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Chapter 1

introduction:  transnational networks and

ngos in postcommunist societies

Sarah E. Mendelson and John K. Glenn

Since the end of the cold war, postcommunist states in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope and Eurasia have been host to a virtual army of international nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) from the United States, Britain, Germany, and
elsewhere in Europe. These NGOs are working on various aspects of institu-
tional development, such as helping to establish competitive political parties
and elections, independent media, and civic advocacy groups, as well as trying
to reduce ethnic conflict. A decade after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, policy makers and scholars had barely begun to assess
the effect of international efforts to help build democratic institutions.1 Al-
though opinions are strong, little is truly known about the influence of this assis-
tance, carried out on a transnational level with local political and social activists.
This book, which grew out of a project based at Columbia University, was de-
signed to address this gap by focusing on the strategies that the international
NGOs used to help build institutions and support activists in these countries.2

Initial hopes and enthusiasm for a rapid and smooth transition toward de-
mocracy have long since given way to the reality that the process is incremental
and uneven and that it will likely continue to be so for decades. The premise of
this book is that a better understanding of the process, one that differentiates the
strategies of international NGOs rather than treating them as if they are the
same, could lead to more effective support for the development of democratic



institutions. At the most basic level it could help in building healthier ties be-
tween international activists and those activists inside postcommunist societies
who experience every day the chaotic, sometimes violent, usually nonlinear
world of political and social transformations.

The political trajectory of these states and societies, especially Russia’s, is
central to peace and stability in Europe. A Russian descent into authoritarian-
ism would, for example, affect not only its immediate neighbors but also West-
ern Europe and the United States. However, the mechanisms behind these
transitions are still poorly understood. Policy makers, scholars, donors, and es-
pecially activists working in the field need to understand to what extent these
transitions are domestically determined and whether and to what extent inter-
national organizations and other outside groups, such as transnational networks,
have affected them. What institutional designs common to Europe and North
America have been transplanted to these regions in ways that are likely to be
sustainable? What designs have been successfully adopted by existing indige-
nous organizations? Have international efforts helped, hurt, or been irrelevant
to the transitions? Have these efforts been poor investments? What have been
their unintended consequences?

To answer these questions the contributors to this book take a detailed look
at efforts to support civil society in a number of the postcommunist Eastern Eu-
ropean and Eurasian countries. The case studies presented here are part of a
larger study that examined developments in several sectors of activity, including
political parties, elections, media, and efforts at reducing ethnic conflict. Inves-
tigators interviewed activists from international NGOs and local activists, in-
cluding those who had not directly received outside assistance, to assess the in-
fluence of international NGO strategies. They compared developments in a
specific sector in the late 1990s with what the sector had looked like when the
country’s communist regime fell from power. Case selection included regions
that are strategically important, such as Russia, parts of Central Europe widely
viewed as successfully democratizing, and parts of Central Asia that are less so.
The cases also address the types of institutions—such as civic advocacy
groups—that are thought to be integral to democratic states and societies and
that have therefore received considerable attention from international donors
and NGOs. The project provides a portrait of the mechanisms by which ideas
and practices commonly associated with democratic states have diffused to and
evolved in formerly communist states and societies, revealing also some of the
conditions that inhibit diffusion and development.

The cases show mixed outcomes. With relatively small amounts of money
international donors and NGOs have played a large and important role in many
formerly communist states, helping local activists to design and build institu-
tions associated with democracy. However, they have done little as yet to affect
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how these institutions actually function. Political parties, regular elections, in-
dependent media, and local NGOs are all now part of the political landscape in
many states across Eastern and Central Europe and Eurasia; their links with for-
eign groups are considerable and often robust. In nearly every one of our cases,
however, these new institutions function poorly and have but weak links to their
own societies. Such organizations have proliferated but often serve the interests
of foreign donors more than those of the local population. In certain cases, such
as environmental groups in Russia and Kazakhstan, their vigor and effectiveness
have actually declined, even as environmental degradation and international
engagement have increased.

Historical legacies of the decades of communist rule account in part for the
poor functioning of fragile new institutions, but in this book we show that these
results are also in part a consequence of the international NGOs’ strategies.
Western groups tended to rely on practitioners with little knowledge of the re-
gion, such as political activists from U.S. communities or British civic organiz-
ers, to implement strategies for building democratic institutions that were de-
veloped in Western capitals. These technicians often were poorly prepared to
anticipate how local activists, given local historical legacies, were likely to re-
ceive recommendations.

Beyond an assessment of which international NGO strategies worked and
how, the book addresses other reasons for variations in outcomes, pointing to
the conditions that affect the diffusion of ideas and practices. The ways in which
international NGOs engage or ignore local political entrepreneurs and local
political and organizational cultures emerge as particularly important. Context
and the degree to which new ideas and practices complement or compete with
well-established customs and beliefs play a critical role.

Below we discuss the state of the debate about democracy assistance, survey-
ing policy and scholarly concerns about transnationalism and international re-
lations. We describe the project from which the case studies were written and
highlight the methods of evaluation that our investigators used in researching
and writing the case studies. We present synopses of the chapters, drawing out
the lessons learned from each case study. We close by identifying the limits of
this project and summarizing the main findings of the study.

THE STATE OF THE DEBATE

Neither champions nor critics of democracy assistance have systematically
grounded their discussion in detailed analysis of contemporary efforts at promot-
ing democracy. Because the trajectory of the formerly communist states of East-
Central Europe and Eurasia is a high-stakes issue in international relations and
international security, assessments of the scope and pace of democratization and
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the influence of democracy promotion on their transition deserve detailed re-
search. Instead, particularly in the United States, political and organizational in-
terests drove assessments for much of the 1990s.

Officials from the Clinton administration, the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID), and American NGOs working in the regions tended to
overestimate the role that democracy assistance played in fostering positive
change and thus helped create expectations that contrasted negatively with
what was actually happening in the recipient countries. The administration and
the NGOs tended to talk only about success stories, because they feared losing
funding from a hostile Congress if they openly discussed the difficulties of de-
mocratization and the limited role that assistance often plays in the process.3

Democracy assistance, while growing in the 1990s, has been vulnerable to de-
clines in overall foreign aid budgets. It remains a small proportion of the total
amount of U.S. foreign assistance, averaging 16.5 percent of aid to Eastern Eu-
rope and 3.5 percent of total aid to the former Soviet Union from 1990 to 1999
(see table 1.1).4

Partly in response to this approach, there has been a backlash in policy jour-
nals, with critics arguing that assistance is a waste of money and could even be
dangerous. In an influential article Fareed Zakaria implies that assistance
helped to promote what he labels “illiberal democracy,” where, although elec-
tions occur, rulers ignore constitutionally guaranteed freedoms.5 Critics typi-
cally understand themselves not as ideological or partisan but as responding to
specific events. For example, Russia watchers’ criticisms of assistance became
increasingly frequent following, among other manifestations of arbitrariness,
Boris Yeltsin’s firing of several prime ministers, a second war in Chechnya, and
money-laundering scandals that appeared to involve both international assis-
tance and the Kremlin.6 Commentary on assistance became fodder for election
campaigns: In the United States “who lost Russia” was one of the few foreign
policy topics discussed in the 2000 presidential race.

Understanding the power and limits of external support for democratic de-
velopment is important because of the changing, some say eroding, nature of
state sovereignty. Foreign policy increasingly involves nonstate actors. While
the promotion of democracy has been a central plank of U.S. foreign policy
since the end of the cold war, it has frequently been nongovernmental organi-
zations (occasionally funded by USAID) that have implemented this policy in
the formerly communist countries. Similarly, while states have pursued such
foreign policy initiatives as enlargement of the North American Treaty Organi-
zation (NATO) and the expansion of the European Union, successful integra-
tion into the Euro-Atlantic community may depend at least as much on the de-
gree to which organizations outside the governments embrace norms, rules,
and practices common in Western democracies. One way to understand the 
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table 1.1 Western Governmental Assistance to Central 
and Eastern Europe and Eurasia 1990–1999 (millions of U.S. $)

1990–99 Democracy % of total to 
Assistance Democracy 

Assistance

To Central and Eastern Europe:

U.S. 3,640 599 16.5
EU1 (other than PHARE) 4,568
EU (PHARE) 4,550 891.2 19.5

To Russia:

U.S.3 4,471 133 2.8
EU 1,417 272 19

To Eurasia (not including Russia):4

U.S. 5,807 222 3.8
EU 3,597 393 11

To Eurasia (total):5

U.S. 10,278 355 3.5
EU 4,995 665 13

Sources: U.S. Department of State 1998 Annual Report; Support for East European Democracy
(SEED) Act Implementation Report, 1998; TACIS; Kevin F.F. Quigley, For Democracy’s Sake:
Foundations and Democracy Assistance in Central Europe (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson
Center Press, 1997); Janine Wedel, Collision and Collusion: The Strange Case of Western Aid to
Eastern Europe, 1989–1998 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998); Thomas Carothers, Aiding De-
mocracy Abroad: The Learning Curve (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, 1999).

1. EU figures do not include 1998 assistance.
2. This is the minimum calculation, as provided by the PHARE program, based on the “Civil So-
ciety Democratization” subtitle figures: $231 million for “Administrative Reform” and $651 mil-
lion for “Education, Training and Research.” With these totals the “Democracy” spending would
equal $891 million, that is, 19.5% of the total.
3. Totals of U.S. assistance to Russia and Eurasia include Freedom Support Act (FSA) funds and
non-FSA funds, such as cooperative threat reduction. All “democratic assistance” programs are
funded by FSA. From FSA, 6% for Russia went to democracy assistance (figures include percent-
age of funds expended for “Democratic Reform” and the “Eurasia Foundation”). About 7% of
FSA funds for all of Eurasia were spent on democracy assistance.
4. Assistance to the countries of the former Soviet Union started in 1992. The figures here repre-
sent assistance expenditures in 1992–1998.
5. These figures do not include assistance distributed through the IMF, the World Bank, or the
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development.



potential for successful integration is to examine behavior in the nongovern-
mental realm and the effect of external support.

This book concentrates on democracy assistance to support the development
of “civil society.” The argument that a robust civil society is the basis for sustain-
able democracy is heard widely in public debate, from Robert Putnam’s writ-
ings on civic culture to the management guru Peter Drucker’s declaration that
the main global challenge is promoting “worldwide civil society, without which
there can be neither political nor social stability.”7 By contrast, others have ar-
gued that international assistance is simply irrelevant. The problem centers on
how civil society might emerge within countries that lack traditions of indepen-
dent organization or volunteerism and lack a legal framework that recognizes
and supports not-for-profit activity. Claus Offe has claimed starkly that “the rise
of a robust ‘civil society’ cannot be initiated from the outside.” He explains that

while democratic institutions and economic resources can be “trans-
planted” from the outside world (or their introduction facilitated and
their durability protected by a host of positive and negative sanctions de-
signed to support and strengthen new democratic regimes), the civic
“spirit” or “mental software” that is needed to drive the hardware of the
new institutions is less easily influenced by external intervention.8

Paul Stubbs declares that most “civil society” assistance programs become
merely troughs at which local elites feed.9

The term civil society requires careful use: Sometimes the term refers to
democratic opposition to communist regimes in Eastern Europe.10 In formerly
communist countries independent advocacy groups—the core of civil society—
emerged in opposition to regimes that sought to repress all activity outside the
control of the ruling communist parties. The success of such repression varied,
with results ranging from vibrant underground activity in Poland in the 1980s to
its total absence in parts of the former Soviet Union. At other times, however,
the term seems to refer to a normative model of an economic and political
“third way” between socialism and capitalism.11

In light of the contested debate and multiplicity of meanings, we use the
term to mean public interest advocacy organizations outside the control of the
state that seek to influence it on behalf of public aims. In this sense of the term
the development of civil society is essential to democracy; a “third sector” of
nonprofit organizations can serve as advocates for the public good and as watch-
dogs of political power.12 Thomas Carothers observes that advocacy-oriented
groups are crucial to democracy because they “seek to influence governmental
policy on some specific set of issues” and thus serve to articulate citizens’ inter-
ests vis-à-vis the state.13 But as several contributors to this volume point out, the
mere existence of NGOs, as part of this third sector, does not necessarily reflect
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the strength of civil society. It merely points to its potential. Instead, we need to
look closely at how NGOs actually function and their influence on both dis-
course and policy. To speak accurately about the vibrancy or weakness of civil
society requires in-depth case studies.

Western support for the development of civil society and the ties that bind ac-
tivists across borders is part of the larger debate in international relations schol-
arship on transnationalism.14 This aspect of international life drew much atten-
tion from scholars in the 1990s. The main focus tended to be on human rights,
on norms regulating behavior in the security realm such as those concerning
the use of land mines or nuclear weapons, and on environmental policies.15

Much international relations literature has focused on how the power of the
norms explains various outcomes, such as changes in a state’s human rights pol-
icy, prohibitions against using certain weapons, or the development of legisla-
tion to protect the environment. But scholars have begun to broaden their in-
quiries from the role of norms to the mechanisms by which norms diffuse (or do
not diffuse) throughout the international system. In a groundbreaking book
Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink established the influence of transnational
advocacy networks (networks of nonstate actors), state actors, and international
organizations that are bound together “by the centrality of principled ideas or
values.”16 Increasingly, such networks have begun to alter traditional concep-
tions of and practices relating to national sovereignty by making new resources
available to domestic challengers and by transforming the behavior of interna-
tional organizations.

