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Shrinking of the Civic Space in the post COVID-19 pandemic in the Black Sea region - background 

and context 

The research paper Shrinking of the Civic Space in the post COVID-19 pandemic in the Black Sea region 

aims to explore the impact of COVID-19 on civil society sector development in the Black Sea region 

countries of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Turkey, Ukraine and Belarus, 

with an emphasis on national experience and recommendations for regional cooperation. The 

recommendations of the current study will become a basis for developing an advocacy & communication 

campaign, aiming to raise awareness on the impact of COVID-19 pandemic in the Black Sea region and 

Belarus.  

 

 

Before plunging into the regional reality, we feel responsible to come first with a short conceptual overview 

on what we understand under the conventional idiom of civic space we are going to use along the paper, 

and how our understanding of this term is different from the existing explanations presented in other 

specialized literature that plot the same fields. Further, will be explained the guiding principles on selecting 

only Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Turkey, Ukraine and Belarus for case 

analysis while covering the region of the Black Sea and why other cases were left beyond the focus. 

 

Civic space zone. Why do we need it? 

The healthy functioning of a democratic society is based on the premises of an existing dialogue between 

people and the government. If the society is involved in the decision-making process, the polity benefits 

from the civic energy that grows the more the citizen voices are heard. Healthy political practice can be 

ensured when the public is allowed to track and control the activity of the power elites. This practice 

anticipates the risks of corruption and abuse of power. Public Participation in the discussions of political 

subjects ensures that the taken political decisions represent not the governors’ interests but the ones of the 

society they are hired to work for. This is the function of civic space and actors that populate it. The civic 

space is the platform that unites the public demands into unified messages and directs them to the 

government institutions. From this perspective, the civic space area becomes a bridge between citizens and 

the government.  

 

Another important function of the civic space area is the provision of social services that can not be 

guaranteed by the government or business. These are the charitable activities that focus on vulnerable and 

minority groups, informal and many times formal education services, promotion of specific cultural 

programs, spiritual and other aesthetic needs. All these services derive directly from the needs of people, 

so the organisations located in the civic space act to fulfill them all. This makes the civic space area 

exclusively important for ensuring social cohesion, inclusion, balance and peace inside the community.  

 

What happens if civic space vanishes? 

So was the model of democratic states. The image of the authoritarian regimes or states in transition is 

opposite. The civic space is getting limited by restrictive laws, limitation of access for civic actors to 

funding, interdiction of public gatherings, harassment and denigration of civic actors, limitation and control 

of media flows and many other elements that impede the free expression and mobilization. These actions 

transform the needed dialogue into a monologue that ignores particular groups' priorities. By being harassed 
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and ignored, civic space actors become less capable to observe, analyze and assess the state institutions’ 

activities. This creates a no-limit environment for corruption, abuse of power and violation of human 

liberties and rights. The government stops serving people, and people stop working for the government, 

transforming the state into a stagnant, heavy, stressful and aggressive place. Limitations set against civic 

space actors automatically are felt by all vulnerable, minority and socially underserved groups. 

 

The presented parallel demonstrates a clear point that civic space is a foundation that ensures sustainable 

development of modern societies. Civic space is the only platform for dialogue - the ferry that unites the 

two banks, the government and citizens. This space helps both sides send and receive messages. Well-

functioning of this information exchange channel ensures the efficient development of the state. If the ferry 

stops, the social grievances do not reach the other bank opening a frozen conflict between the parties.  

 

What is civic space? 

Civic space is a constructed reality made out of an amalgam of various composites. Presenting the situation 

of the civic space in a particular region means to show the building blocks it is made out from and the 

conditions influencing it. Discussing the concept of civic space, the scholars mainly focus on two 

interconnected elements, the procedural and the spatial one. Looking through the first prism the civic space 

can be seen a set of conditions that determine the extent to which all members of society, individual, informal 

or organized groups, are able to freely, effectively and without discrimination exercise their basic civil 

rights. In this case the proposed indicators for measurement are freedom of information and expression; 

rights of assembly and association; citizen participation; non-discrimination and inclusion; amount of 

human rights and respect for rule of law.  

 

Another group of scholars perceive civic space as a venue for the exchange of information. Through this 

perspective civic space appears as a political, legislative, social and economic environment which enables 

citizens to come together, share their interests and concerns and act individually and collectively to 

influence and shape the political decision (Civic Space Watch). Probing the civic space as a public venue 

we have to admit that it can be filled not only with pleasant partners but also with antagonist actors that 

pursue their divergent agendas. Contestation among actors is often a fact of life in civic spaces. Alliance-

forming also takes place there. Conflict and collaboration occur in well-anchored public systems of 

participation. On the same note, we also have to consider that the development of modern technologies 

alters on a daily basis everything that we once knew as being part of civic space. The Internet, modern 

communication technologies and fast transfer of giant amounts of data both expands the civic space by 

increasing access to information, and creates obstacles by offering tools for governments and corporations 

to shape, limit and control the civic space structure.  

 

The question in this regard is how can we gouge the amount of exchange of information and exposure the 

competing factions inact? Some of the indicators that can be used are: presence of communication highways 

set among social groups, between groups and power structures; the capacity of the fragmented social 

factions to aggregate common messages and their capacity to deliver them to government; capacity to 

launch meaningful advocacy campaigns and the power of those groups to receive satisfying results; 

capacity of the formal and non-formal nonstate actors to maintain an active, uninterrupted and independent 

voice. While the first definition puts a stronger emphasis on the rights of the actors, the second looks at the 

civic space as a public ‘playing field’ filled with various actors who actively participate in a process of open 

https://civicspacewatch.eu/what-is-civic-space/
https://civicspacewatch.eu/what-is-civic-space/
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debate. Assuming that the civic space consists of two of the presented elements, the variation of any of 

them is a sign of shrinking or expansion of this space.  

 

Besides these two dimensions mainly described in the literature, we consider adding one more to our study. 

This dimension looks at the capacity of civic actors to mobilize tangible resources. This additional element 

is borrowed from the literature on social movements. We find that resource mobilization theory has the 

strongest explanation capacity among all social movement theories that can be used for our case. Assuming 

that our study concentrates on the semi-democratic and nondemocratic societies, access to resources 

becomes crucial. Lack or abrupt limitation of resources is a direct equivalent of death of formal activism. 

Moreover, disappearance of actors inevitably leads to the shrinking of the civic space. The proxies we can 

use to estimate the capacity of the civic space actors to mobilize resources are the evaluation of CSOs and 

other active members of the civic space level of capacity to act in conditions of disrupted continuity; 

evaluation of the level of financial sustainability of the existing groupings; evaluation of the availability of 

internal and external funding schemes; estimation of the CSOs capacity to generate own income from 

selling services to public and many other elements that would speak about the financial independence of 

the formal and informal groupings and organizations that fill the civic space. 

 

The conditions that might influence the civic space are numerous and can vary from one society to another. 

These conditions are specific aspects related to legal regime, social customs, existing civic culture, presence 

of formal and informal institutions, impact of the external factors, development of modern technologies, 

effects of the local and international incidents and many other ingredients that polish the reality of the civic 

space. Assuming the impossibility to measure all individual elements that bring changes to the civic space 

we will focus in our study exclusively on a set of limited elements that reflect three aforementioned 

conditions that stand at the basis of the CSO habitat that can be measured. The pillars we propose for 

analysis are regulatory environment, financial sustainability, cooperation with government, organizational 

capacity and digital adoption.  

 

Civic space actors. What kind of fish swim in this pond? 

Accepting that the civic space is a venue for interaction, type of interaction and the capability of its actors 

the question is still who should be considered a valid member of this community and who should be left 

outside? The answer to this question should be addressed together with a number of other subsidiary 

questions: are all members of this community participants with equal rights? Is the civic space a club with 

a reserved table for state institutions or they are banned from entering this club? What type of civic activism 

should be hosted in the civic space and which should be out? The set of questions can also puzzle aspects 

referring to the levels of trust, popular support, social utility, level of partnership with state authorities and 

many others.  

 

The range of actors within the civic space comprises a variety of individual members of society, informal 

and formal groupings. The individual members are usually engaged in various forms of civic activity, such 

as accessing information about government policies and programmes, participation in the community 

activities, participation in the town hall meetings and public assemblies or engagement in the peaceful 

demonstrations. The formal civil society organizations usually known under the popular terms of CSOs and 

NGOs constitute the majority of the body mass of the civic space. These organizations are both 

compensators of services not provided by the state and business and state partners in the implementation of 
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public and economic policies. The informal activism gathers proselytes for social causes who join various 

social movements, community-based clubs, indigenous movements, online forums, discussion rooms and 

a multitude of other forms of sporadic and non-formalized gatherings that often do not manage to bring a 

clear and aggregated message. As we notice, the civic space is a pretty diverse zoo that hosts in its cohabitat 

a great number of animals. If civic space is the milieu, place and right then the participants create the club, 

membership and audience.  

 

Usually speaking about civil society the civic activists imply NGOs, Nonprofits and sometimes discernable 

individual civic actors. Are these species of animals inhabiting the civic space zoo all, or we should look 

for other representatives that are discernable only in dim light and are not noticeable at the first glance? 

Browsing through the civil society literature we can validate all three presented topological forms of 

activism, however if zooming into the empirical data collected from Black Sea region and Belarus then the 

picture starts changing. We start spotting creatures that do not really fit to one or another segment of 

described activisms. We notice that not all the animals are kaged. A part of them feed themselves in and 

beyond the zoo valiers and tightly interact with other species located behind the fence. Others sell their 

beauty for sweet carrots to guest visitors. In this zoo there are also special types of beasts similar to guarding 

dogs. They develop habits to serve the zoo superintendent. They live also in the same zoo, however they 

have access to the superintendent anteroom and can feed and drink from the master's hands. Another 

specific type of inhabitant of this zoo are the parasites. They take different forms and habits. The common 

feature for all of them is that they disobey the shared norms, still from the common storage room, discredit 

the zoo's positive image and in case of being caught request protection under animal’s law because they 

have the same rights as any other zoo dweller. So is the civic space room.  

 

Who is in, and who is out? 

Investigating the situation of the actors filling the civic space in the Black Sea region one might be surprised 

to find that each country has a distinct way of understanding who is part of this club and who is not. This 

conceptual difference in some cases is dictated by the historical legacies, by the regulatory framework or 

by the role different types of institutions play as part of the society. For instance, discussing the role of 

media we have a clear variation in the spectrum. In Romania, media is seen predominantly as a business, 

controlled by a limited number of actors. Here the free and independent media personify only a small part, 

that does not form the mainstream, all the major outlets are controlled by powerful stakeholders. So, the 

media cannot be seen according to the public as an independent actor of the civic space. The situation is 

different in the case of Ukraine. Though many of the Ukrainian media outlets are controlled by a number 

of moguls, the society still has a strong alternative, made out of dozens of small media content producers. 

Consequently, in the case of Ukraine the free-media can receive a free table in the civic space room. The 

case of Belarus is completely distorted. If in the pre-lockdown period of 2019 we could speak about a 

dominant pro-power media that has been slightly challenged by a limited number of independent media 

creators (Nexta and Tut.by) then in the post-lockdown period of 2021 Belarusian independent media 

vanished. The criminalization of information is a common trend that represents the spoiling of the 

relationship between the power and civil societies. Currently, the homemade info streams are made from 

forwarded content, likes and reposts of the content produced abroad, distributed exclusively through 

Telegram. So, mentioning Belarusian free media, we speak exclusively about foreign media content. Just 

to be specific, using the terminology info flow produced abroad we do not mean that it is automatically 

flawed. Vice versa, due to the free environment it is produced in, it manages to preserve its autonomy. In 
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the Belarusian context the freedom loving society will absolutely degrade the governmental media as a 

member of the civic space room but will invite the foreign media to join the club.  

 

Another variation in the spectrum of perceptions are the NGOs. Speaking stricto sensu the NGOs do not 

exist, because none of the Black Sea region state’s legislations offer a legal framework for NGOs. NGOs 

is only a catchy term that defines a form of activism, a social function and a type of interaction between 

these organizations and the state institutions. From an economic point of view, these organizations fall into 

the category of non-profit, non-commercial, philanthropic, founding, professional, congregational, of a 

public interest or of another profile but only not Non-Governmental. So, having not a single legally 

registered NGO makes sense asking which of the aforementioned types of associations are NGOs and which 

of them not? The same question should be also addressed in the context of each state case separately.  

 

Before plunging into case-by-case explanation let us throw a bit of light on the emergence in the region of 

these types of institutions and explain why they all got the catchy term of NGO. Fall of the Soviet Union 

and the creation of liberal democratic states in the region demanded the transformation of a mass of the 

Soviet atomized individuals into citizens endowed with alienable rights. The new constitutions opened the 

doors for the creation of citizen-made civil societies that would gain their interests and would look to 

advance and defend them in front of public authorities. This transformation could be done only if the 

subjects manage to form strong associations whose meaning would be to resist the state power. Resistance 

against the state authority became the main condition for all societies that experienced the iron fist of the 

soviet rule (except Turkey). This was also the logic of the international donors who poured funds with the 

primary condition - registration of financially autonomous associations (financially autonomous from the 

government not from the donors). As a result, thousands of organizations have been created in search of 

easy cash. The mushroomed associations were meant to become the foundations of the nascent 

institutionalized civil society. In this regard, the term NGO has been attributed to these associations not to 

define their legal status but to show they are the institutions that act to counterbalance the state authority. 

The good intention unfortunately gave bad results. In few years many of these associations turned dead, the 

image they produced discredited associative activism, access to easy money corrupted many civic leaders, 

international foundations lost their positive image as partners in development and the national public and 

fiscal agencies became clogged with thousands and thousands of inactive units that could not be erased 

from national databases. Since the national legislations did not stipulate clear rules on how the associations 

should generate income, they all relied exclusively on foreign donations. Being accountable to donors and 

not to local communities they had to work for, made NGOs sometimes lose legitimacy and the right to talk 

on behalf of those communities. Only in the last years the governments in the Black Sea region modernized 

 the regulatory framework by defining in many cases associations as non-profits/commercial to allow them 

to sell their services for non-profit ends. This policy gave manyfold results: it increased the associations’ 

financial sustainability making them less dependent on aid; transformed many NGOs into service providers 

who compensated the lack of services not supplied by the state institutions and business; and improved the 

former NGOs image. Now, let us see what happens with the image of NGOs at the current stage and which 

of them can be considered to be part of the civic space and which of them not.  

 

In the case of Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova and Armenia the usual term of NGO, is attributed in discussions 

to nonprofits that heavily rely on international donors. Though this interpretation is predominantly true, it 

is still somehow skewed since it presents the organizations exclusively as foreign servants. In reality, these 
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types of organizations rely on international support not because they serve somebody but because they 

either do not produce a marketable product or they are deeply involved in various activities of overseeing 

the public authorities. For this reason, they cannot rely on government funding otherwise they might lose 

their independence. Identifying their public function, these associations for sure can be seen as part of the 

civic space. In the case of Belarus and Azerbaijan we have an opposite picture. The NGOs here have limited 

capacity to receive international funds. All external donations come through the government filter. In many 

cases, public associations are not allowed to receive funding directly - the majority of applications are 

administered by the state in a non-transparent manner. The funds are offered mostly to the associations 

loyal to the government, so the non-ideologically aligned NGOs have no financial means to develop. Even 

if there are cases of direct funding of NGOs, the grant and service provision contracts are mandatory to be 

checked and approved by the authorities (CSO Meter Regional Overview, 2020, p. 12). 

Despite the fact that both states are endowed with legal frameworks that allow nonprofit activity, the 

governments apply hard fist policies to disincentivize independent activity and to penalize the vocal voices. 

One of the most widely used instruments is the introduction of burdening procedures that limit the activity 

of NGOs. So was the example in both countries during the lockdown crisis, when the associations had to 

obtain a written permission from the local or central authorities to organize their activities. It was the 

measure imposed to limit civic space actors rather than stop the spread of the virus. Among other restrictive 

policies we can find massive surveillance campaigns organized against vocal representatives of civic space 

and even simple citizens. So is the case of Azerbaijan with the virus software called Pegasus that harvests 

personal data and gains access to conversations from personal mobile phones. Belarus uses another strategy 

to oppress the citizens’ voice. Inconvenient organizations and media channels were declared extremist, and 

any connection with them became legally penalized. To identify the “violators”, authorities organized a 

selective check of smartphones in random places (for example, at the entrance into the subway). If any 

restricted materials or subscriptions to opposition Telegram channels are found, police gain all grounds for 

arrest. All these actions diminish the capacity of NGOs. So, they can be barely considered full-right actors 

of the civic space. The status of an active actor can only be offered to the pro-government associations. 

However, considering their submissive character they can also be hardly nominalized for the civic space 

actors.   

Any measures that are supposed to prop the NGO sector in these countries look extremely artificial. So is 

the case of the Agency of State Support to Non-Governmental Organizations of the Republic of Azerbaijan 

that declares its mission is to increase international cooperation of NGOs, promote the activities of public 

control, organize public hearings, etc. This might be a perfect platform if only the very Charter of this 

Agency would not break all our illusions. At least 6 articles of this document assume the direct involvement 

of the President in the core processes within the agency - starting with the appointment and dismissal of its 

members and finishing with the direct control exercised over the activity of the Agency. In addition, this 

platform is accessible only to the registered entities that are loyal to the government. From this perspective, 

the very idea of the Agency becomes ruined since it is not independent.  

 

Below we present the types of entities that are considered, according to national legislations, part 

of the associational life. Please note that in some countries the number of legally registered 

associations might be higher or lower not only because the states are less permissive or societies 

https://www.dw.com/ru/ataki-na-nko-kuda-lukashenko-vytalkivaet-belo-krasno-beluju-belarus/a-58660817?maca=rus-Red-Telegram-dwbelarus
https://president.az/articles/51178
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less active but simply because particular polities treat them as identical legal units. Please check 

below the classifications by country1. 

 

 
Source: developed by the authors 

 

Religious groups and denominations are other types of institutions that could or could be not part of the 

civic space. On the one hand, the purpose of these institutions is to offer individual and social assistance 

addressing problems of existential difficulties. Seeing the religious institutions through this standpoint they 

should not be eligible members of the civic space since they focus on private ends. However, if looking at 

the religious institutions through the prism of their public, social and humanist missions the picture gets 

different. These institutions often play an active social function, they formulate and spread political 

messages using a covered religious rhetoric. From this standpoint the religious groups and denominations 

can be already qualified as valid actors of the civic space. So let us pick some examples from the field and 

see when they are and when they are not part of the civic space. We will hereby focus on two country-cases 

where Christian religion is the dominant religion in the country. Latter we will analyze also two Muslim 

country cases - Turkey and Azerbaijan. - will be discussed later in the separate part dedicated to faith-based 

organizations (FBOs) and their role within the civic space.  

Let us start with Moldova as the first case. The population in Moldova is almost totally Orthodox Christian. 

Since the dissolution of the soviet state, the church became a strong centripetal force that attained over 

years a high level of people's trust.  

 

                                                        
1 According to national statistics agencies of each BSR country. 
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Level of citizens’ trust in institutions, by type (Moldova). Comparative chart (2002 vs. 2021 - Q1).  

Source: Public Opinion Barometer (How much do you trust the following institutions?)2  

 

According to national laws and based on the church leaders' declarations, the institution does not intervene 

in political life. In reality though, the institution was for a long time an active promoter of political 

preferences. First, it should be noted that in the Republic of Moldova activate at the same time two Bishops, 

one following the Moscow patriarchy and the second Bucharest one (east and west). One patriarchy drags 

its followers into the Russian cultural and religious space, and the other to the Romanian one. The religious 

split of the orthodox church permanently represented the Moldovan parties' geopolitical priorities. Each 

electoral campaign becomes a battleground not only on TVs but also in churches. Moldova had not a single 

electoral campaign in which the pro-Russian patriarchy would be involved in scandals. 

                                                        
2 In this chart, the answers “A great deal of trust” and “Somewhat trust” were both considered as “Trusting the 

institution”. 

http://bop.ipp.md/en
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November 4th, 2016. The bishop Marchel urges Christians not to support Maia Sandu  

(Pro Western candidate at the 2016 presidential elections). 

  

"A group of priests, headed by the bishop of Balti and Falesti Marchel, urges Christians not to 

stay indifferent to the future, to take part in voting and to make the right choice. Clergymen urged 

their parishioners not to vote for Maia Sandu, stating that she represents "a threat for the 

Church". Priests declared that people must support the Christian candidate with healthy moral 

values - the one who is like Igor Dodon, according to their opinion." 

 

The situation in Belarus is strikingly different from the Moldovan case. The population here was never too 

religious. According to the last senses only 50-60% of the population declare themselves religious. 80% of 

them are orthodox Christians other 14% practice various catholic cults and the rest are Greco Catholics, 

belong to Armenian and Jewish church. What is interesting for us in this spread of religious preferences is 

to what extent can the church be considered a room for an unconstrained discussion? The gouging 

mechanism we propose for assessing freedom and autonomy of religious institutions is borrowed from the 

research Religion and Forced Displacement in the Eastern Orthodox World, developed by the Foreign 

Policy Center from Aston University. Analyzing the relationship between religion and state, impact of 

forced displacement, religious diplomacy and human security in Eastern Europe and Eurasia the scholars 

came to conclusion that when states fail to offer support for populations affected by violence, religious 

communities have been one of the first actors to take over state functions and act as providers of human 

security (Leustean, 2020, p. 2). In other words, the religious institutions should be one of the first forces to 

step in if the governments cross the red line. Supportive feedback for such approach was observed in 

diaspora, where Belarus citizens started to use religious symbols on social media to raise awareness about 

internal political events in their homeland (e.g. Pray for Belarus campaign). Looking at the religious 

https://deschide.md/ro/stiri/politic/2784/Episcopul-Marchel-%C3%AEndeamn%C4%83-cre%C5%9Ftinii-s%C4%83-nu-o-sus%C5%A3in%C4%83-pe-Maia-Sandu.htm
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institutions in Belarus through this lent we can talk about two distinct groupings pro power Christian 

Orthodox church and public-spirited Catholic church. This distinction, however, does not necessarily play 

the role of binary division. Besides the central Orthodox hierarchy congratulatory messages addressed to 

Lukashenko after elections, there were also local responses from religious groups condemning violence 

against protesters. The demonstrative example comes from Grodno, where the Orthodox clergy supported 

the common Catholic articulations of support to the families of detained by state enforcement bodies. It 

was then followed by restrictive attitudes against the priests opposing the power - some of them were even 

deprived of priesthood. Unfortunately, the cases similar to Grodno keep being an exception rather than a 

commonness. The church stays divided in two camps - the pro-government Orthodox, and the public-

spirited Catholic ones. Overviewing Moldovan and Belarusian case we conclude that it is not correct to 

include or exclude religious groups and denominations in a bulk into a civic space. Each case needs to be 

taken separately and qualified only after a fine-tuned inspection.  

