are small shops and a restaurant open all year round. Labanoras, even more peaceful than Paluse, is about 20 km from it.


ACTIVITIES

Volunteers will explore the park's territory, management structure, natural and cultural heritage, expositions at the visitors' centres, their working methods. They will be able to understand the importance of environmental protection not only in Lithuania but in the entire world. Once having explored park's tourism resources, volunteers will be able to guide foreign tourists.

Aukštaitija National Park and Labanoras Regional Park are very special protected areas (as all protected areas probably are) due to its peculiar natural conditions and well preserved ethno cultural heritage. People used to farm here just for personal needs and lived mostly from natural forest resources. Such living conditions created the unity between man and nature. Volunteers will have a perfect opportunity to feel the uniqueness of this region, to see the wooden architecture of villages, learn traditional crafts, traditional lifestyles of Aukštaitija region, taste and learn how to prepare local traditional meals.

Of course, besides these things volunteers will gain some skills in communication in foreign language, social skills and communicating with different people. Curator will help set individual goals and draw a working/learning plan, because the scope of skills and competences that the volunteers would be able to acquire is quite large. For example: volunteers would be able to learn/improve their English and later Lithuanian language skills (daily communication with the staff of the park, visitors and the local community), scientific competences (joining the research and monitoring activities of the park), computer skills (online communication, assistance in preparing various online publications), social competences (being able to convey a message on the international level staying friendly and efficient), project management (organizing, or helping to organize special events, personal initiatives), learning from Lithuanian culture and presenting own culture, learning to live a self sustained life, without parents or close family at hand, learning independence. Moreover, volunteer will have to develop their specific ways to acquire the mentioned competences, in other words they will have to learn how to learn.

Activities in which volunteers could be involved are: 
- Natural habitat management (mowing of natural meadows, cutting bushes and reeds);
- Maintenance of nature trails and tourist routes;
- Making artificial nests for rare bird species;
- Guided tours for tourists (assistance and later independent guiding);
- Work with park visitors in visitors centres, museums or other places like Pal?š? camping ground, Ginu?iai watermill etc.;
- Maintenance of the beekeeping museum;
- Preparation and design of publications (brochures, maps etc.);
- Work with schoolchildren, organizing nature lessons;
- Monitoring rare plants, birds and animals;
- Monitoring objects of cultural heritage like burial mounds, fortress hills, ethnographic villages etc.
- Helping local communities in organizing local festivals and other events.

On their initiative volunteers will be able to: organize intercultural evenings for the local community, share their culture with the local people, informally teach their language, dances, songs and traditions to pupils, and offer assistance at the old people's home. Volunteers will be able suggest and realize ideas which would contribute to the park's objectives. They will be free to initiate actions of environmental protection, hikes and many other activities with the village community. Environmental education initiatives are especially welcome.

Although, there will be one staff person as a tutor, volunteers will work with other staff members too. In general volunteers will work for Information and Cultural Heritage department. Volunteers must be prepared to work as a part of the team and independently too. Some tasks will be just physical work, some tasks will require to demonstrate creativity and initiative - it depends how much responsibility they want/are able to take.

As a general rule volunteers' integration and work will be gradual. In the beginning there will be a certain period of for volunteers to get acquainted with various departments of the organization and specialist. Volunteer will have time to observe the work of different members of the staff. Step by step volunteers will be able to assist in simple tasks, and later build up their capacities. With time volunteers will identify more specific interests which will be combined with the needs of the park. The working plan created initially together with the mentors, will be updated as volunteers progress in time and skill. At the later stages of the service volunteers should be able to comfortably undertake individual assignments and easily adapt to the dynamic style of work in the park. Scope of volunteers' responsibilities will be clearly identifiable during these latter stages.

On a personal level volunteers will be treated as equal members of the team providing them with warm friendly atmosphere and guidance.
As this is the first accreditation to host EVS volunteers many things cannot be planned more specifically. The organization will mutually grow and learn together with the volunteers constantly trying to keep the balance between the learning plans of the young people and benefits to the community.