The transnational democracy networks in this book, like the theoretical
models discussed in the literature, have multiple nodes. Principal nodes in-
clude the local activists in postcommunist states; the international NGOs that
usually operate both within these states and from home offices in Western capi-
tals; the assistance officials in Western embassies; international organizations
and other donors; and some policy makers. As with Keck and Sikkink’s work,
these networks are advocating on behalf of others or promoting and
“defend(ing) a cause or proposition.”17 The principled ideas underpinning the
networks concern a range of “fundamental freedoms.” Many are laid out in in-
ternational conventions such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(1948), the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe Final Act
(1975), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1994), the
U.N. Resolution on the Right to Democracy (1999), and the Warsaw Declara-
tion (2000). The original rights outlined in the 1948 Declaration of Human
Rights and repeated in the other documents include freedom from “arbitrary ar-
rest, detention or exile” (article 9), the right to a “fair and public hearing” (arti-
cle 10), the right to “freedom of opinion and expression,” including the “free-
dom to . . . seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media
regardless of frontiers” (article 19), “the right to freedom of peaceful assembly
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and association” (article 20), the right to “periodic and genuine elections” (arti-
cle 21), and “the right to form and to join trade unions” (article 23).18

The strategies that international NGOs have used for pursuing the institu-
tionalization of various rights have been, with few exceptions, composed and
carried out with relatively little interference or supervision from government
bureaucracies or market interests, although the interests of donors, including
foreign governments, have shaped NGO activities. In the postcommunist cases
it makes sense to look closely at the work of NGOs, since they are the actors that
provide much of the external support within the country.19 By exploring the role
of NGOs in these transnational networks, by examining what strategies have
worked in helping to build institutions associated with democratic states, and by
analyzing how best to coordinate efforts, we can add to a better understanding of
the power and limits of NGOs in effecting change inside states. The lessons are
not merely academic; they could help make Western engagement with the de-
mocratization process more effective and sustainable.

The work in this volume offers something of a corrective to the many uplift-
ing stories that scholars (and policy makers) have focused on.20 The closer one
looks, the more one finds that developments in Eastern Europe and Eurasia,
and the transnational influences on these developments, are extremely com-
plex. The cases here should help scholars further specify the power as well as
the limits of these advocacy networks. The work by the contributors to this vol-
ume should encourage close examination of the behavior of NGOs. Most im-
portant, the cases in this book suggest that the diffusion of norms and practices
associated with democracy has more to do with their interaction with regional
norms and practices than much of the literature acknowledges. Local context
matters more than the robustness of democratic norms in the international
community.21

ABOUT THE PROJECT

In May 1997 Jack Snyder, then the chair of Columbia University’s political sci-
ence department, invited a group of experts on formerly communist states, prac-
titioners of democracy assistance, and other scholars to explore ways of assessing
international efforts at helping to build democratic institutions in East-Central
Europe and Eurasia.22 Funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York,
Sarah E. Mendelson and John K. Glenn, the editors of this book, developed a
comparative research design and convened a group of seventeen investigators to
research and write the case studies.. The investigators had social science train-
ing and regional expertise; many had worked in or previously evaluated democ-
racy assistance projects. They completed their case studies by the winter of
1999. Mendelson and Glenn then wrote a general report with a synopsis of each
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case study, which the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace published
and distributed to the NGO and donor communities.23

M E T H O D O F A NA L Y S I S

Our project focuses on the strategies by which international NGOs sought to
achieve their goals, emphasizes qualitative evaluation, and compares NGO
strategies across different sectors of activity and regions. Recognizing that inter-
national NGOs often use multiple strategies at the same time, we distinguish
four general types of strategies in terms of the targets of assistance and the terms
of involvement. These include infrastructural assistance, or assistance to organi-
zations to improve their administrative capacities by providing equipment or op-
erating expenses; human capital development, or assistance to individuals in-
tended to increase their skills, knowledge, or experience; proactive or imported
strategies, in which Western groups advocate ideas and practices based on pro-
grams and projects designed outside the country; and responsive strategies, in
which Western groups solicit requests from and respond to the requests of local
representatives and potential grant recipients.

The investigators relied on the comparative social science method, which ex-
amines similarities and differences across contexts.24 In most cases we asked the
investigators to contrast either the same strategy in different contexts or different
strategies within the same context. Three case studies in this book compare
strategies in a specific sector in two different countries, such as assistance to
media in the Czech Republic and Slovakia or to women’s groups in Hungary
and Poland. Five case studies analyze the influence of different international
NGO strategies on a specific sector in one country, such as different approaches
by international NGOs to rebuild civil society in Bosnia or to help support
women’s groups or the environment in Russia.

We asked our investigators to evaluate and describe a range of issues that
would gauge the effects of international assistance. These included the emer-
gence of local organizations that had not existed during the communist era; the
professional development of activists and organizations, including their eco-
nomic sustainability; national or international networking and access to tech-
nology such as the Internet; the ability to work with media to enhance public
awareness of issues; new legislation resulting from NGO efforts; and the em-
powerment of new groups in society.

Our approach contrasts with standard quantitative methods of evaluation fa-
vored by the assistance community.25 Quantitative methods do offer useful data:
It is helpful to know, for instance, that at the end of the Soviet period, a state
had one political party and no NGOs, while now it has many parties and thou-
sands of NGOs. Important numbers also relate to assistance dollars spent, 
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particularly in Russia, where at one point eight times as many U.S. dollars were
spent on economic assistance as on democracy assistance, in stark contrast to
policy makers’ declarations of the importance of building democratic institu-
tions.26 However, numbers tell only a limited story. NGOs are engaged in a
long-term incremental process of changing behavior and perceptions that is
simply not linear or quantifiable. The number of dollars spent on assisting
NGOs, for example, does not tell us about the behavior or effectiveness of ad-
vocacy groups. Similarly, the number of NGOs in a country does not tell us
much about the nature of its civil society or its social capital, both of which are
seen by funders as central to a democratic state and thus to funders’ overall
goals.27

This project instead pursued qualitative assessments of international NGO
strategies. This type of evaluation is labor intensive and requires regional exper-
tise, but it provides a more detailed picture of developments. Because the inves-
tigators are social scientists and had independent funding, they were free from
many of the usual constraints on evaluators, such as discussing only the parts of
society that assistance had targeted (e.g., the “democrats”) or focusing only on
“good news.” While local NGOs may resist external evaluation, the interna-
tional NGOs and funders were cooperative, because the investigators were pri-
marily academics and because this study was not done on behalf of an NGO or
a major donor to the region.28

We asked our investigators to analyze whether and in what ways local settings
shape responses to international NGOs, whether some settings are more con-
ducive to positive response than others. At the most general level we analyzed
the degree to which a country’s integration into the international community af-
fected the work of international NGOs. By integration into the international
community we mean the degree to which both the government and the citizens
in these new states have tended, over time, to embrace norms, ideas, and prac-
tices common to the democratic states of Western Europe and North America.
These include the rule of law, respect for human rights, and transparency in
competitive elections. They encompass formal institutional structures such as
the Organization for Cooperation and Security in Europe and less formal ones
such as a free press. The inclination toward integration does not strictly follow
geography: Although more states farther west tend to favor these ideas and prac-
tices, there are exceptions. Estonia, for example, has been more inclined toward
integration than either Slovakia or Serbia.

We identified three general types of integration that affect and constrain the
effect of international NGO strategies:

• Thickly integrated states, such as the Czech Republic, Poland, and
Hungary, are those whose populations and governments have largely
embraced the international, and specifically European, community.
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Their political and social institutions, while still fragile, are developing
in a relatively uncontested fashion. Their officials widely follow West-
ern political rules of the game.

• Thinly integrated states, such as Slovakia under the Meciar regime and
Russia, are those where national identity is still highly contested; inte-
gration into the European community is uneven; institutions remain
incomplete and function poorly; and officials follow Western political
rules only in an uneven and often superficial way.

• Unintegrated states are those such as Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Uzbekistan where little or no integration into the international com-
munity has occurred and where one party or faction virtually rules the
country without the participation of diverse groups.

• Bosnia makes up a fourth category, as a de facto international protec-
torate. It is unique in our study, but Kosovo since has become another
example.

We expected that the more integrated the state and society within, the thicker
the transnational democracy network would be. Conversely, in less integrated
states and societies, such as those in the Central Asian cases, we expected to find
a greater divide between the international donor community and the local pop-
ulation.

SUMMARY OF CASE STUDIES

The case studies follow a common research design and presentation. Each be-
gins by outlining the historical legacy and political context of the country. It
highlights what the international NGOs found when they began work, as a
baseline against which to measure developments. Each case study then explores
the strategies that international NGOs used to pursue their goals. For example,
it specifies whether international NGOs focused on infrastructural assistance to
grassroots organizations or to elites and what the basic organizational issues
were, such as whether they relied upon local staff or foreigners in decision mak-
ing. Investigators pursued a set of questions with international NGOs as well as
with the local groups that the international NGOs had worked with. Where pos-
sible, to provide comparisons investigators also interviewed or observed groups
and individuals that had not come directly into contact with foreign assistance.

The cases offer comparisons across countries in different issue areas, as well
as assistance from different types of international NGOs. The chapters examine
support for women’s groups in Poland, Hungary, and Russia; for independent
media in the Czech Republic and Slovakia; for environmental groups in Ka-
zakhstan and Russia; for civil society in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan; and, finally,
for the reconstruction of civil society in Bosnia. The international NGOs studied
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include private foundations such as the Soros, Ford, and MacArthur founda-
tions, as well as NGOs that received funding from national governments, such
as the Initiative for Social Action and Renewal, the Network for East West
Women, the International Research and Exchanges Board (IREX), and the Eu-
ropean Union–sponsored programs under Poland and Hungary: Action for the
Restructuring of the Economy (PHARE).29

W O M E N I N P O L A N D A N D H U N G A R Y

In Poland and Hungary the Communist Party intervened in almost every aspect
of life until 1989. Women were able to establish mass organizations only under
the direction of the party. Ambitious communist rhetoric and the existence of
large and well-organized women’s groups, however, did not mean that social-
ism’s promise of gender equality had been fulfilled. As in other countries,
women were paid less than their male counterparts and were barely represented
in positions of power.

Since the fall of communism in 1989 the process of democratization has pro-
ceeded at a comparable rate in Poland and in Hungary, and women in both
countries have experienced similar challenges. Changes in the early 1990s exac-
erbated existing economic disparities between men and women, and to one de-
gree or another women throughout the region suffered disproportionately from
political uncertainty and economic restructuring. Moreover, the anticommunist
paradigm engendered a patriarchal backlash as these societies struggled to
reestablish their traditional cultures. Yet despite their initial similarities, the di-
verse and fairly well developed landscape of women’s NGOs in Poland looks dra-
matically different from the still fledgling and unorganized activities in Hungary.

In chapter 2 Patrice McMahon assesses the strategies of international foun-
dations and NGOs for helping the women of Poland and Hungary respond to
the challenges posed by the transition to democracy and the market in the post-
communist period. She distinguishes strategies in terms of the identity of the
beneficiary (infrastructural assistance to organizations versus human capital de-
velopment); the terms of involvement or method of transfer that the interna-
tional NGO used (proactive or imposed strategies versus reactive or responsive
ones, and elite-centered versus mass-focused approaches); project-based strate-
gies in terms of their orientation to process or to product; and short- versus long-
term involvement.

The effectiveness of international NGO strategies, McMahon finds, is con-
strained in these two countries by variations in governmental support for the
sector, the strength of indigenous NGO culture and traditions, and the differ-
ent challenges facing women in these countries. Ten years after the fall of com-
munism the landscape of women’s organizations in Poland differs tremen-
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dously from that in Hungary. In Poland infrastructural assistance has had a
large influence on the number and the diversity of women’s organizations that
were established after 1989 and that continue to exist today. Hungary has at-
tracted fewer international donors and international actors to the plight of
women’s advocacy. Polish women’s NGOs, McMahon observes, appear to be
better organized and are far more active outside the capital than their Hungar-
ian counterparts.

Overall, while McMahon’s chapter provides more evidence of the power of
transnational networks than others in this book, it also illuminates many of its
complexities. McMahon argues that international NGOs have been crucial to
institution building and that the strongest women’s NGOs in Poland and Hun-
gary are those that have had support from international NGOs. However, in-
ternational involvement has not been the sole driving force in the develop-
ment of women’s advocacy groups. Indeed, its effect has been paradoxical:
While international involvement has sped up the process of building a nascent
women’s lobby and has promoted the development of a feminist conscious-
ness, it has also resulted in the isolation and even ghettoization of women’s
NGOs that neither depend upon nor seek to support local women or national
governments.

W O M E N I N R U S S I A

For most of the Soviet period there were no independent public associations in
Russia. The Communist Party did create a number of social organizations that
enjoyed nominal autonomy, but they depended on the regime for funding and
personnel and served more as a means of social control than of empowerment.
During perestroika in the late 1980s, while official women’s organizations pro-
moted an ideal of Soviet womanhood, a number of activists came together to
form the first independent women’s movement since the 1917 revolution.

Although Russian feminists often met with indifference and hostility at home
throughout the Soviet period, they were able to forge ties with women in the
United States and Western Europe. In chapter 3 James Richter analyzes the ef-
forts of transnational feminist organizations and donors to support a network.
Richter categorizes strategies according to the tasks that the organizations and
donors sought to accomplish (building NGO infrastructure, public advocacy, or
community outreach), the identity of their beneficiaries (individuals or organi-
zations), and their terms of involvement (comparing, for instance, grants to in-
dividuals or organizations for a specific project with multidimensional grants to
enable organizations to accomplish a range of services).