 

Not visible does not mean non-existing. Faith Based Organizations (FBOs).  

Browsing throughout various aspects of the CSO activity in the region the reader will rarely come across 

the description of the activities undertaken by the FBO. For some reason, the expert community on civil 

society decided not to consider the activity of these organizations as part of the civic space. Though the 

community recognize the implication and the added value of the religious organizations they are always 

left outside the coverage. In this report we decided to stand against this complot that disregards the 

involvement of the FBOs in the creation of civic values and to cover some of the main aspects and 

tendencies of these organizations. Assuming that the activity and profile of these organizations is somehow 

left outside the analytic spot we will start our presentation by unpacking the concept, defining first who 

they are, what they do and what is the amount of work and services they deliver in the region. Later on, we 

will present the type of relationship they maintain with the central authorities and how this relation 

influences the civic values they promote.  

 

Since the 1990s faith-based organizations have been increasingly involved in various humanitarian relief 

projects. These organizations managed in a short while to gather a large number of supporters who 

committed both with their volunteering work and with the financial support. The World Conference on 

Religion and Peace, sometimes referred to as the UN of religions asserts that religious communities are, 

without question, the largest and best-organized civil institutions in the world today, claiming the 

allegiance of billions of believers. They are uniquely equipped to meet the challenges of our time: resolving 

conflicts, caring for the sick and needy, promoting peaceful coexistence among all peoples. The increase 

of the activity of the FBOs was similarly noticeable for Christian and Islamic societies. Though the increase 

was common for both faith groupings the reason why it happened was different for every particular case.  

 

Opium for people or spiritually motivated humanitarian aid? What is an FBO?  

Faith-based organizations (FBOs), religious (RNGOs) or spiritual NGOs are religiously motivated welfare 

initiatives. Though there is a slight difference, we will use the two terms of FBO and RNGO 

interchangeably. Acting as nonprofit, independent, voluntary organizations, they contribute to social 

assistance in the struggle against poverty sometimes in line with social policies of countries they operate 

in. FBOs are different from congregational and denominational structures, as they do not aim only the 

development of their membership but seek to fulfill also public missions. RNGOs constitute a broad group 

of diverse institutions that distribute social/humanitarian aid keeping a religious identity and motivation. 

https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/responses/religion-violence-and-geopolitics-in-belarus
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RNGOs represent a unique hybrid of religious beliefs and sociopolitical activism at all levels of society. 

Despite their civic counterparts NGOs, in RNGOS the faith plays the central role in both gaining 

contributions and running the organizations. Through the profile, style of work and the mission of each 

organization is different they all can be identified by a set of common characteristics: affiliation to a 

religious body, a mission statement with explicit reference to religious values, financial support from 

religious sources, choice of programs, and intended outcomes. The scholarship identifies in this regard 

several types of FBOs: faith-based representative organizations or apex bodies, faith-based charitable or 

development organizations, faith-based socio-political organizations, faith-based missionary organizations, 

and faith-based radical, illegal, or terrorist organizations. Faith in these organizations is the main ideology 

that guides the leadership and all members through every stage of their activity. Differently from the NGOs 

the FBOs do not have a predefined internal structure, they can be run either by religiously committed 

volunteers or by hired professional staff. In this regard they might have an NGO, Church, or corporate like 

structure. The advantage of these organizations in front of the regular NGOs is that their members share a 

certain, immutable and unchallengeable religious mission with caring traditions that bring long-lasting 

societal impacts. Some of the dangerous manifestations of these organizations is that they challenge the 

dim borders between humanitarian values and the religious mission in the context of the secular settings 

they operate in. Gramsci, in 1999, pointed out that FBOs act as the forces of status quo rather than of socio-

political change. In other words, these organizations are more inclined to promote consent that is equal to 

dependency and loyalty. In the next chapter we invite you to observe how the announced risk takes 

materialized manifestations in the cases of Turkey and Azerbaijan we fill further present. 

 

FBO impact on the expansion or shrinking of the civic space. Case study on Turkey and Azerbaijan. 

Why these two?  

Selecting only two cases in the context of the regional analysis is absolutely inadmissible from the 

methodological point of view. By claiming that the reality of these two cases is generalizable is even worse. 

That is why we came straight ahead with a disclaimer that by presenting the situation in these two countries 

we neither pretend research parsimony nor intend to show the regional tendencies one might assume we 

imply. We selected these two cases for other reasons. First, both Turkey and Azerbaijan are polities where 

Islam is the dominant religion, all others cases analyzed in this study are Christian. Both of these states face 

a strong democratic backsliding process. And finally, in both states Islam is a very powerful mobilizing 

ideology that can serve either the interest of state to legitimize the power elite or to mobilize the people to 

stand against the central authority. In other words, Islam is a powerful ideology. The one who controls the 

mullah's chant - controls the people's political priorities. There is no need to enter in long explanation 

presenting how Islam validated itself as fearful ideology of resistance during the decolonization time.  

 

Trust is a dangerous game (Turkish saying). Case study on Turkey.  

Before presenting the interaction model established between FBOs and Government we need to show the 

source and the power capacity that can be reached by these institutions. Later we will explain the causes 

and the mechanics of how FBOs betray the civic cause in exchange for ideological and material benefits.  

 

In Islam, the rules explicitly recommend that financially capable Muslims must pay Zakat - regulated 

obligatory charity, and should contribute with Sadaqat - unlimited voluntary charity. Both types of these 

supports aim to satisfy Allah and strengthen the types of human solidarity. Although the distribution of the 

goods usually priorities the Muslims showing their dominant role in the society, non-Muslims are also 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-019-0301-2#ref-CR33
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benefiting. Being very close to religious values, the Turkish population keeps track of the Islamic dogmats. 

Waqf - endowment is an institutionalized form of Sadaqat Garyia - running and sustainable voluntary 

charity. Widely established Islamic endowments in Turkey effectively contributed to delivering social 

services in their local communities. They cover a large spectrum of domains such as education, social care, 

health services, and humanitarian relief. Historically, these financially independent endowments secured 

most of the required infrastructure of their societies and offered sustainable developmental services. 

Contemporary Islamic FBOs convinced the religious proselytes that Zakat religious duties should be 

distributed by them. Consequently, the Islamic FBOs started gathering giant contributions, exceling four or 

five times the amount of cash brought by the international foundations. The intense circulation of values 

and ideas is rapidly broadening the supporting army of the Islamic civil society. Having access to such an 

enormous financial resource and access to people’s mind the FBOs could not remain unnoticeable by the 

Government and power elite.   

 

The modern Turkish secular state built on the ruins of Islamic imperial ideology was smartly constructed 

on the principle of overhead control of laic authorities over the religion’s institution. The transformation of 

the state and faith structure did not demand the expulsion of Islamic ideology and the religious institutions 

but created state controlling mechanisms. This function was taken over inter alia by the Directorate of 

Religious Affairs known under its name Diyanet (something similar to a Ministry of Religions) that is a 

public institution that regulates religious activity in the country. Assuming the religious zeal of the Turkish 

population, the state never disregarded the popular religious zeal so it never underfunded the Directorate. 

The budget of this institution steadily grows over the years. In 2020 the directorate received under its 

administration more than 2 billion USD. This budget is higher than the one spent by the ministry of external 

affairs and by many other ministries. It seems that the budget of this institution will keep growing further.  

 

When it sees money, the flute plays by itself (Turkish proverb). Why would authorities fund religious 

institutions?  

Learning about how the funds are allocated to religious institutions a thinker would raise a valid question: 

why would a secular authority spend its budget to support the religious institutes (at the domestic and 

international levels) if the state intends to keep the church away from politics? The argument is 

straightforward, if the government commits to finance the religious affairs, then it controls the entire Islamic 

ideologic chant, in case it doesn't - then the church starts gathering funds itself from providing economic 

services. In this endeavor the church will adapt to the market rules that requests the adjustment of the 

religious message to the customers/market demand. The adjustment of the religious message automatically 

brings about an entire list of dangerous repercussions for the state: religious fragmentation, losing the 

control on the people's souls and minds, formation and promotion of religious radical ideas, penetration to 

the society of foreign heterogeneous cults. As a result, the nation state starts losing the unity constructed on 

the principle of unique national identity.  

 

Promoting the conservative and populist religious message Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and the AK Party 

leadership found massive support from the religious proselytes, religious leaders and religious charities 

(FBOs). The alliance between the AK Party and all types of religious institutions was based on mutual 

interest - voters in exchange for state support for the church. The accession of AK Party to power was a 

sign of acceptance of the Church as the party's right-hand associate. The next party move was to extend the 

church attributions as a state partner in policy creation. Once considered a threat by the ruling elites and the 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Recep-Tayyip-Erdogan
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state, Islamic CSOs came to be seen as indispensable partners in the implementation of state policies. The 

appeasable to the state FBOs were allowed to collect Zakat if they accepted the state welfare approach. The 

current situation in Turkey is that the majority of the FBOs provide relief programs and praise for this right 

to do so the state authority.  According to the official figures from the Department of Associations more 

than 18,000 associations now provide religious services combined with various forms of humanitarian 

interventions in predominantly poor communities. If counted in percentage equivalent the number of 

religious organizations rises to 16 percent from the total number of active associations, which makes them 

the third-largest civil society grouping in Turkey after professional and solidarity organizations and sports 

organizations. Beside the unlimited mutual support offered by the state these organizations do not need to 

beg for funds coming from the international donors, they have a well set and functional network of domestic 

fundraising, making them the dominant leader in the formation of the civic values in the country. 

 

Someone's end, someone's beginning (Azeri saying). Case study on Azerbaijan.  

Upon finishing our case study investigation on Turkey, we move our attention to neighboring Azerbaijan. 

Though the states show some general similarities they drift from each other away in details. Currently 

Azerbaijani society is marked by a high level of respect for religious values comparable in its magnitude to 

Turkish one. Islam, similarly as in Turkey plays an important national ideological function. The role of 

religion in society is however not a default condition. The role of religious ideology changed significantly 

across the last 30 years. Preserving a high level of tolerance and respect for various religious preferences 

during the pre-Soviet times, Azeri political leaders turned in the post-Soviet era into hostile enemies of 

everything that brings variation to a single predefined religious mainstream. Decades of Soviet secularism 

did not leave the country after independence. Since then, the revival of Islam in its numerous sectarian 

manifestations became the source of concern for power elites. This concern has been particularly fed by the 

external influence from Turkey, Iran and other neighbors on local Muslim communities in Azerbaijan. The 

state supremacy over religion becomes a matter of vital importance. In attempts to get rid of this concern 

and tame the tiger of Islam, state authorities introduced a list of restrictive measures, such as legislative and 

organizational burdens, fines, police raids, detentions, imprisonments and other regulations. We will further 

overview how public authorities proceed to control the religious ideologies and institutions, what is the 

influence of foreign actors on the Azeri society and how international and domestic actors influence the 

formation of local civic space.  

 

Creation of the independent republic of Azerbaijan on the ruins of soviet statehood was perceived by the 

local political elites as the possibility to drag the blanket of authority on their chest to serve the private 

interests. Though the newly created republic adopted the procedural elements of democracy, the elites 

preserved them only at the formal level. Soon it became clear for the entire world that the leader of the 

nation does not intend to develop liberal institutions and will take all necessary measures to marginalize 

any potential competitor. First, there were taken proactive actions to demobilize the free media; second, 

there were taken actions to subdue the civic initiatives and finally it was established control over religious 

activity. Since the power decided to destroy all forms of ideological opposition - Islam was perceived in 

this traditional society as the most challenging one, because it could potentially unite people around 

common values and orient them against the power elites. In this context, the Turkish secular model of state 

control over the religious institutions was taken as a roadmap. Though the model was similar, Azeri leaders 

took exponentially harder actions to clean the religious movements from all possible religious intruders 

who could show signs of disobedience to central power. To protect the country and itself the power launched 

https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/10/04/islamic-civil-society-in-turkey-pub-77375
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a propagandistic campaign that presented all non-allied religious movements as radical, terrorist, criminal 

and drug dealing. Since then, any religious activity bypassing the government regulations was penalized by 

fines, confiscations and even imprisonments. It is all backed by the 2009 religion law that imposes 

numerous limitations for religious activities. These limitations particularly include censorship on religious 

materials and compulsory registration through the state backed Caucasus Muslim Board and the State 

Committee on Religious Associations of the Republic of Azerbaijan. If the religious group decided not to 

register, it risked entering the blacklist of illegal entities that are considered extremist or even terrorist by 

the authorities. So was the case of the Muslim Unity Movement (MUM) - a conservative Shia religious 

group created in 2015. The organization was declared terrorist without any evidence proving it, and its 

leaders were arrested and tortured afterwards.  

Shifting our attention back to regulations, we notice that other laws also set additional limitations, such as 

submitting reports on the activities and finances of religious groups, and the obligation to pass special state 

training for official religion specialists. In other words, state authorities have undertaken clear actions to 

prevent any religious activity that could be influenced from abroad and does not go in line with official 

policy. It is all backed by the state agencies and laws created to promote religious freedom but in fact used 

to justify the state restrictive policy.  

 

Similar to other types of civic space actors, religious groups and faith-based organizations are seen by 

Azerbaijani government as potential enemies. The strategy is very similar to what we have already seen 

before - to control the activity and finances, to break the connections with foreign supporters, to carry out 

surveillance and fine/arrest people connected to unregistered FBOs. The stunning potential of religion in 

Azerbaijan to represent the interests of people is therefore artificially diminished by the government, 

making faith-based organizations weak and although promising actors of the Azeri civic space.   

 

Local public authorities (LPA) can be sometimes included in the list of the civic actors that populate the 

civic space. Usually, the local public authorities represent continuations of the governments. However, in 

certain political contexts the local authorities drift away from the central authorities if they feel not 

considered by central elites. In such cases we can speak about oppositional LPA that join the civic space 

cohorts. A graphic example is the case of Turkey, the local governments controlled by opposition parties 

represent powerful hubs searching for autonomy from the central authorities. Despite being limited by the 

centralized state structure, LPA created a favorable environment for social groups with alternative visions 

and ideas that counterbalance the strong-center (Erder and İncioğlu 2008). This administrative power stance 

was checked during the pandemic period, when a part of the opposition mayors governing the most 

populous cities of Turkey called for immediate actions to overcome the pandemic faster. Though having 

little resources, they acted in a responsible way by calling citizens to respect safety measures and by 

organizing massive fundraising campaigns. The results of these campaigns were so successful that the 

central government decided to delay the adoption of pandemic containment measures and to take actions to 

hinder the local fundraising campaigns. By the 30th of March 2020, all fundraising campaigns launched by 

LPAs were declared illegal, and state-controlled banks started banning all accounts that used this practice. 

The fundraising practice was not eliminated though, being transferred under the control of the government. 

The following day, President Erdoğan announced the launch of the central government’s fundraising 

initiative called Biz Bize Yeteriz Türkiyem (We are self-sufficient, Turkey). The oppressive behavior of the 

government against the rebel LPAs once again proves the membership of these institutions to the civic club.  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur55/5633/2017/en/
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Another important function played by the LPAs is the financial support they come with to spur the non-

profit activity. Oftentimes the LPSs can have sufficient political and financial autonomy to create its 

microclimate of a healthy local civic activism. Ukraine represents an exemplary case in this regard. The 

City Budget platform offers the possibility for local initiative groups to receive funding from the local 

budget for their projects. The selection is done in a transparent manner, involving citizens voting. During 

2019, about 200 city councils used this mechanism, and more than 90 new localities joined the platform. In 

the same year, local authorities allocated around $18.4 million for the implementation of citizens’ initiatives 

(CSOSI 2019, p. 229). The existence of such a participatory instrument may serve as an example for other 

countries in the region as well. 

The discussed cases show that LPAs can come in two different masks to the civic space party. The first is 

the mask of the leader and supporter of a local CSO in relationship with the central government. This role 

is usually more noticeable when played in a centralized state system like Turkey. Presuming this role, LPAs 

become full-right civic space actors. The second is the mask of a banker that distributes funds to local civic 

space actors. From this perspective, LPAs act as referees, without directly entering the game but still having 

enough power to influence. This can be done either in a biased and untransparent way by supporting 

exclusively loyal CSOs, or according to clear and fair rules like in the case of the Ukrainian City Budget 

mechanism that derives from the public needs. Both roles taken by the LPA are important and cannot be 

neglected if we decide to consider LPSs part of the civic space club. 

 

International donors have for a long time been considered members of the civic space circle. This default 

acceptance is based on a simple assumption if these institutions offer us (civil society) support then they are 

part of our family. Though the assumption is generally correct and valid table in time we should not 

disregard the flip side of the donor activity, they are oftentimes blamed for by autocrat rulers and by 

intellectuals who consider that socio-political and economic development should be coming from inside 

but not foreign injection (W. Easterly, A. Banerjee, R. Bates, J. Herbst, H. de Soto). External financing 

becomes for them the reason to suspect civic space actors in serving interests of donors rather than the 

interests of local communities. The usual reproach brought to this community is multifold. Donors are 

oftentimes accused of taking decisions in a unilateral manner. They decide their development policies with 

no or minimum consultation with the societal groups they work for. Many of the donors’ decisions are taken 

abroad and are implemented in the destination countries without or with minimum adaptation to the local 

contexts. Donors are also accused for practicing discriminative remuneration policies paying for their 

international experts disproportionately high salaries in comparison to the smaller rates used for locals. 

They are also accused by a number of domestic civil society leaders for interacting with local communities 

with a sense of superiority, instituting a discriminatory behavioral practice of treating partners as of the first 

and the second class. The reporting and accountability measures practiced in regard to local partners often 

create the impression that they treat almost all local partners as potential thieves. All these and many other 

aspects of donor activities periodically send signals to local civil society actors that the donors reserved 

VIP tables for themselves in the common civic space room of equals. Though some of the reported negative 

aspects of the donor activities are true it does not mean that the entire donor activity should be reduced to 

these negative externalities. If we compare the support proportion offered by donors in comparison to the 

support offered by the national governments in the EaP countries then one might be surprised. In the 

majority of the cases the national government matches less than 5-3 % support. In this category enter 

straight away Moldova, Armenia and Georgia. The case of Romania is a bit better since the government is 

compelled to offer support to NGOs by the EU policies. Azerbaijan and Belarus are special cases with 

https://gb.kyivcity.gov.ua/
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special types of state controlled civic space. In both cases the states created mechanisms to offer full support 

only to those organizations that align to official political course. So, these types of state mandated civil 

organizations can survive without the external help offered by donor organizations. Though these types of 

state-controlled organizations also nurture slight forms of civic challenge it is so strikingly different from 

the free civic engagement of the free actors of the civic space that it should be taken to a separate discussion. 

 

Shrinking, expanding, or simply changing? What happens with the civic space in the region?  

Human beings are social animals living in two spaces: individual and collective. The individual space is 

reserved for private interest, the collective is used as a venue to gather the resources. Wellbeing and 

promotion of individual interests in a defined collective space is possible only if members of the group feel 

proportional chances to benefit from the interaction. Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness, inscribed 

in the American Declaration of Independence became the trademark of modern democracies. In this regard 

James Madison was explaining that having and willing to defend the private interest makes everyone 

interested to act, contribute and develop the society they live in. The state in this context intervenes as a 

referee but not the superintendent. Being endowed with equal rights all factions will find a way to 

counterbalance each other, identifying the ways to ensure a fair peace for every participant.  

 

From this standpoint the civic space cannot be seen as shrinking or expanding, it simply changes its internal 

mechanisms. Civic space actors adapt to the new habitats in case they encounter oppressive environments. 

The change is conditioned by both the power attitude and by the internal mechanism of interaction among 

the actors. This might be either creation of coalitions or the increase of tensions between civic space actors 

with divergent agendas. In the case of Ukraine, we observe a trend of strengthening the partnerships 

between media and civil society organizations, conditioned by the necessity to overcome the lockdown 

limitations. On the opposite side lies the case of Armenia, where a number of representatives of political 

parties supported covered campaigns against civic space actors during the parliamentary elections in 2021. 

An additional factor is the donors' attitude, especially foreign ones. Being strongly dependent on external 

funds, civic space actors in the region found themselves less flexible than ever, waiting for international 

donors to adapt their policies to the new reality. 

 

The situation changes when the power elites play an unskewed game limiting the opposing interests. To 

limit the civic space, the government may introduce artificial obstacles that burden the development of the 

sector. These obstacles usually start from semi coercive or limitative decisions, such as the increase of the 

transaction and operational costs for NGOs manifested in demanding the NGOs to submit multiple types 

of reports on their activity (the case of CSOs in Armenia); and continue to more oppressive ones such as 

request for registration of grants (Azerbaijan and Belarus) de-registration of the inconvenient organizations 

(Belarus and Azerbaijan) or organization of police raids and arrest of leaders of the NGO leaders (Belarus). 

