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Argument 

From all the countries around the Black Sea, Romania has by far the strongest civil society 

(MacGoy, 2019), the largest number of NGOs, which have been both part in large EU or 

international networks and gained experience locally, in multi-million Euro projects and with a 

large diversity of networks. Romanian NGOs have proven their sustainable business model and 

resilience not only by working well internationally, but by partnering even with government when 

crisis situations required it (Buzasu&Marczewski, 2020).  

Apart from Moldova, where CSOs situation has seen improvements, the situation of CSOs 

in all the other BS region countries has either remained the same (Georgia) or became worse 

(Ukraine, Armenia) (CSO Meter, 2020) as well as in Turkey (ArabNews, 2021). 
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A. Brief overview on the conditions of CSOs in the Black Sea Region: Moldova, 

Ukraine, Georgia and Turkey 

 

Ukraine: 

As research and country reports show, the situation of CSOs has improved after 2014, 

mostly due to great state and non-state investments in strengthening the civil society in the area of 

culture. That has been mainly to create responses to Russian aggression and preparations for future 

threats.’’ Still such a state-CSOs partnership which started under those auspices should be made 

robuster with time: „national and local government should embed cooperation with CSOs, active 

citizens and business actors into the new systems of governance created through public 

administration reform and decentralization. This is not only a matter of democracy, but also of 

national security.’’ (Boulegue&Lutsevych, 2020) Still activities run by cultural CSOs in the last 

period have not been enough for a sustainable development of the civil society in Ukraine: „despite 

significant achievements, the (cultural) sector remains fragile. All key elements of the cultural and 

creative industries ecosystem – including the development of human capital (training), the 

structuring and mobilization of the creative community (i.e. networking and the formation of 

sectoral associations), and funding instruments – need to be strengthened and maintained.’’ 

(Pesenti, 2020) 

Such strengthening should not only be considered from the perspective or state - CSO 

cooperation. Rather „western donors and private philanthropic organizations assisting civil society 

should consider resilience as a core objective along with building the capacities of CSOs, cities and 

communities. Most donors want to see proof of sustainability in their investment projects, but 

sustainability is static and prioritizes the preservation of what has been achieved, while resilience 

is dynamic and enables actors to capitalize on changes and disruptions.’’ (Boulegue&Lutsevych, 

2020) In this respect, the know-know acquired by CSOs in similar crisis situations (see 

technological adaptation during the COVID pandemic, should be made available). 

But, even if the investments in the civil society made by state actors and western donors 

have been significant, „Ukraine still suffers from a disconnect between citizens and formal CSOs, 

especially advocacy and human rights groups. Local community-based organizations also struggle 

to engage citizens, especially in anti-corruption work. Closing this gap will boost civil society’s 

role in driving social change and delivering a resilience dividend. Donors should promote the 

model of individual membership of CSOs (including membership fees as a source of income), 

volunteering, stakeholder consultations, and civic oversight and needs assessments of beneficiaries. 

CSOs should increase their capacity to use social media and other communication tools to listen 

and engage with wider audiences and run public information campaigns.’’ (Boulegue&Lutsevych, 

2020). 

 

Georgia 

The situation of Georgian CSOs is stagnant. The main issues raised by the population in 

2019 remained unchanged in 2020 - employment and poverty (with COVID crisis added in 

2020)(Sichinava, 2021).  

 

 

 



 

 

 

With elections taking place in 2020, „citizens remain skeptical of parliament’s willingness 

to address citizen concerns (41 percent do not believe parliament will work on issues  

that matter to them); deploy consultative processes (a quarter and a third of Georgians do not think 

the new parliament will engage citizens or CSOs more actively, respectively); and behave ethically 

(only 36 percent agreed). The majority believes that for the new parliament to represent citizen 

interests, it is important for political parties to collaborate (82 percent) and for all elected parties 

to participate in parliament (76 percent). This is consistent across party supporters“. (NDI, 2021) It 

is interesting that people, in their majority, neither trust, nor mistrust CSOs (40% in 2019 and 31% 

in 2020), with only 20% trusting them in 2019 and 24% trusting them in 2020. 