As in Poland and Hungary, international support of women’s organizations
in Russia has been, Richter argues, a mixed blessing for the construction of civil

Introduction 13



society. In many ways international engagement has made it possible for the
women’s movement simply to survive. Although some independent feminist or-
ganizations would have carried on without outside assistance—indeed, some
have done so—they probably could not have remained sufficiently active and
connected to be called a movement if Western money had not sustained a core
of organizations. These core organizations have not only survived but become
vigorous participants in Russia’s growing third sector of professional nonprofit
organizations that interact with state and market actors. Donors’ efforts to en-
courage Moscow organizations to reach out to the regions have been particu-
larly successful. The political successes of some organizations have also ensured
that each of the three major power centers of the Russian government—the
Duma, the Federation Council, and the presidential apparatus—has a commit-
tee or commission devoted to issues concerning women and families.

Yet by creating a cadre of professional activists involved in their own net-
works, norms, and practices, international assistance has in some ways widened
the distance between the Russian women’s movement and the rest of society.
The nongovernmental sector may have been strengthened, but the effect on
civil society is uncertain. As civic associations have become more institutional-
ized and professionalized, they have frequently been transformed into more hi-
erarchical, centralized corporate entities that value their own survival more
than their social mission. Their dependence on international assistance has
often forced them to be more responsive to outside donors than to their internal
constituencies. As in the case of Poland and Hungary, by selecting feminist or-
ganizations over other women’s organizations, donors assisted organizations
whose goals were, from the outset, more firmly based in the transnational net-
work than in Russian society. Their dependence on that network has had the
unintended consequence of removing incentives to mobilize new members and
of fostering competition for grants, resulting in mistrust, bitterness, and secrecy
between and within organizations.

M E D I A I N T H E C Z E C H R E P U B L I C
A N D S L O VA K I A

The Czech Republic and Slovakia share a common background, having been
constituent republics of the Czechoslovak Federation from 1918 until the Velvet
Divorce of 1993. They began the postcommunist transition in 1989 with similar
legal and political environments and with comparable (albeit not identical)
media cultures and structures. In both countries international democracy assis-
tance—including projects designed to support the development of independent
media—began at roughly the same time and with similar strategies. However,
while the Czech Republic increased its integration with Western institutions by
becoming a member of NATO and a first-round candidate for membership in
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the European Union, democratic consolidation in Slovakia took a different
turn. When Vladimir Meciar was reelected prime minister in 1994, he instituted
a semiauthoritarian regime characterized by harassment of the political opposi-
tion, independent media, and minorities. Subsequently, both NATO and the
European Union refused to grant Slovakia membership until it elected a new
government committed to Western integration in 1998. A comparison of the
Czech Republic and Slovakia permits examination of how the same strategies
work, or fail to work, in political environments both hospitable and inhospitable
and how in some instances international assistance organizations have subse-
quently adapted to these different political conditions.

Karen Ballentine’s analysis of media in the Czech Republic and Slovakia fo-
cuses on the strategies of several international NGOs and especially on varia-
tions in the targets of their assistance. In chapter 4 she compares human capital
development aimed at individuals with infrastructural assistance aimed at
media outlets and at development of the regulatory environment. Within these
categories she compares product-oriented and process-oriented strategies: those
that focus on the long-range, incremental development of media skills and in-
frastructure and those aimed at delivering a specific product for a specific need,
such as consultation on a draft media law. She also describes assistance strate-
gies as either selective—those that restrict assistance only to beneficiaries that
meet specified criteria of eligibility—or nondiscriminatory, those that aim to
spread the benefits of assistance to the media sector at large. Most commonly,
this meant limiting assistance to the media that were not state run or, in some
cases, to media that could demonstrate their potential commercial viability.

Ballentine finds that international support has had a positive influence in
shaping the norms and practices of the postcommunist media in both the
Czech Republic and Slovakia: It has enhanced their professionalism and their
viability and has helped to integrate them into the larger transnational media
community, which in many cases overlaps with the transnational democracy
network. Contact with Western groups has also made a large difference for
many individual journalists and has helped keep some nongovernmental media
alive. But Ballentine finds that the relative importance of this support depends
in large part on more general trends. Where the consolidation of democracy has
been relatively unproblematic, assistance may facilitate the development of the
independent media but not determine its existence. In contrast, where demo-
cratic transitions remain partial or are threatened by significant reversals, assis-
tance may be necessary to ensure the material and financial basis necessary for
independent media to operate.

Context looms large in Ballentine’s findings. She argues that strategies
should include responsiveness to the needs of the various local media; attention
to building strong local partnerships; a focus on infrastructural needs as well as
individuals’ skill building; provision of long-term, specialized, skills-oriented
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training by local talent rather than short-term general training by outside advis-
ers; and strategically limiting support to a small number of niche projects sus-
tained for a longer period of time.

E N V I RO N M E N T I N R U S S I A

The environmental degradation in Russia as a result of the Soviet legacy is
among the worst in the world. The controlling nature of the state aggravated the
damage: Environmentalism in the Soviet Union was either an outright fiction
or, at best, an effort by the Communist Party leadership to turn what could have
been autonomous social organizations into state-sponsored and state-controlled
entities. With Gorbachev’s policies of perestroika in the late 1980s, however, an
active environmental movement did emerge but fell into relative obscurity after
1992. In the post-Soviet context constant changes in state environmental institu-
tions, their often conflicting responsibilities, and the shifting content of envi-
ronmental legislation have produced a highly unstable and often perplexing set-
ting in which environmentally concerned citizens, advocacy groups, and
decision makers must operate.

Acknowledging that most programs encompass a wide range of activities and
strategies, Leslie Powell compares strategies in terms of their goals (building
civil society versus cleaning up the environment) and their recipients (grassroots
versus elite). In chapter 5 she distinguishes strategies that originated indige-
nously from those that were imported and those that were project based from
those that had interactive support.

Powell finds that the success of these assistance programs cannot be measured
in terms of improvements in the environment or in terms of greater conscious-
ness among national or local decision makers for environmental issues. Instead,
the success of these programs lies in assisting in the establishment and develop-
ment of environmental advocacy organizations in Russia and, to some degree, in
helping to establish new democratic channels between civil society and the po-
litical elite for participation and the articulation of interests. Nearly all environ-
mental aid from the West has gone to this third sector in Russia rather than to the
state or commercial sectors. Western engagement has empowered social actors,
created communication networks both horizontally and vertically, raised the
level of public awareness of both environmental and democratic issues, and
helped to make civil society groups more professional, organized, and strategic in
their planning and activism. She finds that greater positive influence correlates
strongly with the degree to which strategies are interactive or responsive to local
concerns and to which they encourage coalition building, partly as a result of the
demonstration effect of working alongside Western groups. Her findings add to
our understanding of how ideas and practices diffuse inside states.
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Powell finds that environmental aid has had conspicuously little effect to
date on the environment itself or on the implementation of environmental pol-
icy. Powell identifies three major reasons for this failure. The first is the weak-
ness of the state, which has exerted little control over industrial and commercial
interests and has a difficult time policing itself. Second, channels for articulat-
ing societal interests are still weak: The state enjoys a high level of autonomy
with respect to the mass public and is not accountable, while democratic
processes are either absent or dysfunctional. Third, the link between environ-
mental issues and economic-industrial issues is unbreakable: The sheer magni-
tude of the two types of problems and their connections to each other make ad-
dressing only one and not the other an ineffectual way to resolve environmental
issues.

E N V I RO N M E N T I N K A Z A K H S TA N

In the Gorbachev era environmental activism in Kazakhstan centered on
protest movements against the testing of nuclear weapons in Semipalatinsk and
elsewhere. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, the political climate relaxed
considerably, and Kazakhstan witnessed a proliferation of independent organi-
zations across various issue areas. At the same time, however, the environmental
situation worsened as the government began to develop the vast energy reserves
in the Caspian Sea basin. The environmental NGO sector was fairly well de-
veloped in Kazakhstan at the time of independence, and it continued to grow
for the first few years afterward. However, even as the environmental situation
deteriorated, large-scale environmental movements disappeared from the polit-
ical arena.

In chapter 6 Pauline Jones Luong and Erika Weinthal focus on the energy
sector. They analyze three primary strategies that environmentally oriented in-
ternational NGOs in Kazakhstan pursued: the provision of small grants and
technical support to local NGOs, assistance in information collection and dis-
semination, and training in decision-making techniques and grant-writing skills
to empower local actors and communities to address their own problems.

While local NGOs have proliferated in recent years, the authors find that the
NGOs have played a decreasing role in environmental policy making since in-
dependence. They argue that this is a result of both domestic and international
constraints. At the domestic level local NGOs face institutional obstacles in a
political system that has become more restrictive since 1994, and they lack ac-
cess to organizational resources because of Kazakhstan’s continued economic
decline. These constraints derive directly from the Soviet legacy as well as from
the political developments in Kazakhstan since independence: Limited democ-
ratization involves restrictions on press freedom and political mobilization.
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At the international level the frequently conflicting interests and strategies of
multiple actors—including international NGOs, international donor organiza-
tions, foreign oil companies, and foreign governments—have hindered rather
than enhanced the role of local NGOs in promoting environmental protection
in the energy sector. Efforts have left local NGOs atomized and depoliticized.
While outside groups (many with funds from USAID) support local environ-
mental organizations in the hope of promoting a vigorous civil society, they
sometimes usurp the local organizations’ role, for example, by sending in for-
eign consultants to draft legislation and advocate specific regulatory regimes.
The economic interests of Western oil companies have also directly competed
with local NGOs’ efforts at democratic activism.

Paradoxically, the authors conclude, international efforts to foster democ-
racy appear to have undermined, rather than contributed, to a robust environ-
mental movement in Kazakhstan. Although local environmental NGOs have
grown in numbers because of the financial support of international NGOs, the
environmental movement is overwhelmingly reliant on international assis-
tance for its survival, a dynamic that is reinforced by domestic political con-
straints on activism. In light of the domestic and international constraints,
local environmental movements have had little incentive to increase their
membership locally. Instead, the goals and strategies of environmental ac-
tivism have converged with those of donors, toward education on less salient is-
sues such as biodiversity and outreach to the international community while
ignoring the most pressing local environmental issues, such as the need for
clean drinking water.

C I V I L S O C I E T Y I N U Z B E K I S TA N
A N D K Y R G Y Z S TA N

International organizations have spent millions of dollars to promote democra-
tization in Central Asia. USAID alone spends more than $11 million annually in
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, two countries that represent contrasting levels of
democratization in Central Asia. Uzbekistan is a highly authoritarian state,
while Kyrgyzstan has taken more steps toward democratic reform. However, the
two countries share similar Soviet institutional legacies, have similarly high lev-
els of corruption, are both marked by a disjunction between formal and infor-
mal political and economic institutions, have low levels of economic develop-
ment accompanied by an uneven distribution of wealth, and are both
characterized by a weakened public sector infrastructure.

Much of the money earmarked for fostering democracy in the region fi-
nances strategies and programs that are designed to strengthen civil society. In
chapter 7 Fiona Adamson considers the efforts of international organizations,
government aid programs, international NGOs, and local NGOs. Adamson
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evaluates several strategies, specifying the methods and programs within each
strategy and the actors pursuing each strategy.

Adamson details a considerable shortfall between the vision of democracy
and the actual results of democracy assistance programs in Central Asia. West-
ern groups and their programs have not succeeded in penetrating deeply into
society, and many have interacted with local conditions in ways that uninten-
tionally aggravate a number of problems, such as corruption, income inequality,
and aid dependence, all of which are obstacles to democratic consolidation.
She finds, however, that the Western efforts have not been without achieve-
ments, the most notable of which have been the incorporation of local elites
into transnational civil society networks, a growth in official and societal accept-
ance of NGOs as legitimate social actors, and a few small-scale community de-
velopment successes.

Adamson’s work illustrates the potential for “structural decoupling,” whereby
the organizational forms and stated aims of international actors diverge from the
realities in practice as they struggle to reconcile the conflicts in the environ-
ments in which they operate.30 Much of the ineffectiveness of democracy assis-
tance can be attributed to the challenges that Western organizations encounter
as they try to work in contexts that are radically different from those with which
they are familiar. Most assistance organizations, for example, have their head-
quarters in advanced industrial democracies; their overall organizational struc-
ture, mission, macrolevel strategies, and programs reflect this context. Local
branches, by contrast, must interact with local conditions and must adapt to
these conditions in order to survive. Adamson finds a great deal of internal in-
coherence within international NGOs as a result of such mismatches.

In highly restrictive political and economic conditions like those found in
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, democracy assistance strategies must be especially
sensitive to local context. International NGOs need to be responsive and are
helped to be so if they employ staff members who are familiar with the context.
International actors must be more willing to work with a variety of local groups,
such as local community structures and even “government NGOs” and reli-
gious organizations. If Western groups work exclusively with the so-called inde-
pendent NGO sector (largely created by Western assistance), they will continue
to reach only a small sector of society. International actors must pay as much at-
tention to the effect that informal processes and institutions such as corruption
and patronage networks have on their strategies and programs as they do to for-
mal institutions.