In these conditions, it would be reasonable to assume that the civic space is shrinking or weakening. 

Looking at the quantity of social interaction between the actors we identify that the number of actors is not 

dwindling just but changing in the profile type. If counting the aggregate number of registered units, we 

can conclude that the number of registered CSOs in the region has been in a continuous growth. Though 

we have to admit that a large part of the registered organizations is not active, the numbers however speak 

in favor of initiative groups that show their readiness to get engaged in the process of active participation. 

Thus, apprehending the civic space from the standpoint of the number of active actors we do not face a 

shrinking process but a change in actors' profile. 
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Source: developed by the authors  

 

Any new environment pushes the civic space actors to evolve and change their mechanism of functioning 

and interaction. The actors adapt to burdening procedures and biased controls during the registration process 

by continuing working in a semi-legal manner like in the case of Azerbaijan. To avoid grant registrations, 

they sign service provision agreements instead. To avoid surveillance the civic actors, use VPN and 

encrypted email services to continue their activity. In Belarus, NGO leaders flee the country to avoid 

persecution and arrests and continue working from abroad. To maintain information service the opposition 

media moved to Telegram platform. The passive resisters spread self-printed newspapers to avoid 

government censorship. In a less restrictive environment, lockdown pushed CSOs to move to online space 

and organize communication and activity by using new digital instruments. This is the way civic space has 

changed during the last three years in the region, and this will be the way the civic space actors will adapt 

to the upcoming critical situation. None of the government actions seem able to fully oppress civic activism 

and exclude it from social life. As long as the interest for civic activity exists, civic space will continue 

functioning.  

  

Black Sea region. Why Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Turkey, 

Ukraine and Belarus? 

The current research paper limits its investigation span to Black Sea region. The countries chosen for 

analyses for its analysis are Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Turkey, 

Ukraine and Belarus. At the regional level we envision three distinct groups of polities. In the first group 

are six Eastern European states selected for promoting cooperation partnership with the European Union: 

Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Republic of Moldova and Ukraine, beneficiaries of Eastern 

Partnership initiative3. We will analyze each of these countries separately since being part of the same 

group, they show different levels of performances in developing the civic space. In this group we distinguish 

                                                        
3 Belarus has suspended its participation in the Eastern Partnership initiative in June 2021. 
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two subgroups: (a) Georgia, Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Armenia - states that show relative 

improvement regarding the development of civic space and the second group (b) are Azerbaijan and Belarus 

that show a clear regression.  

In the second group we include states that are part of the Black Sea region and are at the same time parts of 

the EU community. Romania is chosen to represent the case study for this group. The case of Romania is 

also chosen for playing a significant role in cooperation with the Eastern Partnership countries, mainly with 

the Republic of Moldova. The challenges that Romania is facing in the development of its own civic space 

will serve as a good analytical model to envision how the prospect of expansion of the European Union 

might alter the development of civic space in the region. The recommendations taken from the Romanian 

example may be a better fit to the EaP region than the examples borrowed from the consolidated 

democracies. 

In the third group we include states that are part of the Black Sea region but at the same time are not part 

of the EU community and not part of the EaP. Turkey is a chosen case since it is a longtime candidate for 

EU membership, where the question of democracy has played a strong word against its acceptance to the 

club. By including Turkey into analysis, we will be able to build a bridge between both EU member states 

and the EaP region. If Romania serves as an example for the subgroup a. of the Eastern Partnership states 

than Turkey is a closer case for comparison with Azerbaijan and Belarus. From this perspective, Turkey 

will become the last piece of the puzzle needed for a clear vision on the situation in the region.  

Why should we analyze the development of civic space in the context of Covid-19 pandemic?  

We will not bring anything new stating that pandemic has disrupted the balance in all spheres of human 

activity. Our purpose is not to evaluate the impact of the pandemic but to identify what is the level of 

disruption that can result from a pandemic crisis. The current research proposes to shift the public attention 

from the disease per se and focus on the very essence of the emergency disorder that altered the reality 

within the civic space. So was the lockdown imposed during the pandemic, and so can be any other 

emergencies such as natural disasters, economic and political crises that may occur in the future. In our 

case, we will use the Covid-19 case as a pattern to analyze the resilience capacity of civil society to face 

the critical situation. At the end we will formulate recommendations on how to empower the civic space 

actors and that they become better prepared for future emergencies.  

To observe the variation in regard to the present crisis we split the analyzed timeline in three periods, pre-

lockdown (2019), lockdown (2020), and post-lockdown (2021). By including the pre-lockdown period, we 

will be able to demonstrate the initial level of resilience of the civic space actors in the region to the 

emergency conditions before the crisis. Assuming that the pandemic hit the Black Sea region relatively late, 

both the governments and civil society actors could have had time to get adjusted to a new model of 

interaction. The situation of 2019 will be taken in our analysis as a baseline standpoint. The transformations 

taking place during the lockdown period will show both how governments, civil society and international 

actors managed to get adjusted to the unexpected challenges brought by the emergency. The post-lockdown 

perspective will show us how the civic space actors returned to a regular interaction practice after the 

periods of uncertainty. The comparison between three phases will let us analyze the path civil society 

organizations passed through, how has the civic space altered, what new vistas of communication and 

interaction and what were the best performances and drawbacks the societies have to learn from. Comparing 
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the realities will help us produce a clear picture on what are the key problems and what should be the key 

solutions to enlarge and spur the civic space in the Black Sea region to make it better prepared for the future 

upcoming crises. 

 

The impact of the COVID-19 on the civic space in the Black Sea Region 

The COVID-19 has started as a health emergency, but quickly evolved into a complex socio-economic 

crisis that exposed the vulnerability of countries in the Black Sea Region. The pandemic eroded social 

cohesion, undermined economic stability and contributed to rising violence and unrest. The data from 

Fragile States Index (FSI), which analyzed the social, economic, and political effects across 179 countries, 

shows that the COVID-19 has severely affected countries with different levels of economic development 

and forms of government. This is especially relevant for the Black Sea region, with high political, economic 

and social contrast across countries. 

According to the FSI report, countries that experienced a negative trend were Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus 

and Romania. Armenia is a notable example because it struggled with the pandemic, reporting the 19th 

highest number of COVID deaths per capita in 2020, in addition to suffering a defeat in a conflict with 

neighboring Azerbaijan that was followed by widespread protests against Prime Minister Pashinyan. 

Azerbaijan was also affected by the Nagorno Karabakh conflict but main factors of instability are linked 

with massive socio-economic grievances. Civil unrest and anti-government protests were one of the 

defining features of fragility in Belarus. The widespread persecution of the civil society coupled with poor 

management of the COVID pandemic and dependence on external support from Russia has greatly 

increased the country’s vulnerability. Unlike the above-mentioned counties, the increase in fragility in 

Romania is mostly related to economic disruptions and government instability. 

Based on combined scores, the less fragile during the COVID period were Georgia, Moldova, Turkey and 

Ukraine. One stabilizing factor for Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine, is the support offered by the European 

Union that helped to diminish the COVID-19 negative impact. However, reliance on foreign aid also 

presents a long-term challenge for the country's sustainability. In the case of Turkey, apparent lower levels 

of fragility do not mean that the country suffered less due to the pandemic, but rather that its socio-economic 

situation has not significantly improved since the previous crisis period. 

Fragile States Index 2021 

 

https://fragilestatesindex.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/fsi2021-report.pdf
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Source: Fragile States Index 2021 
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Pillar I: Regulatory framework 

Delving into the matter 

The relationship between many governments and organized civil society has become more complex, 

burdened with tensions, thus governments and non-governmental actors should find optimal modes of 

engagement. During the COVID-19 outbreak, in some instances, state-civil society relations have 

worsened, leading some experts to ring the bell about “shrinking or changing civic space”.  In this section 

we will try to tackle a set of questions: how can countries achieve and maintain an enabling environment 

for civil society through a regulatory framework: what is the impact of the pandemic on tightening the 

restrictions against civic actors. The findings suggest that many of the current problems result from outdated 

and ill-suited regulatory frameworks that fail to accommodate the diverse needs of heterogeneous civil 

society organizations. 

 

A state’s legal framework is one of many factors that affect how conducive the overall environment is 

towards civic space. The legal framework plays the pivotal role and is the supportive legal framework that 

is the necessary condition for the development of strong and sustainable civil society sectors. Laws and 

policies affecting civil society are highly dynamic and volatile, and often subject to change. Many countries 

have revised and continue to refine the legal and regulatory framework affecting civic space.  

 

The legal and regulatory framework addresses a range of fundamental issues, including the life cycle of an 

organization, the fiscal treatment, relations between the state and the civic sector, and the form of public 

contestation. Below we present only a summary of the specific legal frame how governments intervene in 

coordinating the activity of the civic space. 
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To operate, CSOs need a functioning democratic legal and judicial system – conferring actors the legal 

right to associate and secure funding, coupled with freedom of expression, access to information and 

participation in public life. The primary responsibility to ensure these basic conditions lies within the state. 

In the Black Sea Region and Belarus several changes to the legal framework were made in the period 2018-

2021, generating some improvements and on the other side deterioration (Azerbaijan and Belarus) of the 

overall environment in which NGOs operate.  

  

In times of crisis, the pluralist and social democratic visions that underlie the effective workings of civil 

society often fade. In some cases, governments take advantage of the emergency to further strengthen pre-

existing positions, moving ever closer to the elimination of democratic control and advancing authoritarian 

forms and structures (case of Azerbaijan and Belarus). In other cases, governments do not see civil society 

as an ally, do not use the capacities and expertise of civil society to advance public policies and measures 

aimed at preventing the outbreak (Romania, Moldova, Armenia, Georgia and Ukraine).  Although primarily 

a public health crisis, the Covid-19 pandemic is also an unprecedented challenge for human rights and the 

rule of law – both of which remain applicable even in times of national emergency. The positive obligations 

under the European Convention on Human Rights require states to take measures to protect the life and 

health of the population. This imperative does not, however, give states a free hand to trample on rights, 

suppress freedoms, dismantle democracy or violate the rule of law. (CoE 20204) 

  

An unprecedented number of states have exercised their right to derogate from their obligations under the 

ECHR with respect to measures they have taken in response to the pandemic. Romania, Moldova5, 

Armenia6, Georgia7, Turkey and Ukraine used “state of emergency” as a measure to derogate from Article 

15 of the European Convention on Human Rights”8. The state of emergency created an exceptional legal 

regime under which the executive has resumed the exceptional authority to exercise exceptional powers in 

response to the emerging threat. This decision introduced exceptional limitations on the roles of the 

legislative and judicial branches. Whilst such regimes may allow for a more rapid, flexible and effective 

response to an acute threat, they limit the application of normal checks and balances and are thus potentially 

hazardous from the perspective of human rights, democracy and the rule of law. 

 

This following description of the case studies is mainly marked by two regulatory areas: first, the adoption 

of a number of amendments to existing laws that affect civil society actors, and, secondly, the effects of the 

emergency situations and restrictions imposed by state authorities that affect civic space actors. 

                                                        
4 Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights, The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on human rights and the 

rule of law, Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe 
5 Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights, The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on human rights and the 

rule of law, Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe 
6 See the Armenian Government’s declaration related to the Convention on the Protection of Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms registered by the Secretariat General on 19 March 2020. Withdrawal of Derogation 

registered at the Council of Europe Secretariat General on 16 September 2020 (see the notification of the same day) 
7 See the declaration of the Georgian Government related to the Convention on the Protection of Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms registered by the Secretariat General on 23 March 2020 
8 See the Romanian Government’s declaration related to the Convention on the Protection of Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms registered by the Secretariat General on 17 March 2020. Withdrawal of Derogation 

registered at the Council of Europe Secretary  General on 15 May 2020 (see the notification of the same day) 
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Armenia. According to experts, overall, the civic space environment has deteriorated, mostly due to the 

limitations brought by the state of emergency installed in early March 2020, by the Armenian authorities. 

The most affected areas are freedom of movement and assembly and rights to participation in decision-

making. Moreover, state authorities penalized the spread of information other than that published by official 

government sources, in an attempt to fight against the spread of fake news and conspiracy theories about 

COVID-19[1] (OSCE 2020; Bell 2020; EaP CSF 2021a). These restrictions soon sparked a response from 

civic actors active in the media field. Consequently, following the backlash, the authorities softened the 

existing rules, allowing for independent journalistic coverage of the pandemic by the end of April (EaP 

CSF 2021a; CoE 2021a; Asryan 2020), and restored freedom of movement in early May 2020. The state of 

emergency, however, remained in place and impacted on domestic democratic processes. 

Civic space actors are regulated by the Law on Public Organizations that was amended in March 2020; 

Parliament introduced a requirement for annual reports for all public organizations. According to the 

amendments, public organizations are required to publish an annual activity report with information on 

organization’s goals, projects, total income and expenditure, number of general assembly meetings, and 

information on entrepreneurial activities. Another legal amendment positive for public organizations was 

the increase in the threshold of funding amount defined for mandatory financial audit from 5 million AMD 

(about 9,400 EUR) to 10 million AMD (about 18,800 EUR), which applies only for funds from public 

sources [2]. 

The most significant changes in the period 2019-2021 relate to the introduction of mandatory annual 

reporting for public organizations. 

  

Azerbaijan. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the armed conflict with Armenia in Nagorno-

Karabakh in the autumn of 2020 have worsened the situation of freedom of speech and activity of civil 

space actors in Azerbaijan. According to the Steering Committee of the EaP CSF the suppression of civil 

liberties in Azerbaijan in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, expressing concerns over President Ilham 

Aliyev’s annual Nowruz address, in which he displayed the intention of using the COVID-19 public health 

emergency to initiate a crackdown on civil liberties in the country. Freedom of movement was one of the 

most affected areas. Freedom of assembly of civic space actors was almost completely restricted. 

The Azerbaijani government reportedly indicated that the journalists under arrest were imprisoned on 

charges of breaching quarantine regulations and/or deliberately resisting lawful requests of police officers 

related to the quarantine regime. The Azerbaijani government imposed severe restrictions without declaring 

an emergency regime in order to do so. For example, the Parliament adopted the amendments to the Law 

“On Information” in the context of the fight against disinformation related to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

effectively obliging the owner of any internet information resource to prevent the publication of false 

information online. Reading between the lines though, the amendments can be interpreted as a ban on any 

information the government itself deems to be dangerous to the public, allowing for the broad and highly 

subjective application of restrictions on the free flow of information, and potentially precipitating a dark 

shadow of censorship which could well persist beyond the pandemic. 

Crackdown on CSO has started in 2015 instituting legislation that heavily restricts access to foreign funding 

for NGOs. The only state-registered and approved grant projects are allowed through the Ministry of 

Justice. The adopted legislation makes it almost impossible to receive external funding openly, due to these 

facts many organizations are unregistered.  
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Civic space actors in Azerbaijan face challenges related to the registration of non-profit organizations, 

access to funding, grant, service contract and donation registration, as well as participation in decision-

making, remain a problem. The registration period for CSOs is thirty days, which may be extended by 

another thirty days if additional research is needed. However, in practice, it can take years to register a non-

profit organization [3]. To organize activities during the 2020-2021 period, organizations would need 

permission from presidential administration or local authorities. During the pandemic these permissions 

were given only to the actors loyal to the ruling elite. According to the data gathered during the focus groups 

and interviews, registration of organization is burdened with technical and legal barriers. The general 

climate for civic space actors is difficult. As of 2020, there are more than 4,500 registered CSOs in the 

country, but the number of unregistered organizations remains a mystery. 

  

Belarus. In parallel with the violent measures the Belarusian authorities also introduced tough legal 

limitations against the civic space actors. The crackdown culminated on 23 July 2021 when the state 

authorities dissolved at least 46 organizations [4] that work on human rights and democratization followed 

by mass arrest of human rights defenders. 

On the eve of the presidential elections, the authorities significantly restricted the conditions for holding 

assemblies, receiving foreign funding and introducing harsh reporting requirements. Subsequently, brutal 

crackdowns and killings of protesters [5], unrestricted police violence, mass arrests, searches, forcing 

emergency landing to arrest a journalist [6], and expulsions from the country of opponents of the authorities 

created an atmosphere of terror and intimidation. In Belarus, the legal environment has worsened the 

conditions for peaceful assemblies, for obtaining foreign funding, and introduced mandatory financial 

reporting for civic space actors, argued by the because of counter-terrorism financing without any 

consultation with the sector. These circumstances dramatically changed the civic space landscape, many 

actors ended their activities in fear of repression and terror or have been forced to relocate abroad. 

Deterioration of freedom of association occurred in Belarus, being the only country in the region that still 

prohibits unregistered associations. By order of the President, many civic space actors were considered a 

threat to national security, thus leaders were arrested and charged under the Criminal Code or forced to 

leave the country. Civic space actors face excessive reporting mechanisms, there are no preliminary 

consultations with stakeholders. Further deterioration of the civic space was due to the adoption on 25 May 

of the Decree “On Foreign Gratuitous Aid” [7] which further tightened the provision of external support for 

civic space actors. The list of possible goals for receiving external assistance has become smaller, the 

obligation to register foreign aid has been retained, and a 0.5 percent payment for the registration of 

assistance from the general grant amount has been introduced in addition to general taxes. Latest 

developments in the legislative framework, lack of rule of law and impunity represent gross violations of 

human rights. 

In the context of Belarus, it is relevant to designate the international criminal law, its future developments 

based on the International Criminal Court’s jurisdiction over crimes against humanity. According to the 

Rome Statute, the ICC’s founding treaty, crimes against humanity include widespread or systematic abuses 

directed against a civilian population [8]. Atrocities relevant to Belarus include arbitrary imprisonment, 

torture, inhuman treatment, sexual violence, and enforced disappearances. Civic space actors joined efforts 

to create the Consortium entitled International Accountability Platform for Belarus [9] that collects, 
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consolidates, verifies, and preserves information, documentation, and evidence of serious human rights 

violations in Belarus since August 2020[10]. 

Georgia. Civic space actors generally operate freely in Georgia and there are no legal or administrative 

barriers to the freedoms of association, assembly, or expression [11]. However, some civil society groups—

notably groups of lesbians, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI+) activists—find it difficult to 

access these rights, as the government fails or refuses to contain violent far-right groups. In addition, 

government officials often attempt to delegitimize or demonize civic space actors in traditional and online 

media by publicly questioning their agendas, alleging political bias, or employing other tactics of 

misdirection and misinformation (example of Open Society Foundation in Georgia and reference to the 

“Soros Funds” and “Soros Agents” as anti-globalization and anti-liberal narratives).[12] 

Registration of non-profits is considerably easy [13], civic space actors are eligible to pursue all activities 

that are legal under Georgian law, including commercial activities. Organizations can engage in charitable 

activities, social entrepreneurship and provide various services to various entities, including the 

government.[14] Early 2014 also saw the adoption of the National Human Rights Strategy of Georgia 2014-

2020. This was a landmark publication complying with international standards. The strategy provides 

numerous entry points for civil society to reinforce the observance of human rights in Georgia. 

Freedom of peaceful assembly fell under the category of restricted fundamental rights and freedoms during 

COVID.9 The regulations addressed restrictions of assemblies and demonstrations in general, as well as in 

a public space. According to the regulation, assemblies and/or demonstrations were prohibited for the 

duration of the state of emergency. Several amendments were made to this regulation in response to the 

course of events. 

Georgia’s civil society quickly adapted to the altered context of the pandemic, assuming new identities and 

roles during the crisis. Civil society’s response has been shaped largely by the humanitarian needs of the 

population and an increased demand for government accountability. While Georgia has been reasonably 

effective in terms of managing the pandemic at the levels of both state and society, the government’s 

emergency measures have sat uneasily with democratic principles. Although no harsh human rights 

violations or pressure on civil society has taken place, the government’s actions have weakened democratic 

checks and balances.[15] 

Moldova. In 2017, there were indications of possible diminishing of civic space, including legislative 

initiatives for banning foreign funding for CSOs involved in political activities. A new ‘Law on 

noncommercial organizations’ was developed in a working group with participation of NGOs, but in the 

latest drafting stage (summer 2017), the Ministry of Justice introduced some provisions limiting foreign 

funding for organizations with ‘political activity’, without defining the political activities. Following 

criticism, the Government stopped the adoption process in September 2017. The drafting process re-started 

with NGOs’ participation in February 2018 and the law was approved by the Parliament on 03/05/2018 in 

the first reading. Meanwhile, there have also been positive evolutions, like the adoption of the 2% law in 

2016 (allowing people to direct 2% of their income tax to NGOs) and the Strategy of Civil Society 

Development. The Strategy continues to reflect Moldova’s commitment to systematically strengthen the 

conditions for dynamic development of civil society mentioned in the past two strategic documents, namely 

the 2009-2011 and 2012–2015 Civil Society Development Strategy. Finally, the Strategy has a detailed and 
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concrete Action Plan with a timeframe, responsible bodies for implementation, sources of funding, and 

progress indicators. 

In general terms, the participation of CSOs in the decision-making process has increased in the last years, 

especially at the local level. Both, legal framework in the area and the participatory mechanism have 

evolved so that the primary conditions are met to ensure a certain level of participation.  The regulatory 

framework connected to the covid-19 pandemic established a set of restrictions regarding access to 

information, freedom of movement. 

 

Romania. The registration process of associations and foundations [16], which was already quite lengthy 

and complex, became more complicated in 2019 as founders must now declare their final beneficiaries, 

following the implementation of the new EU Anti-Money Laundering Directive in July 2019. Associations 

and Foundations can only be dissolved through a judicial procedure. Although this procedure is lengthy 

and complex, it protects civic space actors against arbitrary dissolution by third parties, including the state. 