 

Moldova 

Apart from being under constant pressure from authorities (which we expect to decrease 

once the new president assumed her position) it is still to be noted that „the total number of NGOs 

operating in Moldova is not small, but the vast majority of them are concentrated in Chișinău. Civic 

activity in smaller towns and villages is very low or non-existent. Moreover, emerging 

organisations (especially those located outside the capital) are struggling with a permanent lack of 

financial resources. At the same time, most funds go to those organisations which have been 

operating for many years and have managed to gain both appropriate recognition and experience 

in fund-raising. As a result, these organisations are increasingly overburdened as they take on 

more projects than they are able to effectively implement’’. (Zygierewicz,2020) This is both 

counter-productive and lacking sustainability. Hope is that the new law3 which is due to regulate the 

Moldovan CSOs and currently under debate in the Parliament will provide the framework for better 

accountability and transparency international donors need in order to support more local 

organizations. 

 

Turkey 

In the last years, „there was little space for consultative decision-making in the country. The 

government recently cracked down on NGOs, closing at least 1,500 foundations and associations 

and seizing their assets, while continuing to harass, arrest, and prosecute civil society leaders.” 

(Arab News, 2021) Moreover, a new law on combating terrorism, passed by the Turkish Parliament 

in December 2020 allows the government to expand its control over civil-society groups on 

counter-terrorism grounds. Basically, „the new legislation will make the running of civil-society 

groups nigh on impossible, and it will create a chilling effect on the right to freedom of 

association… All nongovernmental organizations will have to act with the belief that the 

association's activities may be terminated because people may be charged when conducting non-

criminal activities or conducting a speech or inviting a person from outside the NGO to an event.’’ 

(Unker, 2020). 

 This only shows that the times to run or get involved in a CSO in Turkey are dark, with no 

foreseeable improvement in the future. In our discussion with a Turkish participant in the Black Sea  

                                                
3 Parlament.md, Proiectul legii cu privire la organizațiile necomerciale, June 11th, 2020, 
http://parlament.md/ProcesulLegislativ/Proiectedeactelegislative/tabid/61/LegislativId/4154/language/ro-
RO/Default.aspx 
 



 

 

 

Forum, he has repeatedly mentioned that for him, the most pressing issues of the region are those 

pertaining to basic human rights.  

 

 

B. Analysis on the specific situation of Culture-Education Workgroup of the CSOs 

part of the Black Sea Forum 

 

The aim of the project Occupy Library Innovators Hub4 was to bring together organizations 

that help the development of communities through innovative services implemented in libraries, to 

share best practices and build a support network in the Black Sea region. Building on existing 

regional professional connections of libraries, the project aimed to contribute to the development of 

partnerships between CSOs and libraries, so they learn about the opportunities of development, plan 

for systemic interventions for modernizing public institutions, and ensure long term sustainability of 

interventions at community level. By creating networks of professionals, our project looked to 

contribute to the capacity building of all stakeholders activating in the fields of culture, education 

and cultural innovation, including the professional associations of librarians, but not limited to 

those.            

 Our main entry point in some countries of the project have been the public libraries - in 

Moldova and Ukraine (countries where we have previously worked as part of the Global Libraries 

program funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation), while in Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan 

and Turkey we aimed at promoting the project through members of the Education and Culture 

Work Group of the Black Sea Forum. Where the entry point has been libraries, we have asked them 

to bring along CSOs they are already working with, while in the case of CSOs we aimed at 

promoting the libraries as partners for common projects and as places for community interventions. 

The most active participants in the webinars have been Romanian CSOs and libraries, Moldovan 

and Ukrainian libraries and a few CSOs, four Georgian CSOs, one Turkish and one Azeri 

participant.            