The organization is able to host 2 volunteers in Paluse. Most of time they will work in pair or individually. The working/learning plan of each volunteers will be mostly individual but with some overlapping duties. There will be two mentors to take care of the volunteers. 

In the beginning one of the difficulties that can be anticipated is the language barrier. Only a few staff members are able freely communicate in foreign languages. Due to this some of them feel stressed communicating with foreigners. On the other hand, this is a perfect situation for the personnel to learn and overcome this challenge. It is also important to be aware, that young EVS volunteers, especially those coming from the western Europe, cannot fully realize how quite life in small Lithuanian villages can be. So the challenge for the organization here is to be able to direct the volunteers towards alternative leisure activities.


PROFILE OF VOLUNTEERS

Volunteers should be willing to:
- show interest in nature and cultural heritage;
- live in a rural area in a small village;
- spend much time outdoors;
- work in a team and independently;
- communicate with new people;
- do physical work as well as office work or with parks' vistors/tourists;
- be creative in fulfilling their tasks;

Volunteers should be able to speak a little English, Russian or German.


RISK PREVENTION, PROTECTION AND SAFETY

The volunteer will not be handling any potentially dangerous equipment or working in an unsafe environment. He/she will be under supervision. Regarding the living and working conditions, the volunteer will be instructed about the general personal safety precautions immediately after arriving in the country and later during the on-arrival training. During this training possible crisis situations and ways to solve them will be analyzed interactively. The

 volunteer will be assigned a mentor, who will help him/her to smoothly integrate into the local community minimizing the effects of cultural shock, if any. The staff of the organization will see and communicate with the volunteers practically every day, so we will be able to closely follow his/her personal and professional development.

To be more specific, certain areas can be considered as more risky than others. For example, many tasks of the volunteers will be carried out outdoors, thus one should be ready for minor physical injuries, bodily reactions to nature (plants, insects, animals). Volunteers will be instructed to take precaution wherever and whenever necessary. The experience local staff will be of assistance most of the time.

Another area is the social one. While hoping for the best, one can never know if the complicated cultural/social integration of foreigners will go as smoothly as planned. All people are different, often driven by various emotions, and not always compatible with one another. Special attention to this topic will be given during the training cycle of EVS, but it will also be the task of mentors to guide the young people through this. Mentors will be those people who will be able to tell if volunteers need extra help and what can be done from the side of other EVS and the staff to make things work out in the best possible way. 

Motivation and EVS experience

Our organisation has no experience in EVS so far. But we have experience with foreign students having their practice in our protected areas and with international volunteer camps. 
Main motivation for participating in EVS were recommendations from colleagues from other protected areas, which already hosted volunteers. We think, having a volunteer will be a good reason for the staff to practice foreign language. Besides, as long as environmental education in a broad sense is a crucial part of our work, time spent with a volunteer will be a good practice for staff as well. All daily tasks, in which volunteers will give a hand are not to mention.
Volunteers will get new experience and skills dealing with various environmental, cultural, natural heritage and sustainable tourism issues. We hope they will spread a word about our protected areas in their home countries as well.
We think, it will affect the local community too. Foreigners they see are mostly tourist. But a foreigner, who live and work in a community will give to local people a sense of being a part of Europe, better understanding of its culture and diversity.

Description of the organisation

Aukštaitija National Park and Labanoras Regional Park were established to preserve and restore natural and cultural heritage of Aukštaitija ethnical region, as well as to organise a sustainable use of it's resources, to spread environmental ideas and raise eco-awareness.

From January 1st of 2010 directorates of Aukštaitija National Park and Labanoras Regional Park have united. Headquarters are located in Paluse, Ignalina dst. About 40 employees take care of nature and culture reserves, monuments and other valuable objects. They organise scientific researches, collect data and information about natural and cultural values within the area and provide it to visitors in the Paluse and Labanoras visitor centres or in publications. Main task for them is to create conditions for visiting the park without making harm to nature as well as to organise environmental education.

All staff besides their native language speak russian, some speak english, a little german, latvian and slovak.