Civic space actors can freely express criticism of the state, but state authorities rarely adjust their behavior 

or view such criticism as an opportunity for constructive dialogue. The legal environment governing civic 

space operations did not change in the period 2019-2021. According to the Sustainability Index of Civil 

Society Organization in Romania, the lack of clarity and predictability of some legal terms and 

administrative procedures continues to be a challenge, as they allow for discretionary decisions in 

verification and control processes. In addition, civic space actors lack the capacity to ensure full compliance 

with the norms.[17] 

The Presidential Decree, published on March 16, 2020, that introduced the state of emergency made 

possible a series of measures aimed at containing the spread of the virus: increased police presence in the 

streets, public procurement exempted of tender procedures, limited freedom of movement and accepted 

infringements of people’s private life, just to name a few. Some of these measures raised questions from 

the public and from civil society organizations. Moreover, more anxiety was added when Romania 

requested to derogate from the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) on March 18, 2020[18], 

without prior public consultation and without informing the public. The emergency situation limited 

freedom of expression: suspending a number of websites allegedly spreading misinformation, without a 

transparent due process, restricting the right to information, enforcing a strictly controlled flow of 

information to the public, limiting the right to assembly (the right to protest is considered as a fundamental 

part of freedom of expression, especially as an act of publicly criticizing the authorities) [19]. The emergency 

situation also introduced measures concerning the access to information; the decree doubled the response 

time of requests for public information, from 10 to 20 days in the case of simple requests, from 30 to 60 

days in the case of complex requests. 

Ukraine. On June 16, the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine adopted the Draft of the National Strategy for 

Promoting Civil Society Development 2021-2026. The National Strategy defines 4 strategic objectives for 

the authorities to create favorable conditions for developing CSOs, charitable foundations, and self-

organization bodies. And there is the Section on Implementation, Monitoring and Evaluation Mechanisms 

of the Strategy to prepare the evaluation of implementation and achieved results [20]. From 17 August 2020, 

any citizen willing to register CSOs and obtain nonprofit status will be able to do so with the “single 

window” system. Previously, these processes were de facto separated, requiring the separate submission of 

documents to the judiciary and tax authorities [21]. 
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In March 2020, the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine [22] introduced an emergency regime containing a 

number of restrictions of human rights and liberties including the right to peaceful assembly (administrative 

sanctions for peaceful assemblies were imposed on over ten persons), the right to freedom of speech 

(journalists were not allowed to enter premises where collegiate authorities were holding their meetings), 

and equality of constitutional rights and freedoms. 

Turkey. Shrinking civic space has been a concern since 2013, following the Gezi Park protests which 

challenged the government’s urban development plans. Civic space actors suffered many destabilizing 

pressures including restrictions afferent to the covid-19 pandemic, economic decline, changes in the 

political landscape as Turkey transitioned to a presidential government system in July 2019. 

The 11th National Development Plan [1] emphasizes the special importance of the civic space actors while 

building a social contract and ensuring effective participation in decision-making processes. However, the 

steps envisaged for achieving this goal remain limited and there are no steps foreseen when it comes to the 

development of necessary mechanisms or legal frameworks by the public sector. 

Recent changes in the legal framework are connected to the Law on Associations No. 5253[2] and 

amendments that affect the activity of civic space actors, thus associations will be audited by public servants 

annually and relevant administrative authority should be notified by associations prior to receiving aid from 

abroad. Moreover, recent amendments prescribe penalties to be imposed for failure to show various kinds 

of information, documents, and records and allow a visit to the administrative places, establishments, and 

their annexes upon the request of the supervisory board members of the association (internal audit) or 

relevant government officials (external audit).[3] The Law on Associations contains vague limitations (e.g. 

general morality, public order) that invite the exercise of excessive governmental discretion into the 

activities of civic space actors. 

According to the ECHR and European Commission data [4], Turkey has been a top violator, with 387 rulings 

out of 925 total Court decisions related to Article 10, freedom of speech, of the European Convention of 

Human Rights. Cases of intimidation and harassment of human rights defenders has significantly increased 

and the civic space for freedom of speech and advocacy has significantly deteriorated in Turkey. 

Recommendations 

❖ Adopt Laws that prescribe activities of the civic space actors in a manner according to the human-

rights based approach and international covenants prescribing civic space, freedom of association, 

movement and expression. Amend legislation existing in place that invites the exercise of excessive 

governmental discretion into the activities of civic space actors. 

❖ States should adopt Strategies on Development of the Civil Society Organizations and Action 

Plans. Public policy documents should be drafted in consultations with civic space actors and 

international organizations. 

❖ Legal framework should be reinforced through policies aimed at ensuring rule of law and 

democratization across all institutions and civic space actors, guaranteeing strengthening 

inclusiveness, transparency, and accountability at all levels. 

❖ Create single window systems that allows civic space actors to register, report activities and access 

public funding in a user friendly and accessible manner. 

❖ Introduce a position of Civil Society Ombudsman near the President Office or Government to 

oversee the development of civil society along the strategic line of the state. 
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Pillar II: Financial Sustainability  

Civil societies and civic spaces are susceptible to the capacity of civic actors to mobilize the necessary 

resources needed for the uninterrupted operation. Usually, the more resources they have the more active 

they become and vice versa. The forms of how these resources are generated significantly influence the 

flexibility, profile, freedom, level of engagement, types of socially useful services and the way how these 

organizations interact with power. Analyzing the matrix how the resources are mobilized by the civic actors 

in the Black Sea region we conclude that there is almost nothing different in comparison to the ways similar 

organizations operate in other societies. The resources needed to fill the civil society actors’ baskets are 

generated through five channels: grants offered by international donors; funds disbursed to CSOs by the 

state institutions; funds generated by CSOs through contractual relationship with state institutions for taking 

over the provision to population of certain public services; funds generated by associations through 

economic activity (sell services and goods) and funds collected through crowdfunding and memberships. 

The regional specificity is related not to the pattern of how the resources are mobilized, but by the 

availability of funds offered by international organizations. This is so because the associations filling the 

civic space are highly susceptible to international funding. Assessing the financial sustainability of the 

CSOs in the last three years in Moldova, Armenia and Georgia we can conclude that more than 90-95% of 

operational funds used by these organizations have been offered by international donors through different 

granting schemes. Only a fraction of resources is mobilized by using other channels. In the case of Romania, 

Ukraine and Turkey we register a higher percent of state contribution in grants and in state contracts with 

CSOs for provision of public services. The estimate is 20-30% from the total amount consumed by the 

CSOs. 

 

https://csometer.info/updates/ukraine-cabinet-ministers-adopts-new-civil-society-development-strategy-2021-2026
https://csometer.info/updates/ukraine-cabinet-ministers-adopts-new-civil-society-development-strategy-2021-2026
https://csometer.info/updates/ukraine-cabinet-ministers-adopts-new-civil-society-development-strategy-2021-2026
https://csometer.info/updates/ukraine-cabinet-ministers-adopts-new-civil-society-development-strategy-2021-2026
https://minjust.gov.ua/news/ministry/z-17082020-u-zayavi-pro-derjavnu-reestratsiyu-stvorennya-yuridichnoi-osobi-mojna-bude-za-printsipom-dva-v-odnomu-obrati-vidpovidnu-sistemu-opodatkuvannya?fbclid=IwAR0oaISXhu9N08VymIrXoAG5qWCDEXeNiD4m3-Zcj-Mv5P4oKpaw3j9e
https://minjust.gov.ua/news/ministry/z-17082020-u-zayavi-pro-derjavnu-reestratsiyu-stvorennya-yuridichnoi-osobi-mojna-bude-za-printsipom-dva-v-odnomu-obrati-vidpovidnu-sistemu-opodatkuvannya?fbclid=IwAR0oaISXhu9N08VymIrXoAG5qWCDEXeNiD4m3-Zcj-Mv5P4oKpaw3j9e
https://minjust.gov.ua/news/ministry/z-17082020-u-zayavi-pro-derjavnu-reestratsiyu-stvorennya-yuridichnoi-osobi-mojna-bude-za-printsipom-dva-v-odnomu-obrati-vidpovidnu-sistemu-opodatkuvannya?fbclid=IwAR0oaISXhu9N08VymIrXoAG5qWCDEXeNiD4m3-Zcj-Mv5P4oKpaw3j9e
https://minjust.gov.ua/news/ministry/z-17082020-u-zayavi-pro-derjavnu-reestratsiyu-stvorennya-yuridichnoi-osobi-mojna-bude-za-printsipom-dva-v-odnomu-obrati-vidpovidnu-sistemu-opodatkuvannya?fbclid=IwAR0oaISXhu9N08VymIrXoAG5qWCDEXeNiD4m3-Zcj-Mv5P4oKpaw3j9e
https://minjust.gov.ua/news/ministry/z-17082020-u-zayavi-pro-derjavnu-reestratsiyu-stvorennya-yuridichnoi-osobi-mojna-bude-za-printsipom-dva-v-odnomu-obrati-vidpovidnu-sistemu-opodatkuvannya?fbclid=IwAR0oaISXhu9N08VymIrXoAG5qWCDEXeNiD4m3-Zcj-Mv5P4oKpaw3j9e
https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/641-2020-%D0%BF#Text
https://www.sbb.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Eleventh_Development_Plan-2019-2023.pdf
https://www.sbb.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Eleventh_Development_Plan-2019-2023.pdf
https://www.sbb.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Eleventh_Development_Plan-2019-2023.pdf
http://www.shb.gen.tr/uploads/mevzuat/LAW_ON_ASSOCIATIONS.pdf
http://www.shb.gen.tr/uploads/mevzuat/LAW_ON_ASSOCIATIONS.pdf
http://www.shb.gen.tr/uploads/mevzuat/LAW_ON_ASSOCIATIONS.pdf
https://www.icnl.org/resources/civic-freedom-monitor/turkey
https://www.icnl.org/resources/civic-freedom-monitor/turkey
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/default/files/turkey_report_2020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/default/files/turkey_report_2020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/default/files/turkey_report_2020.pdf
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Governments are powerful DJs. They can order, stop or mix the civic music bits. Though the 

international donors are powerful actors in developing the civic space, they can overbid the national 

governments. They can either launch massive supporting programs or impede the development of the civic 

spirit. If we take the case of Ukraine, we can observe a significant increase of governmental support offered 

to CSOs. In 2019, such support reached the scale of $32.7 million, more than half of this sum have been 

allocated to cultural programs through the Ukrainian Cultural Fund, body functioning by the Ukrainian 

Ministry of Culture (CSOSI 2019, p. 228). Other CSOs with easier access to state funding are youth, 

children, veteran organizations, as well as those focusing on national and patriotic concerns, and those 

working with people with disabilities (CSO Meter Ukraine 2020, p. 12).  In March 2020, the latter category 

gained access to the contest-based funding after the Resolution No. 166 was adopted by the Ukrainian 

Cabinet of Ministers. In 2019, the aforementioned categories of organizations (except cultural programs) 

received $4.8 million of total state support. These funds were allocated by both ministries and specialized 

state agencies (CSOSI 2019, p. 228). Considering the amount of money being invested into the civic 

organizations, it is worth having a look at the type of CSOs the funds go to. In this regard we note that all 

of the funded organizations are either neutral or loyal to government (patriotic) organizations. Watchdog 

CSOs and those critical to authorities seem to be bypassed by governmental support. It leads us to the 

conclusion that CSOs in Ukraine that are supported by the government are expected to pay the loyalty back, 

or at least to not to tease the authorities. 

The similar approach makes civic actors skeptical of government funding in Georgia and Armenia. In the 

case of Georgia, the government offers small-scale funding programs that are insufficient to support the 

sector’s financial stability. In the case of Ukraine, the government institutions offer funding for a limited 

range of purposes tackling mainly the sphere of social issues, youth and education. The CSOs in Georgia 

and Armenia also report that one of the additional problems is also related to state decentralization. The 

decentralization makes the process of grant allocation look chaotic and untransparent (CSO Meter Georgia 

2020, p. 12). Though the legislation in both cases request an open competition, the authorities find a leeway 

to avoid it and advantage the organizations they are interested in. The Armenian case becomes especially 

demonstrative in this regard. Prioritization of CSOs is done through the state budget under the article's 

donations to non-profit organizations and subsidies to non-state non-financial organizations. In 2018, the 

budget allocations under such articles reached €12.1 million, a sum which looks impressive for such a small 

state as Armenia. Like in the previous cases, a non-transparent and biased approach from the government 

discredits this source of funding in general. It makes very few organizations feel ready to get state funding 

in exchange for loyalty or at least neutrality. 

The Republic of Moldova is the country with the lowest scale of funding received by the CSOs from the 

government. In Moldova, only a limited number of central authorities created mechanisms to offer 

assistance to CSOs. The champion in this regard is the Ministry of Culture, Education and Research. Other 

institutions offering some support to NGOs are the Ministry of Agriculture, Regional Development and 

Environment, the Ministry of Health, Labor, and Social Protection, and the Diaspora Relations Bureau in 

the State Chancellery (CSOSI 2019, p. 143). The predominant domains receiving funding are similar to the 

previously discussed cases - youth, education, culture, disabilities and diaspora. Though the funding offered 

by the government reached in 2019 the threshold of €3 million, it is still modest in comparison to other 

neighboring states and to the funding quotas offered by international donors. The small contribution coming 

from the government makes it a weaker player of the civic space in comparison to other actors. 

https://www.kmu.gov.ua/npas/deyaki-pitannya-nadannya-finansovo-a166
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The cases of Azerbaijan and Belarus are laying on the opposite side. Here the states limited the direct access 

of the international donor community to the internal CSO market, becoming the only provider of resources. 

In these two cases the states decide in a discriminate regime who is going to receive funding and who is 

not. In both cases the decisions are contingent on the association's political preferences. In Belarus, the Law 

On Social Services permits legal entities and entrepreneurs to receive funding from the local authorities to 

implement social projects. In 2019, for instance, budget allocations for social protection and HIV prevention 

projects reached $440,000. In this regard, the provision of social services combined with state funding 

makes CSOs in Belarus the agents of the state welfare system. In spite of the growing number of contracts 

and financial support offered by the government, these resources remain open only for Belarusian CSOs 

that are loyal to power elites (CSOSI 2019, p. 43). It is probably nothing new if we conclude with obvious 

information that the loyal organizations in Belarus are privileged by power, and the opposing ones are 

stripped of the funds making them weak and vulnerable.  

The Azerbaijani case does not differ much from the case of Belarus. Here the leading state donors are the 

Youth Foundation and the NGO Support Council (since 2021 - Agency of State Support to NGOs). The 

State Fund for Support to the Development of Mass Media and Science Development Foundation are also 

worth mentioning (CSOSI 2019, p. 33). Though apparently the institutions are designed to work with civil 

society actors upon a careful inspection of their founding Charters it becomes clear that the foundations are 

limited in their exercise power. For instance, if we analyze the founding documents of the Agency of State 

Support to NGOs, we identify that in at least 6 Articles is described how the institution is subdued to the 

President office. In all analyzed cases, the members of Boards/Councils of the foundations are appointed 

and dismissed directly by the President.  

Consequently, the agencies for support represent only beautifully looking tetra pack filled with the spoiled 

milk. These agencies are used to support exclusively the loyal CSOs and limit funding for those 

organizations that are seen as antibodies. Promotion of this type of supporting policy is nothing else than a 

masquerade to hide the process of ghettoization and cleansing of unwilling voices. 

 

Unease wedding dance. Something goes wrong with international granting programs. Lack of 

structured data leads to chaotic development. At the moment, it is difficult to assess with certainty the 

capacity, scope, level of experience, degree of expertise or geographical area of activity of all non-profit 

organizations. Organizations operate and develop somehow on their own, in an opaque regime. The activity 

of these institutions is financially dependent on external grants. The legislation that allows them undertaking 

economic activities has been only recently developed and is poorly known by all public authorities. 

Oftentimes the legislation implementing the financial activity of the NGOs is poorly harmonized with the 

tax legislation. Whereas no single centralized database on the activity of the CSOs has been developed so 

far, the situation in the sector remains almost unknown. The state authorities usually collect very little data 

about the CSOs. They usually know only the number of registered organizations, the number of 

organizations that have submitted reports in recent years plus info about the financial circulation. All the 

rest of the information that defines the activity of the sector is fragmented. It is collected in an ad-hoc 

regime, and mostly represents the people and the experts' perception.  

The lack of primary data collected in a systematic manner, aggregated in a single format does not allow the 

policy makers to formulate a comprehensive picture of the situation in the sector. The whole domain is 

developing chaotically, and donor agencies are not aware of the specific issues that require targeted 
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intervention. Therefore, the lack of data makes it impossible to develop the services provided by 

organizations active in the sector. 

Dozens of institutions are currently making consistent efforts to strengthen the sector. Major resources are 

spent to increase the operating standards, institutional autonomy and sustainability, as well as the 

development capacity of the products delivered by these organizations. The results of these investments are 

different. Sometimes the positive impact is obvious and visible, in other cases it is small or disproportionate 

to the shares of investments made by donors. The unsuccess of the donors to empower the sector is 

oftentimes used by populist politicians to discredit their good intentions. Populist arguments could easily 

be countered if the agencies had data to prove and validate the CSO performances. Whether these arguments 

are valid or not is difficult to estimate. The lack of data does not allow us to gauge investment efficiency. 

The existing methods of data collection cannot prove which part of the growth is conditional by one or 

another program. The scattered data collected in the random manner do not permit the donor community to 

know what are the grants' impacts, long time effects on the community or dollar investment effectiveness. 

The results used in both the donor camp and civil society actors are based predominantly on perceptions. 

Unfortunately, the lack of data, collected on a performance basis, makes this validation process impossible.  

 

Development of a platform for evaluating the performance of the civic space. One of the solutions to 

stimulate the development of the non-commercial sector discussed over the years in the donor’s community 

is to develop a platform that would collect data about the non-commercial sector and would monitor the 

activity of civic space actors. This platform might gather the information per country or it can be customized 

for each country separately. This database should cumulate various types of info such as, CSOs profile and 

portfolios, form of legal organization, level of involvement (active or passive), level and area of expertise, 

functional capacity, type of services, sustainability, visibility, the type of partnerships maintained and more. 

An increased accent should be dedicated to elaborate measures to identify the problems that are faced by 

the organizations. 

 

What kind of information should we request to have in the database? As the purpose of the database 

is to create a complex picture of the non-commercial sector, the data can be collected in such a way as to 

present the situation in all aspects of the activity of the sector. The research components should cover 

multiple thematic blocks: geography (geographical location, density per inhabitant, level of representation 

according to urbanization level), field of activity (defined according to documents and projects), level of 

professional training of staff (for performing routine activities), quantity and level of expertise (unique sets 

of indicators must be created to identify the share of expertise), cooperation and partnership with other 

bodies (LPA/CPA, business, international organizations, individuals,  philanthropic organizations, media, 

non-profit and others), financing method (donations, grants, investments, loans, members' contributions, 

sale of goods/services, others), organizational capacity (availability of real estate, transport units, units 

production of goods and services, others), the mode of communication (effectiveness of communication 

through various channels), level of access to modern technologies (indicators must be developed), research 

and innovations (generated, implemented), lobby and advocacy, media presence, autonomy, level of service 

to the needs of the population. Each of the domains presented can be disaggregated into separate 

components. Each component must be evaluated on the basis of constant indicators of the data to be 

collected over the years. To be relevant, the database must be updated on an annual or biannual cyclical 

basis. The database must allow access to data for both the last year or a selected time segment. 
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Eating from the same ice cream. Is the business partner or competitor with CSOs? In search of 

sustainability many CSOs enter the business sphere of operation. Sometimes they only partner with business 

institutions, other times they emulate the business practices themselves providing goods and services. In 

the Romanian case the partnership between the two types of institutions becomes especially sustainable in 

cases of large outlets. The field reports show that only in 2019 a large number long-standing funding 

programs for CSOs have been launched by corporations such as Kaufland, OMV Petrom, LIDL, Raiffeisen 

Bank, MOL, IKEA, Vodafone, Orange, ING Bank, and Telus International Romania. In addition, a few 

new programs were launched, including some that address less popular thematic areas. For example, IKEA 

provided three-year strategic support to CSOs focused on gender equality, education and development, and 

disaster preparation; Kaufland supported small CSOs working in the areas of environment, education, and 

health, and supported the establishment of urban gardens and farms in Gradinescu; and LIDL initiated a 

new program titled With Clean Waters. (CSOSI 2019, p. 179) 

Being susceptible to customers' values, the companies’ partner with nonprofits that promote environment 

protection, education, public health and other socially sensitive issues. This is especially valid in the cases 

of Romania and Georgia (CSOSI 2019, p. 97), (CSOSI 2019, p. 179). In the case of Moldova and Ukraine 

it is noticed an intensification of collaboration between nonprofit and media (that operates as business). 

Many of the media work under two regimes as business and non-profit. This format eases the access both 

to commercial money and to funds from donors.  

 

Marketization of the civic space: Being independent doesn't only mean being autonomous from the state. 

It also means not being subservient to any other entity that might exercise negative influence. The absolute 

reliance of nonprofits from Moldova, Romania, Turkey, Ukraine, Armenia and Georgia on the funds 

coming from abroad is a sign of dependency from external actors (here we do not discuss the intentional 

and moral aspects related to grant giving). It means in theory that the civil societies from these states have 

subservient autonomy and can influence their own agenda only to a certain extent. Many of the local experts 

on civil society as solutions advocate in favor of marketization of the civic organization and initiatives. 

