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I AM A UN VOLUNTEER
WHO AM I? 

My name is Jacob Tamm, I am Swedish, 25 years old, and I graduated in International Relations and Spanish at University of Sussex in Brighton, UK.


Having grown up in a family with a particular appetite for new cultures and peoples, right from the start I came to spend much time living in countries very different from my own. However, it was not until I packed my bags and traveled to Central America and later also spent a year as an exchange student in Chile that I truly realized that I would be happy to dedicate my time to issues related to social exclusion and human development in Latin America. Traveling, volunteering and studying in a region so rich in culture, history and spirit but also suffering, inequality and oppression have surely had a great influence on the choices I have made.


Having graduated only last year, I am very much in the beginning of my professional life. When possible, however, I have tried to expand my practical know-how and engaged in work relevant to my personal and academic interests and ambitions. Apart from volunteering in Central America and Chile in the area of sustainable development (ANAI, Costa Rica) and the promotion of social consciousness in APEC (Asian Pacific Economic Cooperation) trade regulations, this has meant participating as intern in the SIDA sponsored program Export Development Program (EDP) in Colombo, Sri Lanka. Here I was involved in the evaluating NGO involvement in the lobbying for fair trade and the setting of environmental and labor conditions in the Sri Lanka textile industry. Prior to my UNV assignment I have also been active as junior consultant in Swedegroup, a Swedish development consultant firm working with most international donor agencies.

WHY BEING A UN VOLUNTEER?
I was fortunate enough to become a UNV thanks to a new program established between UNV Brazil, Literarius (a Brazilian private firm) and University of Sussex where graduates are given the chance to apply academic skills in the field by acting (principally) as field coordinators of the project, “Bringing the MDGs to the Communities”.


The UNV assignment in Brazil came as an extraordinary opportunity to gain field experience in a country which in many ways corresponds to my personal interests and academic and professional ambitions. To be sure there is simply no way any degree, course, text or seminar can prepare you for the work that awaits you in the field. And indeed, the reality far exceeded my expectations. Engaging in processes of mobilization of poor urban communities, the famous Brazilian ‘favelas’, negotiating with local authorities, relating with different UN agencies, doing advocacy work for the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in schools, universities and private enterprises, sensitizing Quilombola communities of their long forgotten rights, were all parts of the work which you, as a university student, with limited field experience could only learn by doing. In short, it soon became clear that I had to forget any preconceived notions of ‘what development is all about’ and get ready to learn, understand and create.

WHAT I DO AS UN VOLUNTEER? 

During my year as a UNV, I have been working as a field coordinator for the project, “Bringing the MDG to the Communities” in Anápolis (GO). Working together with IIDAC and a number of local actors, principally universities and community associations, we have been trying to target the poorest communities of the city for action towards the MDGs.


As just mentioned, I have been involved with a number of different activities and tasks during my year as a UNV, but community development has been my main field of work, and specifically the project work in our target community Santa Cecilia, a poor urban neighbourhood in Anápolis. Aiming to increase the community’s prospects of achieving the Goals in a sustainable manner, we are assisting community members to better be able to organize, identify and prioritize problems, mobilize local resources, promote participation and responsibility of all groups, elaborate projects, create monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, or, in short, to strengthen the community in its efforts to better be able to confront and resolve those problems which the bettering of quality of life of the inhabitants of Santa Cecilia.


The pilot project “Bringing the MDGs to the Communities” has a very important role in a country and a region in which stark inequalities is the main threat to democratic stability and socio-economic development. Having produced a number of positive results and interesting experiences around different cities in Brazil, the project has become a concrete example on how to bring these global objectives to reality and translate them into direct benefits for those most in need. 
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WHAT I CAN STILL DO? 
My year with UNV in Brazil has been an excellent experience and I have reason to hope that I will engage with the program also in the future. UNV is a special UN body in many senses, and, in particular, I think its close link with civil society is very valuable. Working in small units, UNV has the possibility like no other UN agency to work in direct contact with civil society actors and, indeed, during my experience in Brazil it has become very clear for me just how valuable that interaction can be. There are many voices which speak for greater civil society influence also in other UN agencies and environments, and, telling from its projects in Brazil and elsewhere, UNV can be expected to take on a leading role in the debate for such needed reforms.      