 In terms of vision and mission, the education and culture workgroup members recognized 

the diversity of the CSOs and issues around the Black Sea, the heritage and the tremendous number 

of opportunities that could be pursued for the benefit of all communities. However, because of an 

unequal number of members coming from the cultural sector, the focus of discussions has been 

initially related to exchanges of practices and visits. We feel that by including education - especially 

the informal education, and defining education as „as an activity for society development, for 

people’s development (including human rights), active citizenship, the humanities part of education, 

developing communities ’potential and local policies and as a tool for supporting the societies in 

their future’’ the scope of the group has been steered towards more practical activities involving 

robust capacity building and resilience. In this way, the know-how would be, through staff, kept in 

the organizations and directly benefiting all stakeholders.  (Crisan, 2020a)   

                                                
4The Occupy Library Innovators Hub project is implemented by Progress Foundation Romania, in partnership with Сentre for 
Cultural Management (Ukraine), Library Association of Ukraine (Ukraine), EduAct (Greece), Library Association of Moldova 
(Moldova), National Library of Moldova (Moldova), Ashoka România (Romania) and National Library of Romania (Romania) in the 
framework of the “Black Sea NGO Forum Sub-granting Scheme For Activities That Support The Development Of CSO Regional 
Networks”, within the project „Building CSO Capacity for Regional Cooperation within the Black Sea Region”, implemented by the 
Romanian NGDO Platform – FOND with the financial support of the European Union. 



 

 

 

Our perception from the discussions with the group members has been that they are not 

ambitious enough and willing or brave to show the added value a CSO can bring towards 

transforming society. Also, once we have advanced in discussing the mission and vision of the 

group, it became clear to us that although participants were fluent in project management language, 

they lacked the practical skills of planning social change through CSOs’ projects. 

A lot of them were using terms like active citizenship or stakeholder engagement, but when 

asked to provide examples or ideas, they could not.    

For the staff or Progress Foundation, which has been involved in civil society related 

activities as early as 2002, it was a sense of déjà vu - we recognized the status of our own 

development prior to accessing EU and several years after. Basically, we could identify some of the 

struggles of the years 2007 - 2014 we had in Romania and in our history as organization when 

discussing with our BS counterparts, especially from Georgia, Turkey and Ukraine. At the same 

time, we were able to agree with all partners that the way forward to becoming the lead network in 

the area of culture and education in the Black Sea region is to contribute to building the capacity of 

all interested CSOs, to equip them with professional working methodologies and specific tools (i.e. 

design thinking), to communicate their role better, to map regional needs and create transversal 

competencies for CSO and community workers. (Crisan, 2020b)      

In the spirit of partnership, we should recognize that there are several issues where we could 

as well learn more and develop capacities, especially from CSOs which had to deal with the crisis 

generated by war or Internally Displaced Persons (libraries in Ukraine have played a crucial role in 

that) -  thus we feel that continuing the exchange of practices and dialogue around the Black Sea 

region will contribute to more resilient and good neighboring societies. At the same time, 

supporting BS CSOs in the positive transformation of their societies through the know-how we 

have acquired in Romania, will help at reaching development goals in a timely manner, with fewer 

resources and missteps, with greater empathy and cultural sensitivity and more efficient. It will also 

position Romania as a leader in the Black Sea region and provide the well-deserved recognition for 

a sector, which is contributing to Romania’s strong path towards a resilient democracy. 

 

C. Recommended actions: 

1. Romanian CSOs, in particular Progress Foundation can become „exporters’’ of 

know-how for CSOs in the Black Sea region in several areas which may increase the resilience 

of BSCSOs and strengthen the capacity of civil society in their respective countries. 

2. The Black Sea Forum, RoAid, EU or other funding available from the Romanian 

state should promote Romanian NGOs as Development Ambassadors in an effort to stepping up 

regional initiatives of cultural diplomacy and thus re-stating Romania’s leading role in the BS 

region. 

3. Romania’s NGOs’ capacity represents a unique selling proposition (none of the 

countries around the Black Sea have a robuster or stronger capacity) in its positioning as leader 

in the area. 

 

D. Conclusions: 

4. Most BS CSOs have a superficial understanding of community development terms 

and initiatives, i.e. they have a good use of the terminology associated with the issue, but lack 

robust practical experience; 



 

 

 

5. BS CSOs see their own development mostly connected to state funding and / or EU 

institutions but lack capacity to approach private persons or companies for fundraising; 

6. BS CSOs have the capacity to form networks or alliances but lack the „sociological 

imagination’’ of proposing solutions, which cover more specific local needs and less the 

„vision“ of international donors; 

7. BS CSOs lack the capacity to advocate based on data provided by international 

organizations or local governments (when such advocacy is possible) on behalf of the 

stakeholders they represent. 
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