R E C O N S T R U C T I N G C I V I L S O C I E T Y I N B O S N I A

Bosnia-Herzegovina has become a de facto international protectorate since the
Dayton Peace Agreement of 1995. International organizations such as NATO
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make crucial decisions, including establishing electoral laws and determining
who will sit on the constitutional court. As in prewar Kosovo, the international
NGOs operate under severe constraints. The power to manage violence lies
well outside the NGOs’ realm; it rests with the twenty thousand multinational
U.N. troops of the SFOR (Stabilization Force) and with the Office of the High
Representative in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Given the extremely high level of inter-
national engagement, the lessons of Bosnia-Herzegovina regarding the effec-
tiveness of international NGOs in helping to rebuild civil society in postwar
conditions should be particularly strong.

In chapter 8, V. P. Gagnon examines five NGOs that use four types of strate-
gies to help support civil society. He finds that the most effective strategies in-
volve the physical reconstruction of communities. A key ingredient of success is
that international NGOs encourage local actors and local NGOs to determine
both priorities and projects: Those that use local expertise and develop strate-
gies in accord with the specific local political context have a greater effect. Suc-
cess is also more likely where international NGOs engage in an interactive two-
way process rather than importing ideas and practices.

The Bosnia-Herzegovina case highlights a number of important lessons for
international NGOs that aim to reduce ethnic conflict or to rebuild civil soci-
ety. Merely generalizing from experience elsewhere, while overlooking the
specificities and complexities of Bosnia-Herzegovina, has limited the effective-
ness of NGOs. For example, international NGOs’ own dependence for funding
on institutions such as USAID has so constrained some NGOs that they have
invested in strategies in Bosnia, such as party building, that actually exacerbate
problems because the existing political power structure is far too dominant. In-
ternational NGOs are best able to strategize when their funding comes from
donors that allow the NGOs familiar with the setting to determine priorities and
projects based on what they find there and to operate with a long-range goals in
mind. This freedom to maneuver helps resolve what is often a mismatch of the
interests of donors and those of the society in which the international NGO is
operating.

Gagnon concludes that NGOs and donors need to resolve the disconnects
between the needs of society and the interests driving projects and priorities. His
work suggests that the efficiency of the democracy network is inhibited when
the various nodes in the network are not equally weighted. When outside voices
are seen as more authoritative, the distortion is significant. Instead, Gagnon ar-
gues that international NGOs in Bosnia should work mainly on helping com-
munities rebuild themselves and their civil society, rather than on importing no-
tions of political party and civil society development derived from Western
experiences. Attempts to build democracy in such contexts must come initially
from the society in question; it is a mistake to assume that the local environment
offers nothing on which to build and that all must be imported.
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LIMITS OF THE STUDY AND CONCLUSIONS

The range of cases in this volume is considerable but is not a comprehensive
guide to Western democracy assistance strategies in East-Central Europe and
Eurasia. No project of this size could reasonably examine the work of the hun-
dreds of international and indigenous NGOs engaged in political transition
across the regions. Even in the larger study we could not cover every sector or
every country, and we have further limited our focus here to concentrate on a
few main areas in which U.S. and European NGOs worked and a representative
sample from across the regions. The lessons from these cases should, however,
be of interest to practitioners in the field as well as to scholars engaged in the
study of transnational influences on internal developments and world politics.

Although this project examined political and social change across the post-
communist states, the findings are by nature a snapshot. Transnational democ-
racy networks and efforts at democracy assistance are extremely vulnerable to
jolts, both from the states themselves and from the international system. Shocks
come in a variety of economic and political forms, including currency devalua-
tion and war. For example, events in Kosovo in the spring of 1999 had devastat-
ing effects on democratization in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and nega-
tively affected the West’s relations with Russia. Russia’s second war in
Chechnya, starting in 1999, brought with it a general climate of fear spread by
federal authorities under President Vladimir Putin and signaled a retreat from
human rights in Russia.

Despite such shocks, this project’s focus on strategy allowed participants to
ask questions that were independent of the day’s events and that pointed out
changes that need to be made in Western efforts to help develop and sustain po-
litical and social institutions in postcommunist societies. Regardless of the insti-
tutionalization of certain practices and ideas, this book suggests that the democ-
ratization process is fragile and influenced greatly by issues and forces beyond
the control of any one part of the network.

James Scott has observed that “a mechanical application of generic rules that
ignores . . . particularities is an invitation to practical failure, social disillusion-
ment, or most likely both.”31 Our investigators encountered this repeatedly in
their fieldwork. Investigators often found the same strategies in use across a wide
spectrum of states in different stages of international integration and internal
transition; the implicit assumption was that one strategy fits many. In the final
chapter Mendelson details the implications of these findings for the policy and
scholarly communities and recommends changes in strategies to enhance the
influence of international NGOs and transnational networks and thereby also
the possibility of supporting sustainable institutions in postcommunist societies.

The outcomes of international NGO strategies depended in large part upon
the kind of interaction that the NGO had within the local context. A comparison
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of the case studies shows that international NGOs have played a large role in
helping to build institutions commonly associated with democracies but have
done little to help these new institutions function well. Because some of these
institutions are functioning at a minimal level, if at all, the international NGO
strategies have not yet contributed to their sustainability.

The case studies find, for example, that local NGOs and media outlets have
become common all across East-Central Europe and Eurasia. In the Czech Re-
public and in Slovakia international assistance helped to launch self-sustaining
media organizations and has supported the creation of local independent televi-
sion stations. International assistance has been central to the formation of net-
works of women’s organizations in Poland and Hungary. Similarly, in Russia in-
ternational NGOs have had an impressive effect in helping to sustain women’s
groups. Such returns for relatively small investments are noteworthy, particu-
larly when we compare these developments to how undeveloped the advocacy
groups and other aspects of civil society were in these countries just a few years
earlier.32

However, international NGOs have had little influence on the effectiveness
of the institutions that they helped to create. In nearly every case the investiga-
tors found that the new institutions had weak links to their own societies. For ex-
ample, local environmental NGOs have proliferated in Kazakhstan as a result
of financial support from international NGOs, but their political influence has
declined. Whereas an environmental movement was central to political reform
and independence in the late Soviet period, today it shies away from addressing
pressing environmental issues, such as uranium tailings in drinking water. In
Poland, Hungary, and Russia women’s groups have multiplied even as they have
been unable to attract significant domestic support, growing closer to their
transnational partners than to the constituents whom they are meant to repre-
sent or to the governments that they hope to influence. Each chapter, and espe-
cially the concluding chapter, suggests ways in which foreign donors and NGOs
might alter their strategies and practices to address the operational nature of
new institutions and thereby enhance their effectiveness and sustainability.33

Our investigators identified practices and ideas that had little or no local in-
stitutional history and traced them to the work of the international NGOs. In
certain cases this tracing was relatively simple, because locals had begun to use
new and imported terminology on issues ranging from focus groups to feminism
and from biodiversity to election monitoring. Investigators could identify
changes in behavior that correlated with Western efforts, but they could not say
definitively that Western efforts caused the changes. In other cases they found
unintended consequences of new speech and behavior. Giving aid to new polit-
ical parties lacking deep ties to society, as in Bosnia-Herzegovina, risks exacer-
bating divisions within society rather than creating channels for the democratic
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articulation of citizens’ interests.34 For example, encouraging political parties to
engage in door-to-door canvassing can provoke a backlash in a context where
political visits to private homes may lack a peaceful connotation. Many local
groups proliferated in Poland, Hungary, Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and
Kyrgyzstan around issues that Western donors found important but that lacked
wider local resonance. International NGOs providing assistance to women’s
groups frequently encountered clashes between Western and local perceptions
of the most pressing issues for women. Rather than fostering ties with the
broader groups that these local NGOs were to represent, these strategies often
ended up isolating the NGOs from their communities.

In countries with little or no history of democratic tradition, postcommunist
transitions appear to be influenced by how groups reconcile ideas and practices
common in the international community with their long-held domestic beliefs
and customs. In cases where Western ideas and practices in some way comple-
ment the organizational culture of a specific local group, activists are receptive
to them. If ideas and practices help solve specific problems (such as increasing
a candidate’s electoral chances), local activists are particularly likely to adopt
them. In contrast, NGOs tend to reject, based on a “logic of appropriateness,”
ideas and practices that appear to compete with local customs or beliefs.35

The case studies reveal frequent clashes of ideas and practices with local cus-
toms and beliefs. For example, in several new states in Eurasia local NGOs
were, for much of the 1990s, reluctant to coordinate advocacy campaigns with
political parties or trade unions because of the negative historical legacies from
the Soviet period, when these states used parties and unions to suppress civil so-
ciety. In Poland, Hungary, and Kazakhstan the interests of donors—whether in
forming a network of feminists or in addressing biodiversity—competed with
the everyday problems of feeding families and getting clean drinking water. The
case studies in this project underscore the finding that a variety of forces—orga-
nizational, historical, economic, environmental, and political—limit interna-
tional NGOs’ efforts, although these efforts may be central to many small proj-
ects and capable of influencing change on a local stage. The influence of
international NGOs appears to be particularly inhibited if they fail to pay atten-
tion to these forces.

The diffusion of ideas and practices beyond the people and organizations
with which international NGOs work is an important unexamined dynamic in
assistance. New practices in media and civic advocacy groups in many countries
have, for example, spread across the political spectrum to nationalists and com-
munists. Some NGOs are now considered legitimate in parts of Central Asia.
The general public, not just self-proclaimed feminists in Eastern Europe and
Russia, is beginning to recognize crisis centers that deal with the consequences
of domestic abuse and rape. Such diffusion of ideas and practices underscores
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the process by which larger populations begin to alter their conceptions of is-
sues fundamental to democracy, such as advocacy on behalf of citizens and pro-
tection of civil liberties and human rights.

This summary cannot, of course, do justice to the complexities of each case
in this book. We hope that this chapter will help orient the reader to the theo-
retical concerns at hand as well as the case studies that follow.
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Chapter 2

international actors and women’s  ngos 

in poland and hungary

Patrice C. McMahon

In an effort to promote democracy in East-Central Europe, numerous interna-
tional actors focused their energies on helping women in the region respond to
the challenges posed by the transition to democracy and the market. Non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) saw democracy assistance to women’s ad-
vocacy groups as a way to counter trends that were threatening the status of
women and to promote the development of independent women’s movements
throughout the region. This assistance has undeniably shaped the institutions,
ideas, and actors in this sector, but it would be incorrect to suggest that interna-
tional actors have been the sole driving force in the development of women’s
advocacy groups. In fact, international involvement has had a paradoxical ef-
fect on the development of women’s NGOs in postcommunist countries.
While international involvement has sped up the process of building a nascent
women’s lobby and promoted the development of a feminist consciousness, it
has simultaneously resulted in the marginalization of women’s NGOs that nei-
ther depend on nor seek to maintain the support of local actors or national gov-
ernments.

I gratefully acknowledge the support of the Open Society Institute of New York and the
Carnegie Corporation of New York.



Here I explore the relationship between nongovernmental actors and the de-
velopment of women’s advocacy groups in Poland and Hungary. The Columbia
University project chose these two countries because democratization has pro-
ceeded at a comparable rate and women have experienced similar challenges
since the collapse of communism. Despite initial similarities in the develop-
ment of women’s advocacy groups, however, the diverse and fairly developed
landscape of women’s NGOs in Poland looks dramatically different from the
still fledgling and unorganized activities in Hungary today. In both countries I
ask similar questions. What have Western NGOs done to promote women’s is-
sues? How successful have they been? What are some of the limitations or un-
intended consequences of this involvement?

The strategies that I assess here are predominately those used by U.S. foun-
dations and Western NGOs such as the network of Soros foundations, the Ford
Foundation, the German Marshall Fund, the Global Fund for Women, the
Network for East-West Women, and Women’s World Banking. Although state
funding partially sponsors some Western NGOs (for example, USAID provides
funding for the Network for East-West Women, and the Canadian, Norwegian,
and Swedish governments provide small grants for women’s projects), they de-
velop and implement their goals and strategies without a great deal of govern-
ment interference. Furthermore, the connections between Western NGOs and
local NGOs are quite loose, and local NGOs generally have a great deal of au-
tonomy. Most Western NGOs involved in the development of this sector have
been private organizations.

Most prominent among private grant-making organizations is the Soros net-
work of foundations; almost every women’s organization or scholar whom I in-
terviewed for this project was in some way touched by its extensive reach in the
region. In Poland the Soros Foundation is the largest sponsor of the Stefan Ba-
tory Foundation in Warsaw, which has provided assistance to numerous
women’s organizations and gender-related projects, such as the Center for the
Advancement for Women, the Women’s Rights Center, and La Strada, the
Foundation Against Trafficking in Women. In Hungary the Soros network as-
sists in the development of women’s NGOs through the Open Society Institute
in Budapest, which has provided money to numerous organizations and proj-
ects (including NaNE—Women Working with Women Against Violence;
MONA, the Hungarian Women’s Foundation; and Roma Women in Public
Life). It also supports the Central European University’s Program on Gender
and Culture and its Small Grants Program, which provides money to women’s
NGOs and initiatives throughout East-Central Europe and the former Soviet
Union.1 The Open Society Institute in New York initiated its Women’s Program
in 1997 in an attempt to encourage gender-inclusive projects within Soros-
funded national foundations as well as other foundations involved in interna-
tional issues.
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I also examine the strategies of the Ford Foundation, which established the
National Women’s Information Center in Warsaw and promised funding from
1997 to 2002 to the Stefan Batory Foundation to support women’s NGOs in
Poland; PHARE (Poland and Hungary: Action for the Restructuring of the
Economy), which has provided money to MONA; Women’s World Banking,
which sought to create Women’s World Banks in Warsaw and Lodz; the Global
Fund for Women, which has assisted NaNE in Hungary; and the Network for
East-West Women, which maintains contacts with most of the women’s NGOs
in Poland and Hungary.

