The findings of a Pan-Hellenic survey on “Volunteerism and Forest Protection” were presented to an audience of 300 volunteers, invited from all over Greece, during a special conference, which took place on the initiative of, and funded exclusively by the John S. Latsis Public Benefit Foundation and the Eurobank EFG Group in the context of their joint “It is Our Duty” Programme. 
On Saturday, May 9, 2009, the findings of a Pan-Hellenic survey on the subject “Volunteerism and Forest Protection” were presented to an audience of over 300 people, invited from all over Greece for a special conference, which took place on the initiative of, and exclusively funded by the John S. Latsis Public Benefit Foundation and the Eurobank EFG Group in the context of their joint “It is Our Duty” Programme (www.inekathikonmas.gr). 
Held at the headquarters of the John S. Latsis Public Benefit Foundation in Kefalari, Kifissia, in the context of the events of the “Pallas Athena Forum”, the conference gave the members of volunteer forest protection organizations from all over Greece, as well as the Fire Brigade Volunteer Fire-Fighters the opportunity to engage in an open and creative dialogue with the leadership of the General Secretariat for Civil Protection and the Fire Brigade, as well as with representatives of the Ministry of Rural Development and Food, and Primary and Secondary Local Government. 
Approximately 160 volunteer organizations and 1,000 individual volunteers participated in the survey, constituting the largest sample ever obtained on such subjects in Greece. According to the survey findings, the majority of volunteers active in the forest protection and forest fire extinguishment sector consider that volunteerism is insufficiently developed in Greece and identified the basic weaknesses of the institution. 
These are: 

1. The lack of a coordinated policy to attract and activate new volunteers. 

2. The lack of a framework of moral rewards and motives that would assist in keeping volunteers active in the volunteer movement. 

3. The difficulties volunteer groups face in securing the necessary operational, as well as personal protection equipment. 

4. Deficient and irregular volunteer training. 

5. The weaknesses apparent in the classification of volunteer organizations and the certification of volunteer skills. 

6. Volunteer organizations are not fundamentally incorporated into a single vertically integrated operational plan for dealing with forest fires. 

Detailed information on the survey summary and findings are available on the John S. Latsis Public Benefit Foundation website: 
http://www.latsis-foundation.org/pbf/el/foundation/announcements.html. 
In his statement, Latsis Group Managing Director and John S. Latsis Public Benefit Foundation Executive Board Member Vaggelis Chronis remarked that “volunteerism obviously occupies a prominent position in the package of initiatives we planned in the context of the ‘It is Our Duty’ programme. In 2008, we instituted an extensive programme to support 140 volunteer organizations active in the fields of forest protection and fire-fighting, covering 41 prefectures of Greece. We will continue this programme in 2009, according to a more targeted strategy, by donating personal protective and operational equipment to a substantial number of volunteer organizations, selected after onsite visits from WWF-Greece officials. Our contribution to the Greek volunteer movement naturally included the Fire Brigade’s individual volunteer fire-fighters in the programme. To all those conscientious citizens, who contribute their energy and time to the task of protecting our forests, the John S. Latsis Public Benefit Foundation has donated 3,000 fire-fighting suits, thus satisfying an urgent and constant operational-level requirement.” 
 “Today’s initiative, which concerns the role of volunteerism in protecting the environment, is a natural outcome of our activities thus far in support of the environment. We believe the concept of volunteerism has not been publicly discussed in Greece to the degree it should be. However, this does not mean the volunteer movement is insignificant in our country” added Eurobank EFG Branch Network General Manager Michael Vlastarakis, noting that “Eurobank EFG was one of the first Greek businesses to gradually introduce company volunteerism to its organization in the context of its social profile. Through specific initiatives, we promote the concept of volunteerism and solidarity among our personnel, among over 24,000 employees in Greece and abroad.” 

General Secretary for Civil Protection Margaritis Mouzas, after describing the existing operational framework of the volunteer organizations of the General Secretariat for Civil Protection, and the new modernization initiatives it is taking on during this period, ended his speech saying: “Volunteer activities, based on reciprocity and solidarity, create new networks and prototypes, expanding an already existing social capital. In our era, volunteers are shining examples of humanism and social sensitivity, and it is the obligation of us all, and especially of the State, to protect and promote the value of volunteerism in the best possible way. The GSCP, in accordance with the mandates of contemporary society, has made completing the National System for Volunteer Organizations one of its priorities, aiming to achieve the best possible use of our first-rate volunteer workforce.” 

In his statement, Fire Brigade Chief Lieutenant General Athanasios Kontokostas referred to the revision of the existing legal framework and especially to the distinct amendments and supplements the Fire Brigade is promoting, aiming to give new impetus to the further development and expansion of the volunteer fire-fighter institution, and of volunteerism in general. “Our goal is to put Greek society’s volunteer workforce to even better use and, for our part, we shall do the utmost, not only by incorporating more groups into our operational planning, but also by training them”, he noted characteristically, at the same time proposing the establishment of a joint committee consisting of representatives of the Fire Brigade, the General Secretariat for Civil 
Protection, the volunteer organizations, and other involved parties to achieve a more comprehensive approach to the subject of volunteer training. 
The following also contributed with their speeches to the conference proceedings: Samos Prefect Manolis Karlas, Vyronas Mayor and Association for the Protection and Development of Hymettus (SPAY) President Nikos Chardalias, Parnitha National Park Management Board President and Special Advisor to the Minister of Rural Development and Food Dimitris Spathis, Penteli Mayor and Association for the Protection and Development of the Pentelikon (SPAP) President Dimitris Stergiou-Kapsalis, and WWF-Greece Environmental Programmes Director Konstantinos Liarikos. 