Nonprofits for sale, as they are sometimes called, constitute the middleman among the pure version of 

nonprofit, business and public authority. These types of organizations do not rely on grants, on state 

contracts or on provision of services. They fill their budget from all three sources, thus obtaining financial 

independence. Though the presented theoretical explanation looks reasonable being grounded on a number 

of observations it is still erroneous in many cases. To bring accuracy to this argument we have to consider 

also the flip side of the story. After inspecting the operational practices of a number of CSOs that started 

selling their services, we concluded that the organizations rarely manage to diversify their sources of 

income to the extent to be absolutely anomic to the constraints imposed by the payer. Organizations always 

have a top-1 source of funding that influences their agenda. So is the case of partnerships between public 

authorities and CSOs. By entering long-term contract relations with the state, CSOs have to get in line with 

the public authority agenda. In result, the contractual regulatory constraints transform the subcontracted 

CSOs in public authority appendices.  In these boots CSOs find little space for flexibility and social 

interaction. The loss of connection with society eventually moves these organizations away from the civic 

club. The other critique brought to the subcontracted CSOs is that they never manage to substitute the public 

authority in the delivery of qualitative public services. In the majority of the cases, public services delivered 

https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/csosi-europe-eurasia-2019-report.pdf
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by CSOs are significantly lower in quality. In conclusion, the public contracts should not be always 

considered a magical solution that would alleviate the CSO sustainability condition.   

The money you have gives you freedom, the money you pursue enslaves you (Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau). Independent fundraising: Breaking the dependency chain means for many CSOs to start 

producing their own funds generated from economic activity. This is also a measure recommended by 

multiple regional experts on civil society. The promoted self-financing model has proved functional in 

multiple western democracies and is slowly getting naturalized in the democratizing states. Proving 

successful in Poland, Hungary and Czech Republic the model has been already adopted in the eastern 

European states of Romania, Bulgaria and Moldova. Production of services and goods makes CSOs enter 

automatically in the business space. The questions appearing in this regard are: how far can the non-profit 

enter into the business activity not to get transformed into profit driven entities that lost their civic nature; 

how fair is to undermine the business sector by allowing the non-taxable entities (non-profits) compete with 

taxable business companies; are the non-profits able to deliver enough competitive goods and services to 

compete with business and public institutions in provision of services? All these questions will be discussed 

in the next paragraphs.   

By analyzing the independent fundraising practices in the Black Sea region, one may be surprised by the 

number of instruments available for CSOs to generate independent income. These instruments can be 

divided in two categories: based on donations - crowdfunding, subscriptions/membership fees, redirection 

of a part from the income tax (tax-deducted donations), and based on economic activity of CSOs in selling 

services. In spite of the existence of this wide range of available mechanisms, the general fundraising 

capacity in the region keeps being very modest. Below we will try to summarize some of the most visible 

instruments used in the region, and the challenges faced in the last time by local CSOs. Further we will 

generate some solutions that can increase the capacity of civic space actors to increase their financial 

independence. 

 

Free donations stay at the bases of any civic initiative starting from the oldest time. The habit of social 

giving is one of the pillars that forges both religious and civic spirits. Though the modern states developed 

multiple mechanisms to support the formalized initiative, the practice of free donation still stands at the 

symbolic level, similarly as the direct voting remains a symbol of democracy. Though the private donations 

are somehow perceived as a form of direct interaction the societies slowly move to a more modern form 

using various crowdfunding platforms. Seen from one perspective, the donations platforms depersonalize 

the act of donation however if seen through the functional perspective the use of these platforms they 

increase exponentially the number of contributors and the quantity of contributions. Besides the well-known 

international systems as Kickstarter, the CSOs from various countries developed their local crowdfunding 

platforms. The most successful case in the region is Romania. In 2020, the Galantom crowdfunding 

platform managed to collect €1,057,700 used to support 477 projects. This result is a significant increase 

from the previously raised amount of €720,000 used for 341 projects in 2019. Other platforms, such as 

Donatie.ro, Bursabinelui and Doneaza.pago.ro, also reported an increase in donations and the number of 

funded projects. Though the amounts are still not gigantic, the Romanian crowdfunding campaigns 

generated more than other countries from the Eastern Partnership. In Moldova and Ukraine, the number of 

functional crowdfunding platforms does not differ significantly from Romania, though the scale of gathered 

funds is lower. In Moldova, the used crowdfunding platforms are Particip.md, Sprijina.md, Caritate.md. 



 

37 
 

The majority of the collected funds are used for social and health-related issues, education, infrastructure, 

art, entrepreneurship and sport. The commonly used platforms in Ukraine are Dobro.ua, GoFundEd, Velyka 

Ideya and a couple of other small crowdfunding engines. In 2019, Velyka Ideya managed to collect funds 

for ~100 projects to be implemented in different regions of the country. In the next two years, this number 

dropped to 63 and 36 respectively. Considering that Ukraine has ~200,000 registered CSOs, such a number 

of projects supported through crowdfunding makes us assume that something is wrong with this mechanism 

since it is disproportionately low. Our inquiry in this context is why are these platforms performing so 

badly? 

The answer to this question is either one or both together: people are not ready to donate money to CSOs 

and/or CSOs lack the capacity to use crowdfunding systems. Either of these answers being right, the 

conclusion shows that the society and the civic activists are still unprepared to support the civic initiatives 

through direct donations. Below we present each of the singled-out obstacles showing examples from the 

region. 

 

The level of willingness to donate money can be demonstrated by the statistics of people giving to charity. 

Below we present the chart based on the data provided by the Charities Aid Foundation's (CAF) World 

Giving Index. Both 2019 and 2021 reports include the aggregate results collected since 2009. The World 

Giving Index derives from three main pillars: money donations to a charity; volunteering; and help to a 

stranger. In our chart, we took exclusively the data for money donations in the region:  

 

 
Source: Prepared by the author 

 

Though the data do not show the distribution of donations they still show the tendency. Comparing two 

years 2019 and 2021 in the cases where we have data for both of these years it is noticeable that the amount 

of people's civic implication increases. The conclusion can change if we consider the type of organizations 

mainly receiving donations. The question addressed to people while collecting data for the World Giving 

Index report was “Have you donated money to a charity in the past month?”. We thus assume that the 

presented statistics stay relevant only for charity cases and can differ in the cases of other types of civic 

activity. If we return to the case of the Velyka Ideya platform with only 36 non-charitable projects supported 

in the current year, and compare this number with 181 charitable initiatives fully funded on the Dobro.ua 

during 2021, we will find our assumption as being true. People are more open to donating money to save 

people’s lives rather than to support initiatives from other fields, such as infrastructure, art, sport and others. 

It can derive from the lack of trust in CSOs or from other reasons, which is the topic for another deeper 

discussion. What is clear at the moment is that the level of giving remains generally low, with charitable 
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initiatives getting the largest piece of the cake. The lack of feedback from the society to support non-

charitable activities causes the CSOs to lose hope and reject publishing their projects on crowdfunding 

platforms. 

 

Though we might be accused of being overthoughtful we still consider that the problem of CSOs capacity 

lack is valid not only for the Ukrainian case but also for the entire region. The 2019 CSO Sustainability 

Index report confirms this issue for the case of Armenia. Here the electronic tools for donations remain 

effective mainly in cases of large foundations with access to lavish resources to organize and promote their 

crowdfunding campaigns. So is the case of the City of Smile - a charitable foundation once chaired by the 

spouse of the Armenian Prime-Minister (CSOSI 2019, p. 25). This foundation works to help children with 

cancer and collects money from donations via SMS. The latest report shows that the foundation gathered 

about €463,000 of donations during 2021. In 2019 the sum reached €1,055,000 donations from both 

individuals and businesses. In the cases of small organizations - they lack the needed knowledge and 

capacity to design, launch and manage crowdfunding campaigns. They also miss funds to organize financial 

decent promotional campaigns to attract donations using the online space. 

 

The case of Belarus is obviously the most special in the region. After the August 2020 political events no 

crowdfunding engine has been left alive. Before the escalation of the political crisis started, there were at 

least three big crowdfunding platforms active in the country. Ulej, MolaMola and Talaka.by. The first two 

platforms were closed in November 2020, and the third is passive from May 2021. Disappearance of these 

mechanisms however did not demobilize the popular crowdfunding wills. The crowdfunding activity 

moved to social media and alternative platforms. The BY_help Facebook group became one of the biggest 

crowdfunding hubs to collect money for the victims of oppressive actions of the Belarusian authorities. In 

one year, this campaign managed to collect €4 million. An alternative platform called Digital Solidarity 

created in December 2020, to support civic space actors and daily people, collected €4.9 million from direct 

donations and support offered by organizations. In the conditions when no international and local funding 

is available, this becomes the only chance for backstreet civil society to survive and follow its mission. The 

case of Belarus shows an unprecedented growth of solidarity in the situation of crisis. The mobilization of 

people in oppressive conditions can serve as an example for other societies in overcoming the problems of 

the lack of both willingness to support civic organizations through crowdfunding mechanisms.  

 

Upon covering the crowdfunding mechanisms used by the CSOs, we can switch our attention to other 

funding tools - subscriptions/membership fees and the redirection of a part of the income tax to CSOs. 

Subscription is mostly a mechanism spread among media content creators like electronic media, vloggers, 

influencers. These actors usually use either internationally known platforms like Patreon.com, or create 

their own subscription plans inserted in their own web product. Though some influencers manage to ensure 

their financial sustainability from this source the majority of others still consider it only a lateral income. 

The 2019 CSO Sustainability Indexes on Azerbaijan, Belarus and Georgia report that the CSOs in these 

countries show very little capacity to generate income from membership fees. The gathered income usually 

does not supply the entities’ budgets. It is enough to cover only basic expenses such as transport or office 

rent. In the case of Romania, the picture is different. Here several media portals manage already along the 

years to ensure considerable income from subscriptions. A vivid example that can be used in this regard is 

the case of a small journal called Inclusiv.ro that reports €1740 collected from 376 donors on a monthly 

basis. This amount according to them covers 32% of the portal’s monthly expenses. Similar situation 
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remains relevant for the cases of the most visible media, such as Rise Project and Recorder.ro - both 

platforms declare considerable sums coming from subscriptions. The Recorder.ro platform, for instance, 

managed to collect €328,000 in the last 12 months. According to their report, this sum not only covered a 

significant part of the budget, but also helped the portal create reserves for emergency situations. In the 

case of Rise Project, 51.4% of the budget for 2019 was covered by private donations from the readers 

(€116,839).  

 

Redirection of a part of the income tax is another instrument used to support CSOs. This mechanism was 

introduced in the legislation of many EU countries, including Romania. In this regard, we will take this 

example as the primary one to look at how this tool works. According to this mechanism taxpayers have 

the right to decide by themselves where to direct 3.5% of their income tax that they submit to the state on 

a yearly basis. Accordingly, they can choose any non-profit or religious organization from all eligible ones. 

According to Redirectioneaza.ro, the list of organizations registered on the platform is 2360 entities. The 

same source reports about more than €200,000 redirected to CSOs via this mechanism in 2021. In 

comparison with more than 120,000 organizations registered in Romania, the number of 2360 CSOs 

demonstrates that this instrument is by far from being used in mass. The relatively low popularity of this 

mechanism shows the presence of one or both problems: the registration process is too complicated or 

unknown and/or the CSOs lack credibility. Though the subject is interesting for being analyzed in detail we 

will still leave it aside for another discussion. A similar mechanism besides Romania has been used in 

Moldova since 2017. Here it is called the 2% mechanism, because in this case there are not 3.5 as in 

Romania but only 2%. In the case of Moldova, the potential beneficiaries are 942 organizations that are 

accredited for the mechanism (out of a total number of 14,000 registered CSOs). The latest data announced 

that about ~€277,000 collected in the previous year. It is noticeable that about 14% of this sum went to the 

Association of Veterans and Pensioners of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, which has been the top-1 

beneficiary of the mechanism since its launch. Together with this association, other entities in the list of 

top-5 beneficiaries are close either to state institutions or big private companies. It can cause our concern 

that the employees of these institutions and companies could be induced to direct a part of their tax to the 

affiliated CSOs. This flip side of the policy throws a dark shadow on the image of the 2% mechanism 

(CSOSI 2019, p. 143). We have presented three most popular instruments that are used in the region by the 

CSOs to supply their piggy banks.  

 

Recommendations on Financial Sustainability: 

❖ LPA led enforcement of the civic space:  

➢ The LPAs from the ENP countries can borrow the Ukrainian practice of the City Budget 

platform. The LPAs can consider allocating a quote of 5 or 10% from their local budget to be 

spent/implemented by CSOs or other civic initiatives. To make the mechanism function, the 

process of allocation should be made transparent. To insure it, the authorities can organize 

either a public voting process, mediatize the project selection process, strengthen the visibility 

of the implemented projects and others.  

❖ Business led enforcement of the civic space:  

➢ Develop and promote crowdfunding platforms. Find a way to make them attractive, credible 

and user friendly for the rank in file citizens.  

❖ Governments led enforcement of the civic space:  

https://recorder.ro/patru-ani-de-recorder-raport-in-fata-cititorilor/
https://www.riseproject.ro/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Raport_RISE_2018_2019_v2.pdf
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➢ To transit from autocratic to democratic regimes - To remove burdening and biased regulations 

for funding from abroad that includes the registration of grant and service provision contracts, 

and other types of limitations. The current situation shows that the declared protection of the 

country against terrorists and foreign agents is used by the ruling elites as a measure of self-

protection against their fellow citizens. This practice should be suspended. CSOs are free to 

have fair access to all kinds of funding, including international ones without being limited and 

harassed.  

❖ Donors led enforcement of the civic space:  

➢ Develop more program-based funding systems instead of project-based granting programs. If 

NGOs will manage to secure a minimum of their budget for a longer period to come (5-10 

years ahead) they will be able to support a permanent qualitative staff, increase the level of 

specialization, develop initiatives that ensure the organization sustainability, strengthen the 

public image and the bargaining power in relation with public authorities. 

➢ Invest in the development of the platforms that collect primary data about the CSO sector. 

Identify local partners and set up a funding plan to ensure a cyclical data collection that will 

show the evolution of the civic space actors, existing problematic in the sector, measurable 

impact of the implemented projects. 

➢ Revise the policy of interaction maintained between donors and the local civil society actors. 

The interaction should be based on the principle of partnership among equal fellows. So far, 

the majority of the funding organizations treat non-profits as inferior servants. Change of 

attitude demand set up the principle of proportionality, fairness and respect. Implementation of 

these standards request employment of a higher number of personnel that maintain the 

communication with the CSOs, set up of a proportional remuneration system, develop trust-

based relationships between the donors and the beneficiary organizations. 

➢ To support civil society actors in the autocratic republics:  

■ All autocracies tend to decrease the impact of free media content producers by bringing 

down their competitiveness. This is usually done through two channels: disrupt the free 

media financing mechanisms and restrict the broadcasting capacity (legal restrictions or 

administrative hassling). If the autocracies feel threatened, they might also decide to hit 

hard on free media by making the outlets migrate. The role of donors in this case is to 

become maximally flexible in supporting the vulnerable free media that operate from 

abroad. Very often these media operate without any formal registration as they operate as 

private initiative. This means that they cannot benefit from funding through open calls 

that request formal registration. To help these initiatives funds should institute a system 

of flexibility. They should work out a mechanism to evaluate each individual case 

separately. It means they should run away from the standardized - pre-established 

selection forms, long lasting decision taking procedure with transfer of responsibility, 

time and resource consuming accounting measures and other aspects of grant giving 

practices that complicate the grant allocation process. 

■ The second group usually persecuted by the autocratic regimes are the opposing to power 

civic space actors. This group is made out of CSO leaders, political activists, religious 

leaders with strong and certain humanitarian values and different types of civic activists. 

Very often these civic space leaders are compelled to emigrate and create a civic space in 

emigration. The donors can institute specific grant distribution models to help these 
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initiatives act from abroad. As in the case of support for the emigrant media the granting 

scheme should be more case based. 

Pillar III: Cooperation with Government and Advocacy  

The emergency situations imposed by the governments and the latest policy developments surrounding the 
civic space tend to form new arrangements of civic activism, adopting a much more fluid and informal 

organizational settings ranging from digital activism to working with authoritarian regimes. The 

cooperation with the government follows the same pattern of actions. Due to the fact that civic space is 
diversified, the rules of the games (described in the Pillar I) are constantly evolving in ways that hinder or 

threaten civic space actors. 

A fundamental concept for a structured response to civic space challenges represents the “whole of 

government approach” [1] that can be described as a policy alignment and coherence across different sectors 
of the government in order to promote and ensure civic space. In this sense, it is necessary to secure 

coordination mechanisms in the form of information sharing and consultations between state institutions 

and civic space actors. Cooperation between civic space actors can be supported through mainstreaming 

civic space in policy planning and management. In practice it means promoting policy coherence 
approaches that favor interaction between civic space actors and state institutions, thus in formulating a 

policy, the state should consider introducing provisions that ensure mandatory consultations with civic 

space actors, transparency and long-term dialogue between stakeholders. 

At the basis of cooperation with the government should be the human rights-based approach [2] that rests on 

the idea of social contract between the state and its citizens. The essence of the human right based approach 

relates to the accountability of ‘duty-bearers’ (the State in all its forms) towards ‘rights-holders’ (the 

citizens).[3] In order to operationalize it five guiding principles are core including legality, empowerment of 

right holders, participation, non-discrimination and accountability. The approach provides an alternative 

direction to ensure an open and transparent platform of dialogue and cooperation between civic space actors 

and government by empowering and framing their fight as upholding rights to which they are legitimately 

entitled. In order to assess the level of cooperation with the government in the Black Sea region and Belarus, 

authors use the following three criteria: 

-    Existing platforms between civic space actors and government/parliament. Providing examples 

of cooperation especially during the emergency situation, 

-    Involvement of civic space actors in decision-making process, 

-    Representation of civic space actors in committees, advisory broads, panels and working 

groups at the government/state institutions level. 
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Figure. Governments failed to recognize and utilize local CSO in responding to covid-19 

 

Figure. Influence and cooperation between government and civic space actors 

 

Source: COVID-19 impact on CSO in Eastern Europe and Central Asia survey report AFEW 

International 2020. 

The survey report shows that almost half of the respondents had experienced reduced cooperation with state 

bodies. Civic space actors indicated that they experienced difficulties in partnership with state institutions; 

this amount increased, resulting in more than half of the respondents experiencing problems working with 

state institutions. Organizations have experienced that the priority of local authorities has shifted toward 

reducing the negative consequences of pandemic. Moreover, the emergency situations adopted in the 

majority of states denoted that the state derogated from its rights and reduced transparency, access to 

information and cooperation with other actors. 

This report highlights that exploiting the potential of civil society was an option that only some countries 

have been able to seize - as a result of which they have effectively reduced the consequences of the covid-

19 disruption while increasing a sense of solidarity and belonging in their societies. Others, however, failed 

to recognize the importance of civil society and interpreted the situation as a “single-actor play on stage”. 

In the Black Sea region including Belarus lacks a multilevel cross-sectorial cooperation between state and 

civic space actors, and provided partners with the necessary and financial resources. Civic space actors 

were partially empowered to participate in a process designed to address the pandemic and its consequences 
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in accordance with principles of participatory democracy. In some countries, the opportunities for civil 

society to engage governments in effective consultation and follow-up processes were already limited prior 

to the pandemic, yet the crisis has only provided a new pretext for the authorities to avoid such dialogue. 

Some organizations pointed out new difficulties to monitor the spending of public funds when quarantine 

measures were in place and limitations to their watchdog activities under the pandemic's circumstances. 

Informal contacts between civil society and public officials have been severed or limited due to the 

impossibility to meet in person. At the level of agenda setting, many legislative initiatives were put on hold 

due to new priorities, and it has been even more difficult than usual for civic space actors to approach 

stakeholders with their own agenda while the authorities were struggling with their response to the 

pandemic. 

Vivid examples in Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey point out that government and civic space actors’ 

relations are clearly defined by the characteristics of authoritarian systems, where the government is an 

active and intrusive shaper of civic space producing policies which exclusively support those organizations 

that comply with the system and support the political leadership. All in all, the more authoritarian a political 

regime, the more it tends to perceive civic space actors as posing a threat to the reigning political order.  

Factoring in and reviewing the cooperation between the state and civic space actors, authors created a three-

layered grid of assessment 1 – enabled environment for cooperation between the state institutions and civic 

space actors, 2 – limited cooperation, and 3 – confrontational relationship between actors. 

Enabled environment for cooperation. In the case of Georgia, Moldova and Romania there are various 

platforms which create space for government and civic space actors’ interaction and cooperation. The 

positive examples of constructive collaboration include: signing a Memorandum of Understanding between 

the Parliament and civic space actors, Open Government Partnership, structural dialogue between the state 

and civic space in the framework of the National Platform for Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum (in 

the case of Moldova and Georgia). Moreover, there is a growing tendency to establish committees, working 

groups, councils on both the national and local level. Their functioning has improved over the years, but 

tangible results have not been achieved. There are no unified rules or standards to participate in such 

committees. The level of civic space actors’ participation in committees or other consultative bodies depend 

on the willingness of state institution representatives and the topic. In Romania, the Government and civic 

space actors have worked together in a more cooperative fashion to mitigate the impacts of the 

coronavirus.[4] Many nongovernmental organizations, including those that focus on democracy and 

governance issues, have redirected their activities to service delivery to help provide medical supplies and 

a wide variety of social services, particularly for disadvantaged and vulnerable people. In this context, civic 

space actors formed several coalitions and partnered with public institutions and private companies to join 

the fight against the virus. For instance, several prominent civic space actors have started fundraising 

campaigns to buy medical equipment and supplies, mainly protective gear for doctors and nurses. 