The information here reflects changes in this sector in the postcommunist
period, with a particular emphasis on the late 1990s. Since 1992 I have con-
ducted research on the position of women in postcommunist countries and
have maintained close contacts with women’s organizations in the region, in-
cluding Russia.2 In the fall and winter of 1997–1998 I conducted interviews in
the United States with individuals from leading U.S. foundations and Western
NGOs, as well as academics involved in women’s issues in these countries. In
March and April 1998 I interviewed practitioners, funders, policy makers, and
academics in Poland and Hungary who have been closely involved in the de-
velopment of women’s NGOs in these countries.3

I argue that international actors have undeniably made a difference in the
development of women’s NGOs in postcommunist countries. However, their
efforts would be more successful if assistance were sustained, at least for a cou-
ple of years; if assistance targeted organizations and projects that seek to attract
the average woman; if Western NGOs persuaded national governments that it is
in their best interest to respond to the needs of their female population; and,
most important, if Western NGOs encouraged indigenous women’s organiza-
tions to become involved in the dirty business of politics. While women’s NGO
activity has blossomed throughout the region, the unwillingness of these groups
to get involved in national politics has meant that representatives of women’s is-
sues have had little access to decision makers.

My argument proceeds in five parts, beginning with a historical overview of
women and transition that focuses specifically on Hungary and Poland. The
next two sections first identify and explain the strategies of Western NGOs, then
examine their influence on this sector. In the fourth section I discuss the evalu-
ation techniques of Western and local NGOs. I conclude with some lessons
learned and recommendations for future involvement.

POLITICAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT: 

WOMEN AND TRANSITION

Even before the collapse of communism, scholarly and journalistic accounts of
the position of women in Poland and Hungary revealed that socialism had
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hardly fulfilled its promise of gender equality. As in other countries, women re-
ceived less pay than their male counterparts and were barely represented in po-
sitions of power.4 The Communist Party had intervened in almost every aspect
of life; in Poland and Hungary the party directed the formation of mass organi-
zations on behalf of the country’s female population.5 Ambitious communist
rhetoric and the presence of large and well-organized women’s organizations,
however, did not mean that the Communist Party had successfully penetrated
traditional culture in either country. The status of women in these countries was
precariously dependent upon a state that pledged to support equal rights so long
as it, and not women themselves, defined the criteria for equality and parame-
ters of feminism.

Changes in the early 1990s exacerbated the disparities in the treatment of
men and women, and, despite important differences among postcommunist so-
cieties, women throughout the region suffered disproportionately from political
uncertainty and economic restructuring.6 Moreover, the anticommunist para-
digm engendered a patriarchal backlash as these societies struggled to reestab-
lish their traditional cultures. Without socialist principles to guide state policies,
the official commitment to gender equality ended. Both countries had some
history of women’s groups before communism, but neither society had a partic-
ularly strong tradition of any independent movement on behalf of women’s
rights.7 In both Poland and Hungary the reduction of the state in political and
social affairs, and the absence of a culture to promote women’s issues, had seri-
ous implications for the status of women.

The first postcommunist elections witnessed the end of socialism’s affirmative-
action policies and the elimination of the quota system that provided for a min-
imum of female candidates. As a result, the number of female politicians de-
creased in both countries, as it did throughout the region. In postcommunist
Poland women have held, at the most, 13 percent of the seats in parliament,
while throughout the 1980s their participation had exceeded 20 percent.8 In
postcommunist Hungary women have comprised 7 to 11 percent of the country’s
representatives in parliament, in contrast to a figure of more than 20 percent be-
fore 1989. In local politics a similar but less dramatic drop was evident. The
number of women in the national parliament and local politics had been artifi-
cially high because of the Communist Party’s quota system. But the failure of
these new democracies to attract more women into politics meant that the fe-
male population became even more marginalized from public life than it had
been during the communist period.

Despite the belief that economic reforms were gender neutral, the move
away from socialism and toward capitalism was particularly onerous to women
throughout the region. Economic reform meant that women were usually the
first to be fired and the last hired. While this was not so in all postcommunist
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countries, in Poland and Hungary women suffered from higher rates of unem-
ployment than men; most affected were middle-aged women with poor qualifi-
cations who were laid off as “redundant labor.”9 Women were also less likely to
be retrained and thus experienced a much lower rate of reemployment. Along-
side these problems was the reduction (and in some cases elimination) of wel-
fare provisions. Although the closing or the privatization of state enterprises
promised new opportunities for all citizens, the economy channeled women’s
labor into low-status, low-paid positions.

Other issues threatened the position of women in Poland and Hungary. In
Poland particularly but in Hungary as well, reproductive rights issues have
taken center stage since communism’s collapse, along with trafficking in
women, prostitution, and violence against women. United Nations reports from
1995 and 1996 confirm that while political and economic changes adversely af-
fected both men and women, the gender gap in politics, along with economic
dislocation, put serious pressure on the status of women in these societies.10

To varying degrees the Polish and Hungarian governments have acknowl-
edged that the change from communism to democracy and a market economy
has been particularly difficult for the female population. Their reactions suggest
that since 1989 some governments have been willing to recognize the chal-
lenges that women face but that they have not necessarily been interested in re-
sponding in any sustained fashion. In Poland in the early 1990s the Parliamen-
tary Group of Women and the Plenipotentiary for Family and Women’s Affairs
coordinated the activities of numerous NGOs to ensure that women’s issues
were represented in parliament. Both institutions, but particularly the Plenipo-
tentiary, played a crucial role in reaching out to NGOs and helping them to ed-
ucate government representatives and the population about economic, politi-
cal, and social issues affecting women. According to representatives from the
Women’s Rights Center and the Center for the Advancement of Women, the
Plenipotentiary was, in the early 1990s, key to the growth of the women’s move-
ment in Poland. Its former director held regular meetings with representatives
of women’s NGOs and would consult the government on programs and policies
from a gendered perspective.

In October 1997, however, Poland’s newly installed conservative government
introduced significant changes to the machinery responsible for equality prac-
tices. It transformed the Plenipotentiary for Family and Women’s Affairs into the
Plenipotentiary for Family Affairs, with “Women’s Affairs” noticeably absent
from the title. The office’s mandate does not include women’s issues or gender
equality, and the head of this office is not considered to have a progressive or
even positive opinion of gender issues. These changes, as well as the sharp in-
crease in conservative rhetoric by government officials, the Solidarity-supported
Radio Maria, and other influential players, have generated an atmosphere of
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hostility but also resignation among practitioners. Without some government
support or machinery to represent women’s issues, NGOs become isolated from
domestic politics.

Hungary has seen significantly less variation in the government’s attitude to-
ward gender issues. While many Hungarian activists whom I interviewed com-
plained that the government is not at all committed to gender equality, some
were willing to acknowledge that changes have taken place. In 1992 the govern-
ment created the Ombudswoman Program Office in Budapest to facilitate con-
tacts between women’s NGOs and to reshape and improve the media’s coverage
of women’s issues. In 1996 the Ministry of Labor established the Office on the
Status of Women, which has the primary functions of promoting gender issues
in the media, coordinating meetings with women’s NGOs, and providing re-
search on women’s employment issues. The government created the office in
response to domestic impulses and, more important, to international pressure;
the Hungarian government believed it was a necessary first step toward mem-
bership in the European Union. Robert Kiss, the assistant director of the Office
on the Status of Women, concedes that Hungary’s intense interest in becoming
a full member of the European Union inspired its newfound interest in
women’s issues. The main reason for establishing his office was to reassure
members of the European Union that Hungary was sensitive to gender-related
unemployment and reemployment issues.11

Although many practitioners in Hungary did not feel that the government
was genuinely interested in women’s issues, they were positive about the cre-
ation of this office and its activities. Regular meetings with NGOs and the of-
fice’s use of the media to promote awareness of discrimination made the office’s
director, Katalin Levai, a well-respected government official. This office and its
origins are testimony to the power that international actors can wield by con-
vincing government officials not only of the benefits of recognizing women’s is-
sues but of the negative repercussions that might ensue if the government does
not become more sensitive to women’s issues. While postcommunist govern-
ments have taken some steps to assist women in responding to the effects of
transition, the most important actors seeking to improve the position of women
are local NGOs, many of which are assisted financially and in-kind by Western
foundations and international NGOs.

STRATEGIES OF WESTERN NGOS

Claims that “male-only democracies” were developing in East-Central Europe
attracted the attention of Western scholars and practitioners who had begun to
look beyond certain institutional configurations to define democracies. The de-
velopment of civil society, inspired by the writings of Eastern European dissi-
dents, became the catchphrase for Western NGOs as well as governmental ac-
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tors who were providing democratization assistance to the region.12 Although
academics studying democracy have traditionally ignored gender issues, West-
ern NGOs working in Eastern and Central Europe have not, and they have
been involved with women’s groups in Poland and Hungary for more than a de-
cade.13 Women’s groups, which had formed voluntarily in an effort to influence
state policies on behalf of women’s rights, clearly fit into the notion of civil soci-
ety development.

When asked why women’s advocacy groups or women’s NGOs were in-
cluded in their democracy assistance programs for the region, program officers
at the Ford Foundation, the German Marshall Fund, and the Eurasia Founda-
tion responded in similar ways, acknowledging the challenges and special needs
of this portion of society. Foundation representatives believed that there was a
direct link between democratization and women’s advocacy groups. By the
early 1990s women’s advocacy groups in the region had demonstrated that polit-
ical and economic changes were affecting the female population adversely.
Consequently, foundation representatives assumed that if these states were truly
to respond to and represent the needs of all their citizens, they needed to sup-
port women’s groups. Developing this sector meant establishing organizations,
providing infrastructural support, initiating training seminars and workshops to
educate and empower individuals, and funding specific projects.

The strategies that Western NGOs use reflect what they want to achieve.
None pursued one strategy exclusively; in fact, they were likely to fund or be in-
volved in projects that pursued different and even contradictory strategies. Table
2.1 shows the strategies that the foundations used to promote gender equality.

The target of assistance determines the strategy that the foundation will use.
International actors can target organizations by providing start-up costs or sup-
porting infrastructural development or can target individuals through educa-
tion, seminars, or workshops. A third type of strategy involves funding specific
projects, either those that stand alone, such as the Women’s Beijing Conference
Group, or those projects undertaken by an existing organization. Involvement
in specific projects tends to be reactive, but other considerations include the di-
mensions of the strategy, such as the length of the commitment (long term or
short term) and the terms of funding (process oriented or product oriented).

In table 2.1 “terms of involvement” describes the method of transfer that the
Western NGO is likely to adopt. A proactive strategy is characterized by well-
developed goals on the part of the Western NGO. Western NGOs that use
proactive strategies tend to have a clear idea of both the outcome that they want
and how to achieve this goal.14 I also use the phrase “terms of involvement” in
this chapter to reflect a general style of interacting with local NGOs—Western
NGOs are likely to provide conditions and/or explicit instructions for local
groups. For example, training seminars and workshops by Women’s World
Banking were proactive, elite centered, and used imported ideas. In the early
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1990s this group initiated talks with Polish organizations in an attempt to create
Women’s World Banks in Lodz and Warsaw, with the ultimate goal of develop-
ing branches in other locations throughout Poland. This organization went to
Poland with specific goals that it wanted to achieve, based on its experience in
Asia and the developing countries.

A reactive strategy is one in which the Western NGO responds to local re-
quests and is less committed to a particular goal or strategy. The Network for
East-West Women is a good example of an organization that used reactive,
mass-focused strategies with domestically inspired ideas. By facilitating commu-
nication between women’s NGOs in the region and responding to requests for
technical assistance or information, the network has been able to react to ongo-
ing changes and needs.

I N F R A S T R U C T U R A L A S S I S TA N C E

Because of the inability or unwillingness of the Polish and Hungarian govern-
ments to fund women’s groups, the primary strategy of Western NGOs has been
to provide money and in-kind assistance (such as computers, fax machines, and
the like) to develop infrastructures that will create or sustain women’s organiza-
tions. Since neither Poland nor Hungary had any independent women’s organi-
zations in 1989 when communism collapsed, the need to establish offices where
women’s groups could meet and conduct business was huge. The Soros net-
work of foundations provided particularly extensive infrastructural assistance.
Although not all the NGOs that I investigated received Soros money, most ben-
efited in one way or another from Soros involvement in this sector.
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table 2.1 Typology of Gender Assistance Strategies in Poland and Hungary

Target of Assistance

Organizations (infrastructural development)
Individuals or groups (human capital development)
Specific projects (human capital or infrastructural development)

Terms of Involvement

Proactive Reactive
Elite-centered Mass-focused
Imported ideas Domestic generated ideas
Process-oriented (seminars) Product-oriented (research)
Short-term Long-term
Small no. of large grants Large no. of small grants



While most of the grant-giving international actors (such as the German
Marshall Fund, the Soros foundations, and the Global Fund for Women) are
inclined to support existing or planned local organizations, the Ford Founda-
tion follows a different approach. Its strategy in Poland is more proactive, top-
down, and uses imported ideas. Ford bases its programs or projects on its as-
sumptions about how it can achieve its desired goal. Moreover, unlike many
Western foundations involved in the region, Ford still makes its funding deci-
sions in New York. Its local consultant in Warsaw, Grazyna Kopinska, has ex-
tensive contacts with women’s groups and provides recommendations for fund-
ing, but individuals in the United States make the final decision. Ford’s
proactive approach toward women’s NGOs in Poland reflects the Ford Founda-
tion’s basic funding strategy of making large long-term investments in a few
projects.

For example, Ford based its decision to establish the National Women’s In-
formation Center in Warsaw on Ford’s experiences in Russia. Because the Ford-
funded Center for Gender Studies in Moscow successfully became the hub of
activism in Russia, Ford officials believed that founding a similar organization
in Poland would have the same effect there. Although the center is located in
Warsaw, it is not intended to benefit only elites. It was established in the hope
that it would become a national center, helping women’s groups and initiatives
throughout the country to overcome their isolation by providing them with in-
formation about gender-related activities as well as seminars and conferences.
According to several practitioners in Poland who were involved in the talks with
the Ford Foundation before the center was established, Ford’s “vision” had far
more influence on the ideas surrounding the development of the center and
how it would act than did domestically generated ideas or desires.

The Ford approach to institution building and infrastructural development
is distinctly different from the predominant approach of most actors involved in
women’s NGO development, which is more reactive or interactive (responding
to requests from local NGOs). For example, the German Marshall Fund was
the first Western supporter of the Women’s Rights Center in Warsaw. Urzula
Nowokowska, current director of the center, had the idea for it, and local actors
made all decisions in its development. According to Nowokowska, the relation-
ship between the German Marshall Fund and the center was very much “bot-
tom up”; the fund had little influence over its activities, although the fund’s rep-
resentative at the time certainly contributed ideas about how the center should
develop.

In terms of institution building, the Soros foundations have provided most of
the assistance to organizations in Hungary and Poland. They help to establish
new organizations that come to them with requests, but they also invest in exist-
ing organizations, such as MONA and NaNE in Budapest. Many other U.S.
foundations have also provided infrastructural assistance to women’s NGOs in
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both countries, with substantially more money and interest going to Poland.
The Global Fund for Women, which has also supported NaNE in Budapest, is
one of the few organizations that is committed to providing a large number of
small grants to women’s organizations (or organizations led by women) for gen-
eral unrestricted support.

According to several practitioners in the region, since the mid-1990s it has
become difficult to find Western NGOs interested in institution building and
willing to provide financial or in-kind support to cover overhead costs. Many
U.S. and Western European foundations and international actors are moving
out of East-Central Europe or farther east to the former Soviet Union because of
the belief that they have accomplished their goals and democratic practices
have taken hold. Declining interest in the region on the part of the foundations
has convinced many NGO representatives that their proposals must be ex-
tremely strategic and should emphasize the development of human capital
(such as by seminars or workshops). Another belief among practitioners in both
Poland and Hungary is that they must reach out to women or groups outside the
capital city. According to Western NGO representatives, the most viable pro-
posals come from women’s NGOs and focus on specific events.

H U M A N C A P I TA L D E V E L O P M E N T

Empowering individuals or developing skills that are more marketable in the
new economy has also figured prominently in the strategies of Western NGOs,
particularly for the Network for East-West Women (NEWW), the League of
Women Voters, and Women’s World Banking. Since the late 1980s the develop-
ment of human capital has been a common strategy of U.S. foundations for all
sectors of civil society. This strategy mostly evolved during the 1990s. Seminars,
workshops, and fellowships remain the most obvious manifestations, but in
most cases the content as well as personnel involved in these educational en-
deavors has changed. Not surprisingly, many international actors initially tar-
geted a small group of elites, or individuals, most often from Warsaw and Bu-
dapest, believed to be potential leaders in women’s advocacy. The international
foundations held one- or two-day training seminars in Warsaw or Budapest with
Western trainers on finance, accounting, management, or political participa-
tion. The foundations also often offered travel and long-term fellowships in the
United States or Western Europe. For example, in addition to providing seed
money to the Women’s Center in Warsaw, the German Marshall Fund pro-
vided travel money for the center’s director and other key players to attend in-
ternational or regional conferences.

Women’s World Banking (WWB) conducted seminars for elites in Warsaw
and in Lodz, a city dominated by female workers, in an effort to create women’s
banks in both cities. The organization’s approach was top-down, proactive, and
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relied on ideas tested elsewhere in the developing world. According to Polish
practitioners who had a great deal of contact with WWB representatives, the or-
ganization knew a lot about Poland and the ongoing changes. However, it based
its seminars and strategies for responding to these changes on models that origi-
nated in countries that are significantly different from Poland. Representatives
were unwilling or unable to change WWB’s structure or methods to respond to
the unique needs of Polish women. Perhaps as a result, and despite WWB’s
early interest in Poland, it established no Women’s World Banks there.

The Network for East-West Women is unique in its approach to human cap-
ital development in this region. Its extensive activities are reactive, grassroots
oriented, and rely on both domestic and imported ideas to guide the organiza-
tion’s involvement in the region. The network is associated with numerous
short-term activities inspired by experiences in the West. For example, the East-
East Legal Coalition examines and monitors the legal effect of postcommunist
transitions. However, NEWW’s most important function is the voice that it
gives to women’s NGOs and individual women by linking more than two thou-
sand women’s advocates in more than forty countries and by providing free Web
pages for women’s organizations in East-Central Europe and the former Soviet
Union. Since 1990 it has been the main facilitator of the spread of information
about women’s organizations in the region, gender-related activities (including
research on women), and fellowships in the United States and Western Europe.
It has given a voice to small isolated groups throughout the region and assisted
more mature groups to become leaders in the emerging women’s movements.
NEWW’s extensive electronic network provides free computer links, and often
computers and training, to women’s groups throughout the region. The net-
work (and its Web site) is the first place to go in researching women’s advocacy
groups in Poland and Hungary.

P RO J E C T S

According to many practitioners in the region, Western NGOs appear to be
more eager to become involved in projects that have short-term identifiable ob-
jectives than in providing long-term support for infrastructural development or
overhead costs. Involvement in specific projects, for better or worse, involves a
beginning and an end, not to mention definitive amounts of financial assistance
and commitment. According to Maria Knothe, director of the Center for the
Advancement for Women in Poland, numerous sources, including several for-
eign embassies and USAID, helped underwrite its Directory of Women’s Organi-
zations and Initiatives in Poland, but these organizations were not willing to pro-
vide general support to the center’s program for unemployed women.

The Gender Studies Small Grants Program, developed in 1996 by the Cen-
tral European University’s Program on Gender and Culture in Budapest and
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funded by the Soros Foundation, provides a large number of small grants to
groups to pursue projects related to gender. Since 1996 the Program on Gender
and Culture has provided up to $2,000 to institutes, centers, programs, and uni-
versity departments for initiatives related to gender. The program seeks espe-
cially to give money to organizations that are located in small cities and towns
and that would benefit significantly from such a small amount of money.15

The projects underwritten by the League of Women Voters—Building Polit-
ical Participation in Poland (1992) and Project Demokracia (Hungary), which
began in 1994—are rare examples of a Western NGO’s addressing women’s de-
clining participation in local and national politics. In contrast to the Small
Grants Program, the league provides a small number of longer-term grants to
democracy-oriented NGOs throughout Poland and Hungary. These projects in-
volve in-country training seminars as well as fellowships in the United States.
The strategy thus focuses more on process and is of several years’ duration.
Using the grassroots framework and strategies that it developed in the United
States, the league relies on local politicians and NGO practitioners to create
country-specific methods for educating women’s groups about how they could
mobilize and influence political processes. In Poland, for example, the league
invited twenty women to the United States to learn new skills (including priori-
tizing issues, forming coalitions, and influencing decision makers about issues)
in local league offices. When the participants returned to Poland, they orga-
nized a conference for more than two hundred individuals in Krakow to edu-
cate Polish women about effective political participation and to encourage
them to be more politically active. Project Demokracia in Hungary relied on a
similar strategy and included a grants program for civic groups and on-site visits.
Unlike other Western NGOs, which often support a single project, the league’s
approach has recognized the need for a longer period of commitment, outreach
in smaller cities, and periodic contact.

INFLUENCE AND LIMITATIONS

In response to the collapse of the communist state and the desire of individuals to
participate in public life but outside the realm of state control, the whole region
has witnessed a blossoming of NGO activity. Women realized early that political
and economic reforms were no guarantee that state policies would represent
their interests. Recent political and economic changes in Poland and Hungary,
as well as women’s encounter with communism, affected their views. Thus it is
perhaps not surprising that this sector initially developed in similar ways in these
two countries. However, by 1998 the similarities had disappeared, and NGO ac-
tivity in Poland differed substantially from women’s advocacy in Hungary.

Although women’s NGOs could be categorized in numerous ways, five gen-
eral types of groups exist in these two countries: liberal or feminist organizations
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such as NaNE in Hungary; conservative or religious groups such as the Polish
Union of Catholic Women; women’s sections in political parties or trade unions
such as the National Women’s Section of Solidarity; professional women’s asso-
ciations such as the Association of Active Women; and research institutes and
women’s studies centers such as the Gender Center at the Central European
University in Hungary. I targeted the most well-known and active organizations
working on behalf of women’s rights in both countries.16 Individuals in the
United States, Poland, and Hungary kept mentioning the same organizations
and “must-see” individuals. Perhaps it should not be surprising that the women’s
NGOs identified as most important turned out to be liberal/feminist and those
supported by Western NGOs. I discuss this issue later.

At first glance, it may appear that of the three strategies used by Western
NGOs to assist women’s groups in Poland and Hungary, infrastructural assis-
tance has had the greatest influence on the development of women’s NGOs.
However, a broad consideration of events in the 1990s, particularly the rise and
fall of so many local NGOs, suggests that human capital development and spe-
cific projects seem to have had a more enduring effect on the development of
this sector.

I N F R A S T R U C T U R A L A S S I S TA N C E

The Polish and Hungarian governments provide little assistance to NGOs and
even less to women’s NGOs. In 1989, when the first free elections took place, no
independent women’s organizations existed in either Poland or Hungary. By
1998, however, more than ninety Polish organizations, foundations, or research
institutions had declared themselves to be focused on or associated with the
women’s movement.17 In Hungary even an approximate number was difficult to
establish. Various sources estimated that twenty to two hundred organizations
are involved with women’s issues and gender-related activities.18 The prolifera-
tion of organizations suggests that international actors have played a role in this
sector.

An examination of the landscape of women’s advocacy groups in these two
countries show that Western NGOs clearly have been crucial to institution
building. Western NGOs have in some way supported the most active Polish
and Hungarian women’s NGOs. In Poland this strategy has had a tremendous
influence on the number and diversity of women’s organizations established
after 1989. In contrast to Hungary, each of the various women’s advocacy groups
in Poland has developed a specific area of expertise. For example, the Center for
the Advancement of Women offers training and assistance to unemployed
women. Several reproductive rights–oriented organizations emerged in the
early 1990s, although only the Federation for Women and Family Planning con-
tinued to exist in any real sense by the late 1990s. It remains an important force
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in defending women’s reproductive rights and providing information and ser-
vices to women and children. In terms of political activism, Women Also, with
a strong U.S. connection, focuses on women’s political participation in local
government. The Directory of Women’s Organizations shows that a majority of
organizations, particularly those that are fairly active, were supported in part or
wholly by international assistance.

Hungary has attracted fewer international donors and international actors to
women’s advocacy than has Poland. Other than the Soros network, no major
foundations are providing a substantial amount of money to women’s NGOs.
Although some individuals whom I interviewed estimated that Hungary had
one hundred to two hundred women’s organizations, I could never obtain a list
that identified more than twenty women’s NGOs, and that list included organi-
zations such as Women for Clear Water, the Women’s Chapter of Autonomous
Trade Unions, and the Women’s Club in Soporon (the only organization out-
side Budapest), none of which was very active. Even those organizations that
both Hungarians and Americans identified as “the most influential” women’s
NGOs, such as MONA and NaNE, are not nearly as developed as those in
Poland. All the organizations that I investigated, however, benefited from West-
ern assistance.

This has not meant, however, that this strategy has always been effective.
The limited amount of money devoted to infrastructural assistance has affected
the strategy’s ability to foster the development of women’s advocacy groups in
both Poland and Hungary. Moreover, while both countries have numerous
women’s NGOs, few have a significant following or a staff and office to conduct
business. The inability of women’s NGOs to be self-sustaining is related to lack
of funding but also to the tendency of Western NGOs to set the agenda in these
countries by establishing or funding organizations that may appeal to U.S. or
Western European constituencies but not necessarily the home country’s popu-
lation. Western NGOs claim that their approach to the region has become
more context specific, as they adopt strategies that are more appropriate to spe-
cific historical and political circumstances. However, many organizations have
fallen by the wayside. The inability of many women’s NGOs to attract signifi-
cant followers suggests that Western NGOs have done a poor job of ensuring
that institutions become embedded in domestic society. Western NGOs have
certainly helped establish women’s organizations in Poland and Hungary, but
the lack of sustained interest—both among Western NGOs and domestic con-
stituents—has meant that the women’s advocacy groups that do exist have yet to
become established or influential actors in domestic society.