In the period 2018-2020, consultative committees were created at the central and local government level 

but due to the emergency situation these platforms are no longer active. In the case of Ukraine, an example 

of cooperation represents the platform City Budget that offers the possibility for citizens to propose 

initiatives on the local level. Overall, the relationship with the Government is not adversarial, but it lacks 

cooperation during the Covid-19 period. One key institution represents the Ombudsman for the Civil 

Society that is afferent to the President Office and consults on developing vivid and social infrastructure 

In Moldova, both, legal framework in the area and participatory mechanism have evolved so that the 

primary conditions are met to ensure a certain level of participation. Also, the cooperation between public 

authorities and civil society tends to be strengthened, following a wide range of projects involving both 
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parties supported by external donors. Nevertheless, there are remaining and unresolved shortcomings in the 

participatory process, most related to local authorities and the Parliament who do not implement many legal 

provisions on transparency and participation. There are significant gaps in the participatory activity of CSOs 

as well, most often due to low institutional capacity, intermittent financing, and difficult dialogue with the 

authorities. Hence there is still space for improvement, the organization' participation in the decision-

making process remains to be a priority in the relation with public authorities. 

In the case of Ukraine, the crisis has modified the ways in which civic space actors operate; most 

importantly, many civic groups have switched to an emergency mode and quickly reoriented their activities 

to respond to emerging needs in the healthcare sector. Many organizations have joined efforts with 

businesses and local authorities to fight the virus. Several new civic initiatives have been established to 

respond to new needs. 

Limited cooperation. Due to the limitations brought by the pandemic and state of emergency, the 

cooperation between state institutions and civic space actors is quite restricted in its approach. In the period 

2020-2021, there were almost no meetings of joint working groups and public councils. Moreover, it can 

be noted that in some instances the cooperation between the state and civic space actors was bounded by 

activities in the area of social service provision, healthcare, and awareness-raising. In Armenia, the Ministry 

of Labour and Social Affairs in Armenia together with Armenian Progressive Youth NGO initiated a call 

for volunteers to assist elderly and disabled people.[5] 

Confrontational relationship between government and civic space actors. While some civic initiatives 

launched in response to the pandemic had a meaningful impact on both the civic sector and society as a 

whole, others, especially in Azerbaijan and Belarus were stopped in their tracks by authorities. In the initial 

stages of the pandemic, authorities reacted especially severely to initiatives related to the healthcare sector, 

which they perceived as challenges to the state’s authority. By contrast, self- help and horizontal aid 

cooperation—providing food to the elderly and the like—were generally allowed. As the pandemic 

developed, however, authorities used it as a pretext to crack down on civic activists generally. (Carnegie 

Report 2020) 

The Law on Public Participation in Azerbaijan requires every executive office (on the local and central 

level) to establish the public council that is getting elected by the civil society. But the process is not fully 

transparent and the cooperation between governments is limited to working with civic space actors that are 

allies and their civic position is in a manner of support and loyalty. A zero-sum approach was used and the 

relationship between government and civic space actors is one sided. 

In Belarus, the brutality of the postelection crackdown and torture of detained demonstrators, photos of 

which spread rapidly on social media, that galvanized broader society to join calls for him to step down. 

Opposition to Lukashenko included factory and public transportation workers and even some members of 

the security apparatus and others who were traditionally loyal to the president. Multiple segments of society 

were emboldened by a confidence and a sense of unity that had been reinvigorated by the surge in civic 

engagement in response to the pandemic. 

The case studies described above show how civic space actors moved up a gear in their activities and 

response to the pandemic but in very different ways and with contrasting political implications. In some 

instances, the emergency situation acting as a disruptor has deepened the great divide between the 

government and civic space that had been opening up for some years before the covid-19 struck. In this 

sense, the emergency has fed into ongoing contentious politics, in Belarus, Azerbaijan and Turkey, in which 

civic space actors confront an increasingly authoritarian government. Civic space actors and their new 

health activism has sought to compensate for poor medical responses by the government. 
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In other instances, the pandemic seems to have slightly improved the relationship between the government 

and civil society—a relationship that had been problematic in many ways in the years before the 

coronavirus. Many civic space actors have reoriented their work to provide service delivery and emergency 

relief with the aim of complementing the state’s capacity in those areas. Civil society has adopted a fairly 

collaborative attitude toward the government and been proactive in contributing to mitigate the 

socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic, including by forming coalitions and partnering with public 

authorities and businesses. 

 
[1] Mackie, James, Martin Ronceray, and Eunike Spierings. 2017. Policy coherence and the 2030 Agenda: 
Building on the PCD experience. Discussion Paper 210. Maastricht: ECDPM, 2017 
[2] Universal Values. Principle one: Human Rights Based Approach https://unsdg.un.org/2030-

agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach 
[3] Claiming back civic space towards approaches fit for 2020s ECDPM, May 2020 https://ecdpm.org/wp-

content/uploads/Claiming-Back-Civic-Space-Towards-Approaches-Fit-2020s-Report-May-2020-

ECDPM.pdf 
[4] Carnegie Europe Confrontation versus Cooperation Confrontation Versus Cooperation in Polish and 
Romanian Civil Society - Coronavirus as a Catalyst for Global Civil Society - Carnegie Europe - 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 
[5] CSO Meter Armenia 2020 CSO Meter Armenia Country Update ENG final.pdf 

 
Recommendations on cooperation with the government and advocacy: 

❖ In interaction between civic space actors and state institutions, the state should consider introducing 

provisions that ensure mandatory consultations with civic space actors, transparency and long-term 

dialogue between stakeholders. Improve cooperation, there is a need for a permanent channel of 

communication 

❖ Create an Advisory Task Force at the national level to support and ensure development of civic 

space and foster cooperation between state institutions and civic space actors. The Task Force 

would ensure a broad cross-sectoral collaboration between actors. 

❖ Consult and meaningfully engage civic space actors in the development of social, economic, health 

interventions in response to covid-19 and recovery policies. Build actions aimed at incentivizing 

initiative and innovation in designing and adopting recovery measures. 

❖ Government should ensure policymaking and crisis response measures are more transparent and 

collaborative by organizing consultations and including civic space actors in decision-making, 

enabling genuine cooperation. 

Pillar IV: Organizational Capacity  

COVID-19 has had a considerable impact on many industries across the globe affecting organizational 

policies, workforce management and staff productivity. Yet, there is little research on how it has affected 

the development of civic space. In this section of the study, we will explore how the organizational capacity 

of the CSOs has changed in the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis. We will analyze how civic space actors 

adapted to the new working environment and changed their strategic and operational planning, as well as 

what challenges they encountered with human resources and talent management throughout the pandemic. 

Programming priorities in the civic space environment - before and after COVID-19. The 

programming of the CSOs depends on the type of organizations and their missions. In this regard, one can 

https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach
https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/Claiming-Back-Civic-Space-Towards-Approaches-Fit-2020s-Report-May-2020-ECDPM.pdf
https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/Claiming-Back-Civic-Space-Towards-Approaches-Fit-2020s-Report-May-2020-ECDPM.pdf
https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/Claiming-Back-Civic-Space-Towards-Approaches-Fit-2020s-Report-May-2020-ECDPM.pdf
https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/Claiming-Back-Civic-Space-Towards-Approaches-Fit-2020s-Report-May-2020-ECDPM.pdf
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2020/12/07/confrontation-versus-cooperation-in-polish-and-romanian-civil-society-pub-83146
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2020/12/07/confrontation-versus-cooperation-in-polish-and-romanian-civil-society-pub-83146
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2020/12/07/confrontation-versus-cooperation-in-polish-and-romanian-civil-society-pub-83146
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2020/12/07/confrontation-versus-cooperation-in-polish-and-romanian-civil-society-pub-83146
https://csometer.info/sites/default/files/2020-12/CSO%20Meter%20Armenia%20Country%20Update%20ENG%20final.pdf
https://csometer.info/sites/default/files/2020-12/CSO%20Meter%20Armenia%20Country%20Update%20ENG%20final.pdf
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highlight two key factors that influence how activities are planned, prioritized and executed. The first factor 

is the relationship with the government. In countries where civic space actors have an adversarial 

relationship with the government, we can observe that civic groups are either structured in form of 

GONGOs9 that reflect political interests of the governing elite, or as dissident communities who actively 

challenge the established political system. In the cases of Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey, GONGOs are 

sponsored by the government to further its political interests domestically or abroad. Several examples can 

be government-affiliated think tanks or faith-based organizations. On the other side, there are civic groups 

that oppose the government. Their programming priorities focus on human rights, government corruption 

and access to information.  

A very distinct case is how governments leverage diaspora which is often connected to the civic space at 

home. For instance, the Azeri diaspora is largely seen as an ally to the government promoting business 

interests abroad, while there is only a small community of political activists that criticize corruption and 

abuse of power in Azerbaijan from abroad. The Turkish diaspora, particularly in Europe, is often leveraged 

for political gains by combining national, ethnic and religious identity. Compared to Azerbaijan and Turkey, 

Belarusian diaspora is characterized by predominantly anti-government attitudes, especially in the 

aftermath of the 2020 uprisings. Due to persecution at home, a considerable portion of Belarus civic activists 

has migrated to neighboring countries where they re-organized as dissident groups and doubled down on 

their criticism of the government.  

In countries with a neutral or positive relationship with the government, there is less pressure on civic 

groups and more programming variety. In Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, Romania and Ukraine, CSOs’ 

programming priorities fall under three categories – assisting structural reforms, conducting government 

oversight and promoting social justice (see chart below). When it comes to structural reforms, it is expected 

of civil society organizations to play a supporting role by assisting the government in public consultation, 

engagement with the citizens and collection of relevant data for development. In reality however, CSOs 

involvement in the reform process is more formal and often reserved for a restricted number of 

organizations. COVID-19 has emphasized this issue, as we observe that major socio-economic reforms in 

the region have slowed down and that cooperation with the public authorities has significantly decreased. 

Government oversight is another programming priority where CSOs are monitoring government activities 

by reporting on public spending, analyzing the impact of government programs and initiatives to ensure 

accountability and transparency. From discussions within the expert panels, the research team concludes 

that this programming aspect will significantly increase in the future as government transparency has 

worsened. The Government Transparency Institute analysis of risk in public procurement noted that during 

the pandemic there is a major backsliding in the government tendering procedures resulting in a higher risk 

of corruption and abuse of power10. Social justice as a programming area varies a lot from country to country 

and depends on the socio-cultural context. We can observe that in recent years there is a lot of public and 

political resistance to cross-cutting issues that are common across the Black Sea region. It is especially 

related to gender and LGBT, wherein issues that are less socially-charged such as human rights and access 

to justice are much easier to bring into the public agenda. 

                                                        
9 A government-organized non-governmental organization (GONGO) 
10 Corruption in public procurement by Government Transparency Institute 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/gti1940 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/gti1940
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/gti1940
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/gti1940
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Three types of programming priorities  

 
Source: developed by the authors  

 

The second factor is the availability of foreign support and funding. We will not bring anything new stating 

that even in the pre-pandemic period CSOs in the Black Sea region had a project-based mindset when it 

came to programming. It was conditioned by their high dependence on the timing of grant provision from 

major donors. Funding schemes themselves have experienced some changes within the COVID-19 context. 

First of all, grant schemes have shifted to projects with short-term impact, thus reducing the implementation 

period and the total available funding. Secondly, priority has been given to activity-based projects and less 

to the core funding for CSOs. This is especially relevant for newly established organizations that have a 

hard time accessing foreign funds. Thirdly, projects are encouraged to have a much larger share of online 

presence as opposed to in-person activities. All these changes required CSOs to rethink their programming 

cycles. According to the regional survey by AFEW International,11 many organizations added emergency 

response to their priorities, adopted more coordination responsibilities, and shifted their activities into the 

online space (see chart below). Furthermore, we can also observe that CSOs are expanding to include more 

beneficiaries – 38% of organizations have reported that they have extended their original target group 

during the COVID-19 pandemic period. 

 

 

 

                                                        
11 AFEW International (2020). Results of a regional survey – The impact of COVID-19 on civil society  

organisations in Eastern Europe and Central Asia https://afew.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/COVID-impact-

survey-report-AFEW-International-2.pdf  

https://afew.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/COVID-impact-survey-report-AFEW-International-2.pdf
https://afew.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/COVID-impact-survey-report-AFEW-International-2.pdf
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Programming changes in CSO during COVID-19 

 

 
 

 

 
Source: Regional Survey The impact of COVID-19 on civil society organizations in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, 2020 

 

Operational changes for the CSOs 

Besides changes in programming priorities, COVID-19 induced transformations at operational level across 

CSOs in the Black Sea region. The most often-mentioned change is the transition to the remote work 

arrangement and adoption of cloud-based collaboration tools (see table below for different types of tools). 

When it comes to adopting new work arrangements, civil society organizations found themselves being 

flexible in integrating new instruments and rethinking their activities to accommodate the online format. 

This flexibility is mostly dictated by the fact that small CSOs do not have complex corporate procedures, 

and the personnel can often execute multiple roles within the organization. A negative by-product of 

transition to remote work was the necessity to rethink the utilization of the office space, especially for mid-

sized and large organizations. On the one hand, office rent was a financial burden whose costs were difficult 

to cover as many grant schemes have removed this budget line. On the other hand, the office space is 

considered a long-term investment for the post-COVID era and is often seen as a token of accreditation for 
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the organization offering recognition and access to grants. When it comes to the adoption of collaborative 

tools, conferencing apps and file sharing services have had the highest uptake. Project and task management 

instruments had a much lower level of adoption because of subscription requirements. Many representatives 

of CSOs from the region mentioned that while subscriptions for various digital tools are not too expensive, 

they are nonetheless a budgetary burden for the organization, especially if these costs cannot be attributed 

to overheads.  

 

Types of cloud-based collaboration tools 

 

Source: created by the authors based on expert panel discussions 

Some of the major challenges experienced by CSOs when transitioning to the remote work arrangement 

are talent recruitment, management and training. A considerable difficulty during the COVID-19 period 

was the management of volunteers and interns that often constitute a large part of the organizational 

capacity, in particular for the organizations providing social services for vulnerable groups. CSO 

representatives mentioned that between 2020 and 2021 they had less volunteers and interns compared to 

the pre-pandemic period; work integration and transfer of knowledge was more demanding because it 

lacked in-person contact; resulting in a decreased job satisfaction and productivity. 

 Challenges in recruitment and training 

 

Source: developed by authors based on expert panel discussions 
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When it comes to medium-level professionals, CSOs had a hard time recruiting both administrative and 

technical staff. Firstly, civic space is less competitive with the private sector which absorbs a considerable 

pool of talents and offers more financial sustainability. Secondly, in the cases of Azerbaijan, Belarus and 

Turkey, being part of civic space involves more personal risk because of government pressure. Therefore, 

recruitment in these countries is often based on trust and networking rather than professional capacities. 

Thirdly, the CSO sector requires a broad professional background from its staff so it can fill various roles 

within the organization, especially for small and medium sized organizations. As a side effect, personnel 

often lack specialized skills and training. One more issue specific to the civic space in the Eastern 

Partnership countries is the difficulty in recruiting financial officers and legal advisers that can navigate 

both national legislation as well as regulations outlined by the external donors.  

Training for the CSO personnel was another area impacted by the COVID-19 crisis. Before the pandemic, 

participation in conferences, seminars and study visits were the main training and networking opportunities. 

Travel restrictions have significantly reduced these options, requiring civic space actors to seek online 

training and certifications as alternative options. According to the regional survey on civil society 

organization in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, there were three sets of skills that CSO representatives 

needed the most (See chart 3). First set of skills is related to remote management and service delivery. The 

second set of skills encompasses the use of online tools for activism, civic engagement, fundraising and 

advocacy. The third set of skills is privacy and security awareness required for organizations to protect 

themselves from malicious actors.   
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Skills and competencies necessary for the development of civic space 

Source: Regional Survey The impact of COVID-19 on civil society organizations in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, 2020 

Recommendations on Organizational Capacity 

To improve organizational capacity for the CSOs in the Black Sea region and Belarus there are three key 

aspects to be considered: 

1. Type of civil society organization. The organizational capacity of CSOs varies a lot depending on 

their mission, size, area of activity, target group and overall organizational culture. Unfortunately, 

in the Black Sea region countries there is no comprehensive database of civil society organizations 

that would allow meaningful and targeted interventions to aid organizations and civic groups in 

their development. 

2. Relationship with the government. This aspect is very important to understand legal and political 

restrictions that are applied for the civic space in different countries across the Black Sea region. 

In authoritarian countries such as Azerbaijan and Belarus, CSOs often operate outside of the legal 

status. Therefore, development of their organizational capacity requires a completely different 

approach compared to more democratized societies from the region.   

3. Availability of external support. Organizational capacity is strongly tied to financial sustainability, 

which in the case of Black Sea region is heavily dependent on foreign grants. In order to boost the 

organization capacity, foreign support needs to be more predictable, accessible and flexible. 

Recommendations to improve organizational capacity at the programming level 

❖ In many CSOs across the Black Sea region, programming priorities are often project-driven instead 

of mission-driven. As a result, organizations are often pivoting from one type of project to another 

without having a clear end-goal result they would like to achieve. The research team recommends 

adopting a portfolio-based approach to programming – where projects and interventions build on 

each other to achieve a final goal. A very useful tool in this regard would be system thinking and 

system design training for managers and CSO leaders. 
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❖ From the perspective of the donor community, it is important for grant schemes to facilitate the 

adoption of a portfolio-based programming. For that, grants would need to focus on long-term 

impact rather than short-term gains, integrate core funding for organization (especially for newly 

established CSOs), and adopt a more robust impact assessment methodology. A crucial piece in 

this regard is the development of a comprehensive database of local civil society organizations 

that would allow for better monitoring and evaluation. It is highly recommended that the owner of 

this database to be a third party and not a state institution in order to avoid the possibility for 

increased government pressure in countries that have an adversarial relationship with the civil 

society. 

❖ For governments, it is recommended to co-opt CSOs in designing and implementing structural 

reforms. By having a clear roadmap of reforms, civil society organizations can plan accordingly 

and better supplement areas that the government institutions find challenging to cover. One 

example would be designing open data platforms that integrate data from different sectors – 

public, private and civil society to provide not only better evidence for development but also 

increase transparency and accountability. 

Recommendations to improve organizational capacity at the operational level 

Taking into account the scope and the design of this report, the research team has a limited understanding 

of the operational capacity of CSOs in the Black Sea region. More in-depth research in the area of 

organizational development is required to analyze the needs and pain points of civil society organizations 

and design better programs to support and improve the resilience of CSOs in the region. Nonetheless, there 

are some cross-cutting themes where meaningful intervention can be designed and implemented. 

 

❖ First of all, CSOs across the Black Sea region face difficulties in recruiting entry-level staff as well 

as managing volunteers and interns in a productive and efficient manner. Even though there are 

numerous internship and volunteer placement platforms, they are not well-adapted for the national 

context and lack features to improve the internship experience as well as satisfy the needs of civil 

society organizations. An internship placement platform can be developed and tested in pilot 

projects and if successful scaled up at national or regional level. 

❖ Second, civil society organizations need support in the adoption of digital tools. While the speed 

of adoption of digital technologies is fairly quick and seamless, there are some areas where CSOs 

lack behind, specifically tools for project and task management as well as collaboration and co-

design tools. Furthermore, many of these tools are subscription-based and often need to be 

maintained from extra-budgetary sources proving to be a financial burden in a long-term 

perspective. It is recommended for the grant schemes to be more flexible and open up the 

possibility to procure SAAS (software as a service) for civil society organizations. 

❖ Third, training standards and certifications. Training efforts in the civil society sector is very 

eclectic. On the one hand, it allows for innovative thinking and creativity within small teams. On 

the other hand, it increases heterogeneity across the civic space which makes it hard to work with 

because of major institutional discrepancies. The research team recommends designing a set of 

training standards and certifications for CSO staff aimed to improve organizational capacity. 
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Pillar V: Digital Adoption  

COVID-19 has accelerated the digital transformation across many areas, from the government and private 

sector to civic space. What we observe is not just a shift to digital operations, such as online shopping or 

access to government services via the Internet, but also a deeper transformation of the civic space itself. 

There are major changes in how we share information and experiences, how we voice our concerns and 

grievances or how we engage with public leaders and participate in the decision-making process. All these 

changes are experienced by the countries in the Black Sea region, but there are major differences in how 

the digital transformation impacts the civic space and how it shapes the relationship between the 

government and citizens. 

 

Digital transformation – comparative overview of the Black Sea region and Belarus. To better 

understand the impact of the pandemic on the civic space through the digital lense, there is a need to evaluate 

at what stage of digital transformation the countries in the Black Sea region are. The Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs from the United Nations runs a biannual survey to evaluate three dimensions 

that allow people to benefit from online services and information - the adequacy of telecommunication 

infrastructure, the ability of human resources to promote and use ICTs, and the availability of online 

services and content. E-Government Survey 202012  classifies countries in the Black Sea region and Belarus 

as high EGDI states, indicating that their digital infrastructure is relatively well-developed, people have 

good access to internet services as well as necessary digital skills. There is however some variance on 

different aspects of digital transformation. For instance, Azerbaijan, Moldova, Turkey and Ukraine have a 

less developed telecommunication infrastructure suggesting a larger digital gap between demographics and 

regions. Belarus and Georgia have a lower score in online services, indicating that fewer public services 

are digitalized. Romania, Turkey and Ukraine excel in e-participation, which implies that they have better 

instruments to engage people in public decision-making, administration and service delivery. 