In both countries every NGO that I encountered struggled with the dilemma
of how to secure funding for the next year. This prevents women’s groups from
doing what is necessary to attract domestic followers and develop a long-term
agenda. According to Antonio Barros of NaNE, the Global Fund was an impor-
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tant contributor to her organization because it was one of the few organizations
that was willing to provide money for general institutional support and that re-
sponded quickly to her request. Its flexibility and quick turnaround provided
this Budapest-based organization with much needed resources at a crucial time
in its development. Yet the constant, even feverish, search for money to keep
their organizations afloat has meant that most practitioners have little time to
carry out their proposed activities.

Simultaneously, the inability of Western NGOs to monitor the activities or
outreach of these local organizations has created a situation in which some
local NGOs that are particularly good at fund-raising have impressive offices
but do little. The problem appears to be that once funders give money to an or-
ganization, they are likely to continue providing funds even if the organization
lacks domestic support. Twice in Poland and once in Hungary I encountered
organizations that occupied impressive modern offices equipped with the best
technology but appeared to be devoid of both staff and agenda. Asked about
their membership or current activities, the sole representatives of these organi-
zations conceded that their organizations had few active members and were
doing little more than applying for more grants.

The inactivity of these NGOs and their lack of domestic constituents are not
necessarily the result or fault of the local NGO but may be caused by two other
factors. It may be that once a funder supports a local NGO, it continues to do so
because it does not want to “lose its investment” or acknowledge that it has
made a poor decision. Some NGOs that received seed money or in-kind sup-
port may no longer have enough money to support a paid staff. According to
Wanda Nowicka, director of the Federation of Women’s Planning, Western
NGOs were often critical of the work ethic in Poland, demanding to know why
women associated with the federation were not working longer or even on the
holidays. In fact, Polish women could not afford to volunteer their services; they
needed to be paid for any time spent in the office. Conditions in Poland meant
that day-to-day life was so demanding that volunteers or even paid employees
could not spend their evenings or weekends working in the office.

According to NGO practitioners and academics in the region, another rea-
son for the poor performance of women’s NGOs is related to Western NGOs’
strategies, which often ignored urgent issues, such as political participation and
economic dislocation, and focused instead on issues popular in the United
States and Western Europe. Several local practitioners mentioned the attention
being paid to the trafficking in women (who tend to come mainly from former
Soviet states) and the rights of minority women and suggested that this focus
served the interests of the international NGOs rather than the interests or needs
of Polish or Hungarian women. Women’s NGOs in desperate need of support
often organized their activities around the interests evinced by Western NGOs
and thus neglected local needs.
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H U M A N C A P I TA L D E V E L O P M E N T

International involvement has affected the number of women’s groups that have
been established and has played a role in the types of organizations that have
emerged, the ideas that have shaped them, and the strategies that they have used.
The strategy of developing human capital appears to have had a lasting and
penetrating influence on the development of this sector. It appears to have been
successful in assisting in the development of capable professionals, many of
whom now are the leaders of women’s groups. According to Maria Knothe, di-
rector of the Center for the Advancement of Women in Warsaw, Western NGOs
have thus helped to shape the thinking and behavior of those involved in this
sector. Thanks to international involvement, Polish women and women’s groups
have developed critical skills for adapting to the new environment, such as
fund-raising, strategic planning, and advocacy. These skills are important to the
development of women’s NGOs. Moreover, they are universal skills. Western
involvement has helped women and women’s NGOs understand what it means
to be professional. For example, the NGOs establish protocols for hiring, firing,
and promotion, and meetings begin and end at specific times. Consequently,
while this strategy is often difficult to link to a specific outcome, it is an impor-
tant facet of how Western NGOs have influenced the way that people behave
and the level of professionalization that has developed among practitioners in-
volved in women’s advocacy.

Women who participated in fellowships in the United States or Western Eu-
rope returned to Poland and Hungary to open women’s shelters, develop legal
assistance centers, and run for parliament.19 Contacts with Western NGOs have
influenced the strategies that local organizations use. For example, British-born
Antonio Barros, founder of NaNE, shapes its approach to the development of its
organization. Trainers from Britain and the United States travel to Budapest pe-
riodically to train local staff members on strategic planning, outreach, and day-
to-day management of an NGO. Nowokowska says that many strategies that she
has used at the Women’s Right’s Center come from what she learned while on a
fellowship in the United States. These include establishing a women’s hot line,
lobbying parliament, and writing to senators about women’s issues. Further evi-
dence of the influence of the strategy of human capital development lies in how
these women talk—in terms of the importance of strategic planning, network-
ing strategies, and making the media more gender sensitive, a vocabulary that
would not have been theirs in the early 1990s.

This strategy also entailed certain drawbacks. Practitioners in both countries
complained that most of the early investments in human capital development
were not well thought out and therefore not particularly useful. Most often,
Western NGOs sponsored one-day seminars or workshops in the country’s capi-
tal. The individuals running the seminars were often ignorant of the local cul-
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ture and history, as well as local language. In many cases they spent little time
ensuring that Western phases and concepts were translated properly; thus peo-
ple who attended these early seminars benefited little from this strategy. For ex-
ample, woman who participated in seminars in the early 1990s recalled her ex-
periences with Women’s World Banking. Although her English skills at the time
were quite good, she had no idea what the term strategic planning meant or
how to translate it to Polish conditions. However, eight years later she looked at
her notes from these seminars with greater comprehension; she says that only in
the late 1990s would these seminars have been relevant in Poland.

Another problem associated with the strategy of human capital development
is the high attrition rate among NGO practitioners. Although individuals may
receive training in third-sector development or financial management for the
purpose of women’s advocacy, the Western NGO has no way to ensure that this
person will continue to be involved in this sector. Many women who partici-
pated in women’s activities in the early 1990s have left for more lucrative posi-
tions. A final problem is Western bias. Interviewees often cited European foun-
dations and organizations as being more sensitive than Americans to local
cultures in using human capital development. However, individuals in Hun-
gary felt that even PHARE programs made little effort to incorporate the experi-
ences and modes of interaction in postcommunist countries. As a consequence
of these problems, Western-led workshops no longer are held in Warsaw or Bu-
dapest; they have been replaced with more successful seminars conducted in
smaller cities by local practitioners during a period of several months.

P RO J E C T S

In both countries but particularly in Poland, specific project support has helped
to create a flurry of activity associated with gender. I was genuinely surprised by
the number as well as the sophistication of the meetings and workshops being
held throughout the country. The National Women’s Information Center
(OSKa) in Warsaw publishes quarterly newsletters that identify gender-related
activities and projects. While women’s advocacy groups in Hungary may also be
involved in considerable activity, it was far more apparent in Poland. In fact, the
initial similarities in Poland and Hungary have disappeared, and the landscape
of NGO activity has evolved quite differently in these two countries. Polish
women’s advocacy NGOs appeared to be better organized and far more than ac-
tive than those in Hungary.

A second difference was the large number of gender-related projects taking
place outside Poland’s capital. Mary Haney, a consultant for USAID, notes that
many women’s groups outside Warsaw are not active and are not likely to sur-
vive because of lack of funding.20 However, women’s advocacy groups are active
in Krakow, Poznan, Wroclaw, and other cities and even in small towns such as
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Legnica and Torun. In contrast, not one person I interviewed for this study in
Hungary or the United States was able to name a women’s advocacy group or
even a project associated with gender that is located outside Budapest.

A third difference, which may account for the others, is the general level of
knowledge about other women’s groups and gender-related activities within and
outside Warsaw. The Center for the Advancement of Women’s Directory of
Women’s Organizations, as well as the National Women’s Information Center’s
quarterly bulletin of gender activities throughout Poland, are signs of the evolu-
tion and maturity of women’s advocacy groups in Poland. In Hungary in the
1990s, by contrast, no formal or informal communication existed even among
groups in Budapest, let alone outside it. Even among NGOs that appeared to
have a great deal in common, many practitioners acknowledged that they know
little about the activities of other groups.

While providing assistance to specific projects or programs appears to be a
way to support women’s activities without investing too much money or time in
this sector, this strategy has nonetheless had an important influence on this sec-
tor. This assistance has been particularly important to small, isolated organiza-
tions that need a small amount of money or partnership to conduct a confer-
ence or workshop. According to several practitioners in both Poland and
Hungary, the Small Grants Program based at the Central European University
in Budapest has provided critical assistance to groups in small towns and vil-
lages that could never have received money from another source. Grants to
emerging organizations that support a small project mean significant gains for a
small amount of money. It appears, however, that the Soros Foundation and
other foundations involved in these countries are increasingly using this strategy
instead of strategies that are more expensive or require a longer time commit-
ment. In a climate of declining interest and funding for East-Central Europe,
the funding of specific projects may be the only way for women’s NGOs to con-
tinue receiving international assistance.

L I M I TA T I O N S

In assessing the influence of Western NGOs on the development of women’s
advocacy organizations in Poland and Hungary, we must consider three factors.
First, international actors have spent considerably less on women’s NGOs and
gender issues than on ethnic issues or political parties. Even estimating the
amount of money given to women’s advocacy groups or gender-related activities
is not possible because the foundation officials whom I interviewed did not iso-
late funding for gender-related activities or women’s NGOs. Most often, they in-
corporated funding for women’s issues in civil society development or human
rights. Moreover, while many foundations were active in Poland, few supported
Hungary or Hungarian women’s groups.
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Second, assistance to women’s advocacy has generally been reactive, provid-
ing limited support as needed rather than as part of a comprehensive plan or
sustained interest in this sector. The amount of democracy assistance to
women’s NGOs varies from country to country, and the assistance itself is often
so meager and scattered that no individual donor or strategy could influence the
development of women’s advocacy in these countries.

Third, assessing the influence of international actors on the development of
women’s advocacy groups, and comparing developments in Poland and Hun-
gary, is complex because of the difficulty of isolating international factors from
other variables. Government support for this sector, the strength of indigenous
NGOs, culture and traditions, and the different challenges facing women in
these countries all have their influences. One Hungarian scholar remarked that
women’s advocacy will always be different in Hungary than in Poland because
women’s reproductive rights will never be challenged in Hungary by the
Catholic Church in the same way that they have been in Poland.21

A further problem with isolating the influence of international involvement
is related to the issue of selection bias. The list of organizations and “must-see”
individuals that I compiled tended to be somehow associated with or sponsored
by Western and generally U.S. organizations. According to Robert Kiss, the as-
sistant director of the Office on the Status of Women, Western actors are most
likely to work with and give money to liberal or feminist organizations, even if
professional associations or women’s sections have a better infrastructure or
more members. Instead of trying to understand the role of particular civil
groups in postcommunist societies, Western foundations put their money into
newly created organizations that tend to model themselves on Western organi-
zations. They also appear to focus on issues deemed relevant by their home
country, rather than on issues that are considered to be relevant or necessary to
Central European societies. Despite these observations, however, when I asked
Kiss which organizations were “the most important” and “influential” in Hun-
gary, he listed only liberal or feminist organizations.22

Ultimately, it is difficult to say whether liberal/feminist NGOs showed the
most promise and were funded by Western NGOs for that reason or whether
these groups became the most active and important women’s advocacy groups
because of the materials and skills provided by Western NGOs. I will simply
note that the correlation between Western NGO involvement in predominately
liberal/feminist organizations and their prominence in Poland and Hungary is
strong.

U N I N T E N D E D C O N S E QU E N C E S

International involvement in the development of women’s advocacy groups
has not always been able to control its influence. In both countries unintended
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consequences from international involvement were evident. The most disturb-
ing unintended outcome—infighting among women’s NGOs—was evident in
both Poland and Hungary. International interest in the development of
women’s NGOs has led to a substantial amount of competition among women’s
groups. While infighting might have occurred anyway, even in the absence of
international involvement, many practitioners claim that the activities of West-
ern funders (but not of Western NGOs) exacerbate tensions and lack of com-
munication among women’s groups.

In Poland women’s advocacy groups have been able to work together, but a
significant rift still exists among groups that were overlooked when a U.S. foun-
dation decided to create a new women’s organization in Poland. Several women
expressed disappointment and resentment that this organization was created
and “imposed” on them. In Hungary a similar situation has emerged; groups do
not always know how much money another group received, and they tended to
exaggerate the amount of foreign assistance given to other groups. For example,
three practitioners from different organizations in Hungary mentioned “a large
grant” that one women’s NGO in Budapest had received from a U.S. founda-
tion. In fact, that organization had no connection with the U.S. foundation.
The fight for international funds (as well as other divisions) has left women’s
groups in Hungary fragmented.

Equally important, international involvement has meant that women’s
NGOs are dependent upon Western actors for resources to maintain their infra-
structure, further their skills, or complete their proposed projects. Assistance
from international actors has allowed these groups to focus on issues once con-
sidered taboo in Polish and Hungarian society, such as violence against women,
and to engage in Western-style activities, such as opening shelters, lobbying the
parliament, and conducting research on the changing status of women. The ab-
sence of domestic financial or moral support, along with their dependence on
international actors, has meant that women’s NGOs remain isolated from the
general public and marginalized from the local decision-making process.

Grazyna Kopinska, the Ford Foundation’s local consultant in Warsaw, ex-
plained that many Polish organizations adopted feminist ideas from the United
States and tried to replicate the American style of activism even where these con-
flicted with Polish history and tradition. As a consequence, the term feminism or
the idea of women’s advocacy groups conjures up, for much of the Polish public,
images of extremists or lesbians. According to Kopinska and others, no women’s
organization currently represents the average Polish woman. Because adopted
Western ideas and strategies conflict with Polish culture, ideas related to
women’s advocacy have had a difficult time taking hold in Polish society.