 

 

                                                        
12 E-Government Survey 2020 Digital Government in the Decade of Action for Sustainable Development 

https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2020-Survey/2020%20UN%20E-

Government%20Survey%20(Full%20Report).pdf  

https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2020-Survey/2020%20UN%20E-Government%20Survey%20(Full%20Report).pdf
https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2020-Survey/2020%20UN%20E-Government%20Survey%20(Full%20Report).pdf
https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2020-Survey/2020%20UN%20E-Government%20Survey%20(Full%20Report).pdf
https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2020-Survey/2020%20UN%20E-Government%20Survey%20(Full%20Report).pdf
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Source: E-Government Survey 2020: Country Scores 

 

Digital freedom and impact on the civic space. When it comes to the impact of digital technologies on 

civic space, the level of digital transformation is not always an indicator of a healthy civic life and citizen 

participation. For instance, in more autocratic regimes, digital technologies are often used to suppress civic 

voices, expand government surveillance and undermine citizens' privacy. Even in relatively democratic 

states, during the COVID-19 crisis we observe a decline in privacy and attacks on digital freedoms. A great 

starting point to evaluate and compare digital freedom in the Black Sea region are the Internet Freedom 

reports prepared by Freedom House. According to this data, we can see a clear dividing line between 

countries with varying degrees of freedom. 

In the “free category” we can see Georgia and Armenia. In spite of the lack of data for Romania and 

Moldova, they would also classify as having a high degree of internet freedom as civil society experts have 

not reported major abuses between 2020 and 2021. In these countries, there are few regulatory obstacles to 

access, few limits on the content that can be viewed by the citizens, and few violations of user rights and 

privacy. Nonetheless, during the COVID-19 crisis, we can observe minor restrictions in access to 

information and censorship, primarily related to the fight against the spread of misinformation and fake 

news. There are also some instances of government overreach in privacy by using contact tracing solutions 
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to manage the spread of the virus, though these programs had a very short life-span and have not done a 

severe damage to the civic space.  

 

Source: Freedom House – Freedom on the Internet Report 2020 

 

In the “partly free” category is Ukraine, which alongside the COVID-19 pandemic is also dealing with an 

ongoing conflict in the eastern part of the country. The armed conflict coupled with the information war 

against Russia shapes the current information environment in Ukraine. Under the umbrella of information 

war, we observe restrictions and censorship of internet content and services, primarily of Russian origin. A 

key question in estimating the impact of these restrictions on civic space is the principle of proportionality. 

According to the expert opinion from Ukraine, these restrictions do not considerably infringe local civic 

space, though it can encourage self-censorship in the media thus affecting the overall health of the civic 

space in the country. Aside from conflict-related internet restrictions, we can observe restrictions related to 

countering COVID-19 disinformation as well as cases of government violation of citizen privacy using 

contact tracing solutions.  

In the “not free” category we can observe Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey. In these countries, internet 

freedom is impaired by governmental firewalls. In addition, in times of social unrest we can observe full or 

partial cutout of the internet. For instance, according to the #KeepItOn coalition that documents internet 

shutdowns globally, in 2020 and 2021 there were four full-network shutdowns of internet service in Belarus 

(three shutdowns associated with presidential elections followed-up by protests) and Azerbaijan (one 

shutdown associated with the escalation of the war in Nagorno-Karabakh) and one service-based 

shutdown13 in Turkey (associated with military activity in Syria)14. Furthermore, often digital capabilities 

are used to extend government surveillance over the civic space and to suppress independent civic voices. 

A recent example is the Pegasus Spyware that was used in Azerbaijan to spy on prominent journalists and 

civic activists15. It is important to note that the extent of this spyware is still unknown, and we have no data 

about how many activists were affected on the global scale. The COVID-19 pandemic was used by the 

government to tighten up access to the internet under the pretext of fighting disinformation. As a response, 

civic space actors have increasingly migrated to social media and formed online dissident communities 

outside of their country of origin.  

 

                                                        
13 Service-based shutdown restricts access to specific social media platforms during the shutdown period  
14 2020/2021 Stop Data Report https://www.accessnow.org/keepiton/ 
15 Amnesty international, Forensic Methodology Report: How to catch NSO Group’s Pegasus 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2021/07/forensic-methodology-report-how-to-catch-nso-groups-

pegasus/ 

https://www.accessnow.org/keepiton/
https://www.accessnow.org/keepiton/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2021/07/forensic-methodology-report-how-to-catch-nso-groups-pegasus/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2021/07/forensic-methodology-report-how-to-catch-nso-groups-pegasus/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2021/07/forensic-methodology-report-how-to-catch-nso-groups-pegasus/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2021/07/forensic-methodology-report-how-to-catch-nso-groups-pegasus/
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Source: Freedom House – Freedom on the Internet Report 2020 

 

CSOs’ digital capacity and resources. Lastly, the impact of COVID-19 on the civic space is determined 

by the CSOs’ digital capabilities and resources that can be grouped into three key areas (1) Digital capacities 

to improve organizational process and workflow; (2) Digital security and privacy protection capacity; (3) 

Digital resources to engage with the citizens. 

COVID-19 required organizations to switch to a remote working arrangement and to adopt digital 

operations for their workflow. One of the first barriers for digital adoption is the current level of e-

Governance infrastructure. CSO registration or financial reporting was very challenging during the 

pandemic in the context when governments did not offer these services online. This proved to be a major 

difficulty for CSOs in Azerbaijan and Belarus, where civic groups often operate as non-registered entities. 

It also remains relevant for the cases of Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, Romania and Ukraine where these 

services are underdeveloped. Another issue is slow adoption among CSO representatives of electronic 

signatures that would considerably improve internal document management. A common practice among 

CSOs is creating an improvised document management system using storage and synchronization services 

like Google Drive, Dropbox or OneDrive. Yet these platforms do not substitute the lack of e-signatures. On 

the positive side, we note that CSOs across the Black Sea region and Belarus very quickly adapted remote 

collaboration tools and video-conferencing solutions to substitute the work in the office and in-person 

meetings. The research team however noted that for many organizations it is burdensome to pay monthly 

subscription fees which in many cases are paid personally by the organizations’ staff. 

When it comes to digital security and privacy protection capacity, countries in the Black Sea region differ 

a lot depending on the relationship between CSOs and government. In more adversarial environments such 

as Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey, civic space actors have a growing spectrum of cyber threats such as 

phishing attacks, identity theft, malware and spyware. While individual activists and civic organizations 

from these countries tend to have better digital security and protection (through the use of encryption 

software and VPNs), there is a huge discrepancy in their capacity to protect themselves from government 

abuse. This also applies to countries with a friendly or neutral environment such as Armenia, Georgia, 

Moldova, Romania and Ukraine. Cyber threats do not necessarily need to come from the government; they 

can also come from third-party malicious actors. For instance, in Armenia right-wing activists were 

doxing16 CSO representatives to threaten and intimidate local civil society. Similar cases were also noted 

                                                        
16 Doxing – the act of public revealing of previously private personal information about an individual or 

organization  
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in Georgia during the 2021 anti-LGBT protests. In Ukraine, CSOs and civic activists are targeted by 

Russian trolls and cyber-stalkers that disrupt the work of the civic space actors.  

Digital resources to engage with citizens are very important for civil society organizations. There has been 

a significant change in how CSOs share information and communicate with the public. We can observe a 

shift from a traditional website-based communication to social media and messaging apps. CSOs leverage 

Facebook and Twitter as platforms for public debate, and use messaging apps such as Telegram, WhatsApp 

and Viber to replace emails as newsletters distributors. This trend however is not embraced by all civil 

society organizations as we can see a divide between traditional organizations that are reluctant to lose 

their locally-stored databases and new-gen organizations that focus on information sharing and 

engagement. Another relevant trend is the usage of citizen reporting solutions to crowdsource peoples’ 

insights on public issues or support organizations in government monitoring activities. In spite of being 

widely-used all across the Black Sea region, one common challenge is the sustainability of these 

instruments. Many of these reporting platforms have a limited base of active users, or struggle to keep up 

with maintenance costs. This comes as a result of having a short lifespan and reduced public utility. 

Probably, the most important digital innovation for CSOs is civic participation instruments that allow 

citizens to voice their ideas and participate in the decision-making process. Discussing with the experts, we 

noted that this technology is the most difficult to adapt in a meaningful and sustainable way. Some positive 

examples are the use of crowdfunding platforms to support social initiatives, especially in the context of 

COVID-19 pandemic, participatory budgeting to support citizen initiatives, or online petitions to mobilize 

public support. Instruments such as participatory legislation or voting are underutilized across the Black 

Sea region countries. 

Types of citizen participation instruments  

 

                                                         Source: developed by the authors  
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Recommendations on digital adoption  

Digital adoption within the civic space is closely tied with the two types of infrastructures that run alongside 

each other. The first type is the government-owned digital infrastructure that allows citizens and 

organizations to access information and interface with government services. The second type is the 

aggregate of digital devices and services provided by the private sector – starting from smartphones to 

social media and cloud-based tools and applications. 

Recommendations for the government-owned digital infrastructure 

❖ On the government side of the digital infrastructure, we recommend developing a one-stop-shop 

service for civil society organizations to streamline and optimize CSO registration, statutory 

changes, and financial reporting. A critical aspect in developing this type of system is to design 

them together with the CSO representatives to avoid the possibility of government abuse. 

❖ Another area is the development of open data platforms to facilitate data sharing and research. It 

is also worth exploring data collaborative models where participants from public, private and civic 

spaces exchange data to create a public value. This type of platform was very useful in the first 

stages of the COVID-19 pandemic when decision-makers had a scarcity of data and lacked the 

evidence to make informed decisions.   

❖ Alongside the digital services and open data, it is important to improve digital literacy among civic 

space actors and raise awareness about Government to Business (G2B) and Government to 

Citizens (G2C) services that can be used by CSOs. Especially relevant are identity authentication 

and electronic signatures, public tendering and procurement platforms and the use of electronic 

visa and Digital COVID Certificates. 

❖ To track the progress on digitization efforts in the Black Sea region, it is recommended to design 

and implement a cross-regional digital index. An excellent starting framework would be the 

Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) developed by the European Union to monitor Europe's 

overall digital performance and track the progress of the EU countries regarding their digital 

competitiveness. 

Recommendations to improve CSOs’ digital capabilities 

CSO digital capabilities fall within three key areas: (1) digital resources to optimize organizational process 

and workflow; (2) digital tools for security and privacy protection; (3) digital resources to engage with the 

citizens. 

❖ To improve organization and workflow process we recommend CSOs to use licensed operating 

systems. Furthermore, many companies offer discounted solutions for nonprofit organizations 

which can considerably ease the financial burden on small organizations. For document 

management and file sharing solutions, we recommend using free storage and synchronization 

services such as Google Drive, OneDrive or Dropbox. In this regard it is very important to develop 

internal security policies for password protection, file sharing and editing rights. For remote work, 

we suggest the adoption of online collaboration tools (Google Docs, MS Teams, Asana, Slack, 

Trello etc.) and video-conferencing apps (Zoom, Webex, GoToMeeting, Google Meet etc.) 
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➢ To facilitate the adoption of these digital tools it is recommended for the donor community 

to introduce special capacity building and training grants but also expand existing grants 

to cover software troubleshooting and maintaining costs. 

❖ Digital security and protection is another area of high importance, as CSO operations are 

increasingly conducted in the digital space. To reduce the vulnerability of the civic space, we 

recommend having at least one basic security audit every year, especially in countries where civic 

activists are persecuted by the government. Furthermore, there is a stringent need to double down 

on awareness raising activities for cyber hygiene and data protection and connect civil society 

representatives with cyber experts – for example Citizen Lab and Access Now. 

❖ Finally, civil society organizations need to enable and champion civic technologies (CivTech) to 

increase participation, improve access to information and facilitate open dialogue between 

communities. There are numerous instruments and tools ready for adoption and scale up such as 

crowdfunding mechanisms, online citizen petitions, software for participatory voting and 

collaborative legislation. It is also important to recognize that there is a need to facilitate more 

cooperation between civic space actors and private sector companies to jointly co-design and 

deploy new participation tools. 
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Conclusion and recommendations  

Key trends affecting civic space in the Black Sea Region and Belarus 

❖ It is harder for the CSOs to aid people impacted by the crisis. Socio-Economic Impact 

Assessments Reports published by UNDP highlight that COVID-19 has disproportionately affected 

vulnerable groups in the region. It was manifested in an increase of the number of affected people 

and in deepening of their deprivation status. In this context, CSOs specializing in social support 

were overwhelmed during the pandemic, while Government-imposed restrictions made it even 

more difficult to reach and help the people in need. The situation is especially dire in countries such 

as Azerbaijan and Belarus where civil society organizations often operate outside of the legal 

framework due to state persecution.  

❖ Restricted access to information and decreased capacity to watchdog the Government. One 

major side effect of expanding Government powers during the emergency situations is the reduction 

of transparency in the public sector and limitation of the access to information. Under these 

circumstances, NGOs, media and watchdog organizations have a restricted capacity to monitor 

Government activities, leading to abuse of power and increased risk of corruption. This issue was 

especially concerning for democratizing countries like Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, Romania and 

Ukraine, compared to more authoritarian states like Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey where access 

to information was minimal to begin with. 

❖ Exclusion of civil society from the decision-making process. During the pandemic, cooperation 

between the civic sector and the Government has weakened. Traditional methods of participation 

have been severely limited by the COVID-19 restrictions, while the uptake of digital methods of 

participation has been slow and often exclusive to the vulnerable groups. CSO representatives from 

Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, Romania and Ukraine expressed concerns that many channels of 

communication with the Government have been limited, reducing their advocacy capacity. In the 

case of Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey, the decision-making power is centralized in the hands of 

few public officials, leaving a limited space for public debate and citizens participation. 

❖ Restriction of fundamental civic freedoms. In times of the crisis, there is a difficult balancing act 

of providing security for the citizens on the one hand and curtailing civic freedoms on the other 

hand. All countries in the Black Sea Region have experienced restrictions on freedom of speech 

and freedom of assembly. These restrictions were reasoned by particular political and public health 

circumstances. For instance, constraints on freedom of speech in countries such as Armenia, 

Georgia, Moldova, Romania and Ukraine were primarily motivated by the spread of disinformation 

related to COVID-19. In the case of Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey, governments have taken 

advantage of lockdown measures and assembly bans to curtail signs of dissent as well as manipulate 

the timing of elections for political advantages. 

  



 

61 
 

Key Insights per pillar 

Pillar I: Regulatory and legal framework  

To operate, CSOs need a functioning democratic legal and judicial system: offering actors the legal right to 

associate and receive funding, coupled with increased space for freedom of expression, access to 

information and possibilities to participate in public life. The primary responsibility to ensure these basic 

conditions lies within the state. In the Black Sea Region and Belarus several changes to the legal framework 

were made in the period of 2018-2021, generating some improvements and on the other side deterioration 

(Azerbaijan and Belarus) of the overall environment in which CSOs operate.  

  

❖ In times of crisis, pluralist and social democratic visions that underline the efficient functioning of 

civil society often fade. In some cases, governments take advantage of the emergency to further 

strengthen pre-existing positions, moving even closer to the elimination of democratic control and 

advancing authoritarian forms and structures (case of Azerbaijan and Belarus).  

❖ In other cases, governments do not see civil society as an ally, nor do not use the capacities and 

expertise of civil society organizations to advance public policies and measures aimed at preventing 

the outbreak (Romania, Moldova, Armenia, Georgia and Ukraine).   

❖ Although being primarily a public health crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic is also an unprecedented 

challenge for respect for human rights and rule of law. The positive obligations under the European 

Convention on Human Rights require states to take measures to protect the life and health of the 

population. This imperative does not, however, give states a free hand to trample on rights, suppress 

freedoms, dismantle democracy or violate the rule of law. (CoE 2020)17 

Pillar II: Financial sustainability 

The analysis of the financial sustainability and fundraising mechanisms used by the civic space actors shows 

divergent trends. The organizations belonging to the states passing through the democratization process 

(Romania, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia) are slowly increasing their level of sustainability. Meanwhile, 

those belonging to the group of autocratic regimes (Belarus, Turkey and Azerbaijan) steadily lose it.  

❖ A thorough analysis of the impact of the escalation of the pandemic situation in the region showed 

that the states involve civic actors in resolution of social problems only to the extent to which the 

civic space actors can insist to be reliable solvers. However, the emergence of a critical situation 

makes governments disregard the civic space actors as potential partners in solving social issues.  

❖ Analyzing the impact of the outburst of the COVID-19 pandemic on the economic sustainability 

of the civic space actors shows that local CSOs and media are extremely dependent on international 

donors, and their capacity to react to the situation depends on the capacity of the donors to remodel 

their granting schemes.  

❖ The inspection of the sustainability measures used by civic space organizations shows that the 

actors continue to be highly dependent on donor support. The organizations are very slow in 

developing self-financing schemes.  

                                                        
17 Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights, The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on human rights and the 

rule of law, Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe 
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Pillar III: Cooperation with the government and advocacy  

The report shows that civic space actors have reduced the level of cooperation with state authorities and 

experienced difficulties in partnership with state institutions. More than half of the respondents declared 

encountering problems while working with the state institutions. Organizations have experienced that the 

priority of local authorities has shifted towards reducing the negative consequences of pandemic. Moreover, 

the emergency situations adopted in the majority of states denoted that the state derogated from its rights 

and reduced transparency, access to information and cooperation with other actors. 

❖ This report highlights that using the potential of civil society was an option that only some countries 

have been able to seize - as a result of which they have effectively reduced the consequences of the 

COVID-19 disruption while increasing a sense of solidarity and social cohesion. Others, however, 

failed to recognize the importance of civil society and interpreted the situation as a “single-actor 

play on stage”. 

❖ In the Black Sea region and Belarus, there is a lack of multilevel cross-sectorial cooperation 

between state, civic space actors, and partners with the necessary financial and administrative 

resources. Civic space actors were partially empowered to participate in a process designed to 

address the pandemic and its consequences in accordance with principles of participatory 

democracy.  

❖ Vivid examples in Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey point out that government and civic space 

actors’ relations are clearly defined by the characteristics of authoritarian systems, where the 

government is an active and intrusive shaper of civic space, producing policies which exclusively 

support those organizations that comply with the system and support the political leadership. All in 

all, the more authoritarian a political regime is, the more it tends to perceive civic space actors as 

posing a threat to the ruling political elites. 

Pillar IV: Organizational capacity  

COVID-19 has influenced the organizational capacity of civil society in the Black Sea region at the 

programmatic and operational levels.  

❖ At the programmatic level, CSOs and civic groups have added emergency response to their 

priorities, adopted more coordination responsibilities and expanded their group of beneficiaries 

beyond their original target group.  

❖ Programmatic priorities also vary depending on the relationship with the government and 

availability of external funding.  

➢ In countries with adversarial relationships between CSOs and government such as 

Azerbaijan, Belarus and Turkey, programmatic priorities focus on issues of human rights, 

government corruption and access to information.  

➢ In more CSO-friendly environments such as Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, Romania and 

Ukraine, programmatic priorities focus on assistance of structural reforms, conducting 

government oversight and promoting social justice.  

➢ The change in the granting schemes has required CSOs to rethink their programming cycles 

and project design. We can observe more emphasis on short-term and immediate impact 

projects and shifting the activities into the online space to comply with the imposed 

COVID-19 sanitary regulations.  
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❖ At the operational level, COVID-19 has accelerated the transition to the remote work arrangement 

and adoption of cloud-based collaboration tools. On the other hand, this transition brought 

numerous challenges associated with management of office space for mid- and large sized CSOs. 

Remote work also disrupted talent recruitment, management and training procedures, especially 

for entry and medium-level staff, as a result decreasing organizational capacity and efficiency.  

Pillar V: Digital adoption 

What we observe is not just a shift to digital operations but also a deeper transformation of the civic space 

itself. There are major changes in how civic space actors share information and experiences, how the actors 

voice their grievances or how they engage with public authorities and participate in the decision-making 

process. All these changes are experienced by the countries in the Black Sea region, but there are major 

differences in how digital transformation impacts the civic space and how it shapes the relationship between 

the government and citizens.  

❖ In terms of digital infrastructure, the countries in the Black Sea Region are relatively well-

developed. Associations usually have good access to internet services as well as knowledge on how 

to use the digital technologies. There is some variance on different aspects of digital transformation. 

For instance, Azerbaijan, Moldova, Turkey and Ukraine have a less developed telecommunication 

infrastructure suggesting a larger digital gap between demographics and regions. Belarus and 

Georgia have a lower adoption of online services, indicating that fewer public services are digitized. 

Romania, Turkey and Ukraine excel in the e-participation suggesting they have better instruments 

to engage people in public decision-making, administration and service delivery.  

❖ When it comes to the impact of digital technologies on the civic space, the level of digital 

transformation is not always an indicator of a healthy civic life and citizen participation.  

➢ In more autocratic regimes, digital technologies are often used to suppress civic voices, 

expand government surveillance and undermine citizens' privacy. Between 2020 and 2021 

we observed full or partial cutout of the internet to silence protest voices as well as 

deployment of dangerous malware and spyware to disrupt and pressure civil society 

activity, for instance the Pegasus Spyware.  

➢ Even in relatively democratic states, during the COVID-19 pandemic we observe a decline 

in privacy and attacks on digital freedoms such as censorship and limiting access to 

information as well as some instances of government overreach in terms of citizen privacy 

by using contact tracing solutions. 

❖ On the positive side of digital adoption, we witness a surge in civic technologies (CivTech) to 

empower citizen participation in the decision-making process. New technologies such as citizen 

reporting are bringing citizen voice directly to the government and increasing accountability and 

transparency, while crowdfunding platforms are boosting the financial sustainability and impact of 

civil society organizations. There is however even more space for improvement especially for 

complex citizen participation instruments such as tools for citizen petitions, collaborative 

legislation and participatory budgeting that allows citizens not only to shape the legal and 

regulatory environment but also to directly influence public budgets. 

Recommendations on regulatory environment  
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❖ Adopt Laws that prescribe activities of the civic space actors in a manner according to the human-

rights based approach and international covenants prescribing civic space, freedom of association, 

movement and expression. Amend legislation existing in place that invites the exercise of excessive 

governmental discretion into the activities of civic space actors. 

❖ States should adopt Strategies on Development of the Civil Society Organizations and Action 

Plans. Public policy documents should be drafted in consultations with civic space actors and 

international organizations. 

❖ Legal framework should be reinforced through policies aimed at ensuring rule of law and 

democratization across all institutions and civic space actors, guaranteeing strengthening 

inclusiveness, transparency, and accountability at all levels. 

❖ Create single window systems that allows civic space actors to register, report activities and access 

public funding in a user friendly and accessible manner. 

❖ Introduce a position of Civil Society Ombudsman near the President Office or Government to 

oversee the development of civil society along the strategic line of the state. 

Recommendations on financial sustainability 

➢ The LPAs from the ENP countries can borrow the Ukrainian practice of the City Budget 

platform. The LPAs can consider allocating a quote of 5 or 10% from their local budget to 

be spent/implemented by CSOs or other civic initiatives. To make the mechanism function, 

the process of allocation should be made transparent. To insure it, the authorities can 

organize either a public voting process, mediatize the project selection process, strengthen 

the visibility of the implemented projects and others.  

❖ Business led enforcement of the civic space:  

➢ Develop and promote crowdfunding platforms. Find a way to make them attractive, 

credible and user friendly for the rank in file citizens.  

❖ Governments led enforcement of the civic space:  

➢ To transit from autocratic to democratic regimes - To remove burdening and biased 

regulations for funding from abroad that includes the registration of grant and service 

provision contracts, and other types of limitations. The current situation shows that the 

declared protection of the country against terrorists and foreign agents is used by the ruling 

elites as a measure of self-protection against their fellow citizens. This practice should be 

suspended. CSOs are free to have fair access to all kinds of funding, including international 

ones without being limited and harassed.  

❖ Donors led enforcement of the civic space:  

➢ Develop more program-based funding systems instead of project-based granting programs. 

If NGOs will manage to secure a minimum of their budget for a longer period to come (5-

10 years ahead) they will be able to support a permanent qualitative staff, increase the level 

of specialization, develop initiatives that ensure the organization sustainability, strengthen 

the public image and the bargaining power in relation with public authorities. 

➢ Invest in the development of the platforms that collect primary data about the CSO sector. 

Identify local partners and set up a funding plan to ensure a cyclical data collection that 

will show the evolution of the civic space actors, existing problematic in the sector, 

measurable impact of the implemented projects. 
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➢ Revise the policy of interaction maintained between donors and the local civil society 

actors. The interaction should be based on the principle of partnership among equal fellows. 

So far, the majority of the funding organizations treat non-profits as inferior servants. 

Change of attitude demand set up the principle of proportionality, fairness and respect. 

Implementation of these standards request employment of a higher number of personnel 

that maintain the communication with the CSOs, set up of a proportional remuneration 

system, develop trust-based relationships between the donors and the beneficiary 

organizations. 

➢ To support civil society actors in the autocratic republics:  

■ All autocracies tend to decrease the impact of free media content producers by 

bringing down their competitiveness. This is usually done through two channels: 

disrupt the free media financing mechanisms and restrict the broadcasting capacity 

(legal restrictions or administrative hassling). If the autocracies feel threatened, 

they might also decide to hit hard on free media by making the outlets migrate. 

The role of donors in this case is to become maximally flexible in supporting the 

vulnerable free media that operate from abroad. Very often these media operate 

without any formal registration as they operate as private initiative. This means 

that they cannot benefit from funding through open calls that request formal 

registration. To help these initiatives funds should institute a system of flexibility. 

They should work out a mechanism to evaluate each individual case separately. It 

means they should run away from the standardized - pre-established selection 

forms, long lasting decision taking procedure with transfer of responsibility, time 

and resource consuming accounting measures and other aspects of grant giving 

practices that complicate the grant allocation process. 

■ The second group usually persecuted by the autocratic regimes are the opposing to 

power civic space actors. This group is made out of CSO leaders, political activists, 

religious leaders with strong and certain humanitarian values and different types 

of civic activists. Very often these civic space leaders are compelled to emigrate 

and create a civic space in emigration. The donors can institute specific grant 

distribution models to help these initiatives act from abroad. As in the case of 

support for the emigrant media the granting scheme should be more case based. 

 

Recommendations on organizational capacity  

To improve organizational capacity for the CSOs in the Black Sea region and Belarus there are three key 

aspects to be considered: 

4. Type of civil society organization. The organizational capacity of CSOs varies a lot depending on 

their mission, size, area of activity, target group and overall organizational culture. Unfortunately, 

in the Black Sea region countries there is no comprehensive database of civil society organizations 

that would allow meaningful and targeted interventions to aid organizations and civic groups in 

their development. 

5. Relationship with the government. This aspect is very important to understand legal and political 

restrictions that are applied for the civic space in different countries across the Black Sea region. 
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In authoritarian countries such as Azerbaijan and Belarus, CSOs often operate outside of the legal 

status. Therefore, development of their organizational capacity requires a completely different 

approach compared to more democratized societies from the region.   

6. Availability of external support. Organizational capacity is strongly tied to financial sustainability, 

which in the case of Black Sea region is heavily dependent on foreign grants. In order to boost the 

organization capacity, foreign support needs to be more predictable, accessible and flexible. 

Recommendations to improve organizational capacity at the programming level 

❖ In many CSOs across the Black Sea region, programming priorities are often project-driven instead 

of mission-driven. As a result, organizations are often pivoting from one type of project to another 

without having a clear end-goal result they would like to achieve. The research team recommends 

adopting a portfolio-based approach to programming – where projects and interventions build on 

each other to achieve a final goal. A very useful tool in this regard would be system thinking and 

system design training for managers and CSO leaders. 

❖ From the perspective of the donor community, it is important for grant schemes to facilitate the 

adoption of a portfolio-based programming. For that, grants would need to focus on long-term 

impact rather than short-term gains, integrate core funding for organization (especially for newly 

established CSOs), and adopt a more robust impact assessment methodology. A crucial piece in 

this regard is the development of a comprehensive database of local civil society organizations 

that would allow for better monitoring and evaluation. It is highly recommended that the owner of 

this database to be a third party and not a state institution in order to avoid the possibility for 

increased government pressure in countries that have an adversarial relationship with the civil 

society. 

❖ For governments, it is recommended to co-opt CSOs in designing and implementing structural 

reforms. By having a clear roadmap of reforms, civil society organizations can plan accordingly 

and better supplement areas that the government institutions find challenging to cover. One 

example would be designing open data platforms that integrate data from different sectors – 

public, private and civil society to provide not only better evidence for development but also 

increase transparency and accountability. 

Recommendations to improve organizational capacity at the operational level 

Taking into account the scope and the design of this report, the research team has a limited understanding 

of the operational capacity of CSOs in the Black Sea region. More in-depth research in the area of 

organizational development is required to analyze the needs and pain points of civil society organizations 

and design better programs to support and improve the resilience of CSOs in the region. Nonetheless, there 

are some cross-cutting themes where meaningful intervention can be designed and implemented. 

 

❖ First of all, CSOs across the Black Sea region face difficulties in recruiting entry-level staff as well 

as managing volunteers and interns in a productive and efficient manner. Even though there are 

numerous internship and volunteer placement platforms, they are not well-adapted for the national 

context and lack features to improve the internship experience as well as satisfy the needs of civil 

society organizations. An internship placement platform can be developed and tested in pilot 

projects and if successful scaled up at national or regional level. 
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❖ Second, civil society organizations need support in the adoption of digital tools. While the speed 

of adoption of digital technologies is fairly quick and seamless, there are some areas where CSOs 

lack behind, specifically tools for project and task management as well as collaboration and co-

design tools. Furthermore, many of these tools are subscription-based and often need to be 

maintained from extra-budgetary sources proving to be a financial burden in a long-term 

perspective. It is recommended for the grant schemes to be more flexible and open up the 

possibility to procure SAAS (software as a service) for civil society organizations. 

❖ Third, training standards and certifications. Training efforts in the civil society sector is very 

eclectic. On the one hand, it allows for innovative thinking and creativity within small teams. On 

the other hand, it increases heterogeneity across the civic space which makes it hard to work with 

because of major institutional discrepancies. The research team recommends designing a set of 

training standards and certifications for CSO staff aimed to improve organizational capacity. 

Recommendations on cooperation with the government and advocacy: 

❖ In interaction between civic space actors and state institutions, the state should consider introducing 

provisions that ensure mandatory consultations with civic space actors, transparency and long-term 

dialogue between stakeholders. Improve cooperation, there is a need for a permanent channel of 

communication 

❖ Create an Advisory Task Force at the national level to support and ensure development of civic 

space and foster cooperation between state institutions and civic space actors. The Task Force 

would ensure a broad cross-sectoral collaboration between actors. 

❖ Consult and meaningfully engage civic space actors in the development of social, economic, health 

interventions in response to COVID-19 and recovery policies. Build actions aimed at incentivizing 

initiative and innovation in designing and adopting recovery measures. 

❖ Government should ensure policymaking and crisis response measures are more transparent and 

collaborative by organizing consultations and including civic space actors in decision-making, 

enabling genuine cooperation. 

Recommendations on digital adoption  

Digital adoption within the civic space is closely tied with the two types of infrastructures that run alongside 

each other. The first type is the government-owned digital infrastructure that allows citizens and 

organizations to access information and interface with government services. The second type is the 

aggregate of digital devices and services provided by the private sector – starting from smartphones to 

social media and cloud-based tools and applications. 

Recommendations for the government-owned digital infrastructure 

❖ On the government side of the digital infrastructure, we recommend developing a one-stop-shop 

service for civil society organizations to streamline and optimize CSO registration, statutory 

changes, and financial reporting. A critical aspect in developing this type of system is to design 

them together with the CSO representatives to avoid the possibility of government abuse. 

❖ Another area is the development of open data platforms to facilitate data sharing and research. It 

is also worth exploring data collaborative models where participants from public, private and civic 

spaces exchange data to create a public value. This type of platform was very useful in the first 
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stages of the COVID-19 pandemic when decision-makers had a scarcity of data and lacked the 

evidence to make informed decisions.   

❖ Alongside the digital services and open data, it is important to improve digital literacy among civic 

space actors and raise awareness about Government to Business (G2B) and Government to 

Citizens (G2C) services that can be used by CSOs. Especially relevant are identity authentication 

and electronic signatures, public tendering and procurement platforms and the use of electronic 

visa and Digital COVID Certificates. 

❖ To track the progress on digitization efforts in the Black Sea region, it is recommended to design 

and implement a cross-regional digital index. An excellent starting framework would be the 

Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) developed by the European Union to monitor Europe's 

overall digital performance and track the progress of the EU countries regarding their digital 

competitiveness. 

Recommendations to improve CSOs’ digital capabilities 

CSO digital capabilities fall within three key areas: (1) digital resources to optimize organizational process 

and workflow; (2) digital tools for security and privacy protection; (3) digital resources to engage with the 

citizens. 

❖ To improve organization and workflow process we recommend CSOs to use licensed operating 

systems. Furthermore, many companies offer discounted solutions for nonprofit organizations 

which can considerably ease the financial burden on small organizations. For document 

management and file sharing solutions, we recommend using free storage and synchronization 

services such as Google Drive, OneDrive or Dropbox. In this regard it is very important to develop 

internal security policies for password protection, file sharing and editing rights. For remote work, 

we suggest the adoption of online collaboration tools (Google Docs, MS Teams, Asana, Slack, 

Trello etc.) and video-conferencing apps (Zoom, Webex, GoToMeeting, Google Meet etc.) 

➢ To facilitate the adoption of these digital tools it is recommended for the donor community 

to introduce special capacity building and training grants but also expand existing grants 

to cover software troubleshooting and maintaining costs. 

❖ Digital security and protection is another area of high importance, as CSO operations are 

increasingly conducted in the digital space. To reduce the vulnerability of the civic space, we 

recommend having at least one basic security audit every year, especially in countries where civic 

activists are persecuted by the government. Furthermore, there is a stringent need to double down 

on awareness raising activities for cyber hygiene and data protection and connect civil society 

representatives with cyber experts – for example Citizen Lab and Access Now. 

❖ Finally, civil society organizations need to enable and champion civic technologies (CivTech) to 

increase participation, improve access to information and facilitate open dialogue between 

communities. There are numerous instruments and tools ready for adoption and scale up such as 

crowdfunding mechanisms, online citizen petitions, software for participatory voting and 

collaborative legislation. It is also important to recognize that there is a need to facilitate more 

cooperation between civic space actors and private sector companies to jointly co-design and 

deploy new participation tools.  
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Research Methodology  

Types of data collected 

● First type of data - will collect qualitative data, using primary sources. For this purpose, we plan 

to use two types of data collection: focus groups and semi-structured interviews with CSO 

representatives from Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Turkey, 

Ukraine and Belarus. Each method will be described below in the appropriate section. 

● Second type of data - will collect qualitative data, using secondary sources (desk research). Will 

analyze the existing regional and country reports that used qualitative data collection methodology. 

For different indicators different sets of reports and data will be used. The use of this type of data 

aims to complement and validate the information received from primary data.  

● Third type of data - will collect quantitative data, using secondary sources. For this purpose, we 

will use existing coded data sets that could be used as proxies to bring evidence and support for 

inferences we will come with. The quantitative data will complement the information received from 

primary data.  

● Fourth type of data - will identify and assess the legal framework at the national level including 

laws enacted by the Parliament, Government Decrees, Strategies and public policies that prescribe 

the activity of non-governmental organizations and areas intrinsic to transparency, access to public 

interest information, public consultations. Moreover, the legal and policy framework analysis will 

allow us to identify whether during pandemic the government limited the rights of citizens to access 

public information.  

 

Research requisites: 

● Provision of measurable data - while collecting data we will develop indicators that could be 

quantifiable and measurable  

● Provision of comparative data (cross country, cross time) - the collected data will be reduced to 

the same denominators to be comparable cross country and cross region. Moreover, the data present 

the comparable situation between states and to present the regional atmosphere. The data will show 

the evolution/involution of the situation from the pre Covid-19 situation (2019) until post Covid-

19 (July 2021). 

● Provision of generalizable data - the collected information will be generalizable, meaning that it 

will not reflect only the situation of those CSO that have been investigated but represents a general 

country and regional reality. 

● Provision of sectorial and general situation - the collected data will show what is the current 

situation in each of the Civic Space pillars and will show us in the same time what is the variation 

of the situation of the civic space across time (aggregated and disaggregated image) 

● Provision of data with strong explanation power - to satisfy this condition we will use strong 

indicators (proxies) with strong explanation power that will be complemented with indicators that 

provide limited information but bring additional info to the case. 

● Provision of targeted and measurable recommendations - All research paper components aim to 

produce valid conclusions and generate meaningful, targeted and specific recommendations that 

could be further used for developing an advocacy & communication campaign. 
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Civic Space Pillars 

1.      Regulatory Environment. What data do we expect to find by exploring the change in the local 

Regulatory Environment?  

The first pillar will explore how the legal and regulatory environment had changed during the COVID and 

post-COVID times in the Black Sea Region (BSR) and Belarus.  

● Long-term dimension: evaluate how legislation concerning the CSO sector has changed in BSR 

and Belarus and how it affected the work of local NGOs (i.e., foreign agent laws, freedom of 

expression laws, 2% donation laws, CSO development strategy and others.) 

● Short-term dimension: evaluate how recent COVID-related restrictions have affected the work of 

the NGO (travel restrictions, public events restrictions, sanitary norms etc.) 

2.      Financial sustainability. What data do we expect to find by exploring the change of the CSO level 

of Financial sustainability across the region? 

This pillar will explore how NGOs financially operate in the post-COVID period and what new challenges 

they encounter when accessing and managing funds. The research team will analyze how the revenue model 

has changed (i.e. grants-based, crowdsourcing, service provision etc.), what are the main local channels to 

access funding and what capacities NGOs need to improve financial sustainability. 

3.      Cooperation with the Government and advocacy. What data do we expect to find by exploring 

the change in the level of CSO Cooperation with Governments across regions?  

This pillar will focus on CSO cooperation with central and local authorities and the advocacy capacity of 

the CSO. The research will evaluate how the NGO sector cooperates or challenges the Government, how 

open are the Government institutions to collaborate with CSO, how strong is the watchdog and monitoring 

capacities of the NGO, and what consultation mechanisms/instruments exist to support NGO participation 

in the decision-making process. And finally, how the pandemic situation altered the relationship between 

CSOs and Governmental institutions?  

4.      Organizational capacity. What data do we expect to find by exploring the change in the level of 

CSO Organizational capacity across the region? 

The fifth pillar will focus on NGO internal organizational capacity. The research will evaluate what 

challenges CSO encounter with human and talent management, how NGO manage their strategic and 

operational planning and how the organizations set their annual priorities.  

5.      Digital adoption. What data do we expect to find by exploring the change in the level of CSO 

Digital adoption capacity across the region? 

The sixth pillar will explore how NGOs have adapted digital technologies during and after the COVID-19 

pandemic and what major challenges they encountered. The team will focus on analyzing adoption rates 

for communication and outreach technologies, team collaboration and remote work, and access to web and 

videoconferencing technology. Investigating this aspect, we will identify what are the CSOs ' learning and 

adaptability spreads, how fast can CSOs respond to communication challenges, how powerful are the CSOs 

communication networks and other.  
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Research methods 

To gain country-specific insights, the research team conducted eight expert focus groups and a series of 

interviews with the CSO representatives from the Black Sea region and Belarus. A focus group session 

included was led by a moderator using an open-ended questionnaire.  

 

Selection of participants for the expert focus group 

- 6-10 participants per focus group 

- participants to the focus group occupy a expert or managerial position   

- participants were selected from a pool of cross-references data including the network of FOND, 

Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum, KAS Fellowship representatives in the Eastern 

Partnership region, Regional and National networks of Civil society organizations (Anti-

corruption Alliance, Security Platform, etc.) 

- Focus groups were organized via the Zoom platform with video and audio recording. Interviews 

were conducted in three languages - English, Romanian and Russian. 

 

Questionnaire Design 

Pillar 1: Regulatory Environment 

Questions  Objectives 

1. Do you consider that the Government is 

exerting pressure on civil society 

organizations in your country? 

2. What are the most important 

regulations/laws taken by the Government in 

2019, 2020, 2021 that affected the CSO 

environment?  

3. What are the most striking challenges NGOs 

encountered as a result of COVID 

restrictions? 

4. How did NGOs manage to adapt to these 

challenges?  

5. What are the best practices for improving the 

legal framework 

● To understand overall how the 

Government treats civil society 

sector in BSR + Belarus  

● To evaluate how legislation 

concerning the CSO sector has 

changed in BSR + Belarus and how 

it affected the work of local NGOs 

(pre-pandemic and post-pandemic)  

● To evaluate how recent COVID-

related restrictions have affected the 

work of the NGO 

● To evaluate if and how these 

restrictions were used to suppress 

civil society  
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Pillar 2: Financial sustainability 

Questions  Objectives 

1.       What are the main financial sources 

currently available for the NGOs? 

2.       Is the Government (local donor) offering 

any financial support to CSOs? 

3.      What type of specific support is offered 

by the donor community?   

4.      Describe what type of independent 

fundraising activities are undertaken by NGO 

and how successful are these activities? 

● To understand how if NGO have 

access to multiple sources of funding 

● To understand if there is a local 

framework to support civil society 

sector (domestic sources of funding) 

● To understand if NGOs have access 

to external support (foreign funding 

and grants)  

● To estimate CSO fundraising 

capacity (either grassroots or service 

provision)   

 

 Pillar 3: Cooperation with the Government and advocacy capacity  

Questions  Objectives 

1. How would you describe the relationship 

between civil society and the government in 

your country before and during COVID-19? 

What governmental structures sectors are the 

most and least cooperative?  

2. How do CSOs participate in the decision-

making process? What type of participation 

mechanism exists? 

3. How would you evaluate the watchdog 

capacities of the civil society organization in 

your country? 

4. What are advocacy strategies used by the 

CSOs? 

5. How has the CSO communication strategy 

change before and after the pandemic? 

● To understand the general 

relationship (friendly or adversarial) 

between CSO and Government? 

● To understand what instruments and 

strategies exist at the local level and 

how effective they are?  

● To understand and evaluate how 

integrated the CSO are in the 

decision-making process?  

● To evaluate the monitoring and 

watchdog capacities  
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  Pillar 4: Organizational Capacity  

Questions  Objectives 

1. How did the pandemic change your 

programming priorities? Do you think these 

priorities will also change in the post COVID 

period? 

2. Do you have staffing difficulties and in what 

areas? How did it change from pre-pandemic 

period to post pandemic period? 

○ Leadership/management positions 

○ Do you lack administrative staff?  

○ Do you lack technical staff?  

○ Do you lack support staff?  

● To understand what challenges the 

CSO faced during and post 

pandemic  

● To evaluate how the CSO 

programming and strategic priorities 

have changed 

● To understand how the CSO 

managed to adapt to the new 

working environment  

● To understand what staffing 

difficulties NGOs have had during 

the pandemic  

Pillar 5: Digital adoption 

Questions  Objectives  

1. How developed is the e-government 

infrastructure? How do NGOs use it? 

(Electronic signature, e-declarations, 

reporting and other e-services)? How did it 

change during the COVID-19?  

2. What team-work and remote work tool does 

your organization use?  

○ What project management 

instruments/app does your 

organization use?  

○ What communication or video 

conferencing apps does your 

organization use?  

○ What financial/administrative 

instruments do you use?  

○ Did you encounter any challenges 

with privacy and confidentiality of 

your data?  

● To understand how developed the 

internet infrastructure in the country 

is and whenever there are access 

gaps 

● To understand how developed is e-

gov infrastructure in the country and 

use rate  

● To evaluate the level of 

digitalization and adoption of digital 

technologies for local CSOs  
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