As suggested by Kopinska in Poland and by Kiss in Hungary, the inability of
women’s NGOs to become genuine representatives of the female population
has generated increasing criticism in both countries. Many practitioners and
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academics in Poland and Hungary are eager to replace U.S. feminism with
Central European or Hungarian feminism. Western involvement has con-
tributed to the isolation of women’s NGOs and their marginalization in local
and national politics. In light of growing anti-Western sentiment, the rise of
Central European feminism, and declining international support for the region,
women’s NGOs will in the long run have to rely on and respond to domestic
rather than international constituents. Asked where the movement would be if
international actors had not been involved in women’s groups in Poland, Bar-
bara Liminowska, director of the Women’s Information Center, responded that
women’s groups would be more involved in domestic issues. Instead of depend-
ing on external actors, they would rely on and have to work with political par-
ties, the government, and other social groups.

HOW NGOS EVALUATE THEMSELVES

International actors clearly have played a critical role in the development of
women’s advocacy groups in Poland and Hungary and in the ideas that have
shaped the thinking of the women’s movements in these countries. But have
local NGOs been successful in their endeavors? And has Western assistance
made a difference to women in these countries?

In general, indigenous NGOs did not appear to, nor did they claim to, have
a well-developed evaluation process for their activities or the strategies that they
have used to advocate on behalf of women. If their organizations continue to
exist, this will be a crucial sign of success. Local NGOs were quick to provide
statistics (e.g., of women assisted per week), hand me glossy pamphlets detailing
their programs and projects, or point to legislation on which they were con-
sulted. But when I asked whether women’s NGO’s have made a difference in
improving the position of women or whether they could provide evidence that
their organization has made a difference to the female population, representa-
tives consistently made only modest claims. Most responded that they believed
their organization had helped women on an individual basis but resisted specu-
lating about its influence on the society.

Several practitioners cited changes in national consciousness regarding
women’s issues, including an increase in the awareness of discrimination and in
the media’s coverage of women’s issues. MONA representative Zsuzsa Lestal
said that when MONA launched a project in 1998, local television and radio sta-
tions asked her why she did not notify them, whereas the media previously had
shown no interest in gender issues. Almost half the NGO representatives whom
I interviewed said that their organization have achieved some of their stated ob-
jectives, although none had evidence to support these claims.

Representatives from Western NGOs, including the Ford Foundation, the
Soros network, and the German Marshall Fund, were more sophisticated in
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their evaluations of NGO activity but relied on simplistic quantitative methods,
often providing the same information given to them by their local organizations.
In addition to reports from the local NGOs, U.S.-based NGOs sometimes relied
on internal evaluations of their partners in Poland and on information gathered
by outside evaluators. U.S. NGOs generally evaluate their involvement by
quantifying women’s advocacy, in such terms as the number of women who par-
ticipated in a seminar or who received a fellowship to the United States. West-
ern NGOs seem unwilling or unable to take this evaluation process a step fur-
ther and establish a link between their involvement and improvements in
women’s unemployment, political participation, or status in society. Although it
may be too soon to evaluate the ultimate effectiveness of these strategies, some
tentative, broad conclusions about the strategies and Western involvement are
possible.

LESSONS LEARNED

One of my objectives here was to link several issues—the state of women’s
NGOs in Poland and Hungary; international involvement in the development of
women’s advocacy groups; and strategies used by Western NGOs to develop
women’s NGOs—to determine the importance of Western NGO involvement
in the development of women’s advocacy groups in Poland and Hungary. In
many respects the situation for women in Poland and Hungary continues to de-
teriorate: Unemployment continues to rise, particularly for older, less educated
women in smaller cities; women’s political participation remains low; and other
forms of discrimination against women are evident.23 In short, international as-
sistance has not reversed negative trends. Despite this situation, a consensus
emerged from my conversations and interviews with activists and NGO repre-
sentatives in the field and with academics in Poland and Hungary and the
United States: Western NGOs have been crucial to the development of women’s
advocacy groups in Poland and Hungary. They have helped establish organiza-
tions and empower individuals, and their involvement has brought respect and
seriousness to the plight of women. Most evidence cited for the effect of NGO
activity on the position of women was the change in consciousness among elites
and within society in both countries. Challenges remain, but at least people are
now willing to acknowledge the existence of discrimination and the unique ob-
stacles that women face. Politicians can no longer wholly ignore women’s
NGOs. In Poland it would be reasonable to argue that the activities of Western
and local NGOs have helped to generate a budding, albeit limited, women’s
movement. In Hungary, however, lack of coordination of disparate women’s
NGOs means that a critical mass of its citizens has yet to be convinced that a
woman’s voice is either necessary or important to the process of democratization.
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On the basis of the evidence in this chapter, I conclude that women’s advo-
cacy organizations need both large, long-term institutional grants and small
grants that primarily target individuals. Many in Poland criticize the Ford Foun-
dation for the way that it handled the establishment of the National Women’s
Information Center, arguing that Ford’s strategy had been forced on the local
activists. But few disagree with its goal or the need for a national organization
with extensive outreach capability. Such a national organization must be devel-
oped at the appropriate time, when women’s activities have attained a critical
mass and NGOs are willing to work together. Poland has reached this point, but
it is less clear that Hungary has. Poland’s experiences and the higher volume of
Western involvement suggest that more Western involvement—particularly as-
sistance in human capital development outside Budapest—could expedite the
building of a similar critical mass in Hungary.

Second, the efforts of Western NGOs would be more successful if they
funded or formed partnerships with organizations and projects that focused on
average citizens. The strategies of Western NGOs must be context specific:
Western NGOs cannot impose local NGOs and the ideas around which indige-
nous groups form—these must be initiated locally, using domestically gener-
ated ideas and methods. Women’s NGOs in both Poland and Hungary continue
in 2001 to be isolated from the general public, which often treats them with dis-
dain for their wholesale adoption of Western ideas and strategies. Western
NGOs should target organizations that are sensitive to local cultural context,
needs, and interests.

Third, neither Western nor local NGOs can ignore domestic politics. West-
ern NGOs should try to create an incentive structure that would lead govern-
ment brokers to feel that women’s issues are important. The European Union’s
attitude toward women’s issues is an excellent example of the difference that in-
ternational actors can make. Even if government representatives are not gen-
uinely interested in gender issues, international pressure and incentives can
make a significant difference in terms of the government’s acceptance of and
support for women’s advocacy groups. Western NGOs should continue to train
local NGOs in how to write proposals and raise money but should also encour-
age local NGOs to get involved with local and national politics. More than any-
thing else, women’s NGOs need local partners, whether they are government
organizations or other NGOs. If women’s NGOs are to make their voices heard,
they must also gain access to government leaders.

Western NGOs should pay closer attention to sequencing various types of as-
sistance. They should first respond to local activities with infrastructural assis-
tance and human capital development. Once a critical mass has developed,
Western NGOs should provide larger, long-term assistance to NGOs that are
politically grounded and domestically supported.

Women’s NGOs in Poland and Hungary 51



notes

1. Information on the Small Grants Program is available from the Program on Gen-
der and Culture, 1051 Budapest, Nador u.9, Hungary, or from Program on Gender and
Culture at http://www.gender@ceu.hu (June 7, 1999).

2. See Patrice McMahon, “Building Civil Societies in East-Central Europe: The
Effect of American Nongovernmental Organizations on Women’s Groups,” Democra-
tization 8, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 45–68; Patrice McMahon, “The Effect of Economic
and Political Reforms on Soviet/Russian Women,” in Nahid Aslanbeigui, Steve Press-
man, and Gale Summerfield, eds., Women in the Age of Economic Transformation:
Gender Impacts of Reform in Postsocialist and Developing Countries, (London: Rout-
ledge, 1994).

3. In Poland I conducted many of the interviews in Polish, whereas I conducted all
interviews in Budapest in English.

4. Numerous studies have examined the status of women in communist countries.
See, for example, Sharon L. Wolchik and Alfred G. Meyer, eds., Women, State, and
Party in Eastern Europe (Durham: Duke University Press, 1985).

5. In Poland this mass organization was called the League of Polish Women; in
Hungary the women’s organization was the Democratic Association of Hungarian
Women.

6. Unfortunately, the studies of the effects of political and economic reform on
women in postcommunist countries are often more journalistic than scholarly; only in
the last few years have credible statistics emerged that demonstrate the effects of
change on women. A good book on postcommunist women and movements is Nan-
nette Funk and Magda Mueller, eds., Gender Politics and Postcommunism (New York:
Routledge, 1993).

7. See Renata Siemienska, “Polish Women and Polish Politics Since World War II,”
Journal of Women’s History 3 (Spring 1991): 108–25, and Andrea Peto, “Hungarian
Women in Politics,” in Joan W. Scott, Cora Kaplan, and Debra Keates, eds., Transi-
tions, Environments, Translations, pp. 153–62 (New York: Routledge, 1997).

8. “The Status of Women in Poland” (unpublished manuscript prepared as a coun-
try report for Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing, September 4–15, 1995).

9. Ministry of Labor Equality Department, “Status of Women in Hungary,” unpub-
lished report, 1997.

10. Darko Silovic, “Human Development Report, Regional Study on Human De-
velopment and Human Rights in Central and Eastern Europe,” November 15, 1999,
Human Development Report, Background Report, United Nations Development Pro-
gram, http://www.undp.org/hdro/silovic.pdf (July 30, 2001).

11. Robert Kiss, assistant director, Office on the Status of Women, Ministry of
Labor, interview by author, Budapest, March 1998.

12. Ferenc Miszlivetz, “Participation and Transition: Can the Civil Society Project
Survive in Hungary?” Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics 13, no. 1
(March 1997): 31.

13. For a discussion of gender and democratization see Georgina Waylen, “Women
and Democratization,” World Politics 46, no. 3 (April 1994): 327–54.

52 patrice c.  mcmahon



14. Kevin F.F. Quigley, “For Democracy’s Sake: How Funders Fail—and Succeed,”
World Policy Journal 13 (Spring 1996): 109–18.

15. Christina Crowley, program coordinator, Gender Studies Small Grants Pro-
gram, Central European University, interview by author, Budapest, March 1998.

16. I based my selection of NGOs on research I did in the United States as well as
in Poland and Hungary. Before visiting the region, I asked foundation officers, practi-
tioners, and academics which organizations were the most active and were doing the
most on behalf of women’s interests. In Poland and Hungary I did the same thing, at-
tempting to develop a short list of organizations and people.

17. See the Informator o Organizacjach I Inicjatywach Kobiecych w Polsce (Direc-
tory of Women’s Organizations and Initiatives in Poland) (Warsaw: Fundacja Centrum
Promocji Kobiet, 1997).

18. The Program on Gender and Culture at the Central European University has a
database on women’s organizations but provided a list of only twenty-two women’s
NGOs or organizations associated with gender issues. Several practitioners in Bu-
dapest suggested that in fact Hungary has about two hundred such organizations. No
other organization had even a list of names.

19. Orna Tamches, manager of Emerging Democracies Program for the League of
Women Voters Education Fund, Washington, D.C., telephone interview by author,
June 1998.

20. Mary Haney, consultant for USAID, telephone interview by author, February
1998.

21. Andrea Peto, interview by author, Budapest, March 1998.
22. Kiss interview.
23. Silovic, “Human Development Report.”

Women’s NGOs in Poland and Hungary 53



A key objective of democracy assistance for Russia is the promotion of civil soci-
ety. No effort to promote civil society in Russia can be successful, however,
without explicitly considering the contribution of women. Most studies esti-
mate that by the late 1990s two thousand to four thousand women’s organiza-
tions were active in Russia (women’s organizations are defined as organizations
with mostly women members, working in the interests of women).1 These orga-
nizations include educational groups, consciousness-raising groups, crisis cen-
ters, human rights groups, environmental groups, cultural clubs, lesbian sup-
port groups, charitable organizations, professional associations, employment
retraining centers, and political advocacy groups. Women are also the most ac-
tive members of many other Russian NGOs: One study found that in 1995 more
than 80 percent of the members of St. Petersburg’s charitable organizations
were women.2

In this chapter I examine Western assistance to women’s organizations, pay-
ing particular attention to organizations that identify themselves as feminist.
The mission of these organizations is not simply to improve women’s lives in a
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practical sense but also to remove the legal, social, and cultural impediments to
women’s equal access to government and market resources. I also include in
this category crisis centers and hot lines directed against domestic abuse and
sexual assault. Although feminist activists may or may not run the individual cri-
sis centers, feminist ideals were the basis for the movement in Russia. I concen-
trate on this subset of women’s organizations for two reasons. First, unlike many
other women’s organizations in Russia, these groups consider themselves to be
part of a transnational social movement. Most founders of contemporary Rus-
sian feminism drew their inspiration largely from contact with Western femi-
nists and feminist literature.3 A conceptual framework for a more “authentically
Russian” variant of feminism is only now being articulated. Second, feminist or-
ganizations receive a disproportionate share of Western assistance among
women’s organizations, and they are more dependent than other women’s orga-
nizations on such assistance for their survival.

My central argument is that although Western assistance has strengthened
the third sector, it has not helped, and in some ways has hurt, civil society as a
whole. Civil society and the third sector are often used interchangeably, but
there is a crucial distinction between the two terms. Civil society refers to an
overlapping network of autonomous voluntary associations—formal and infor-
mal, political and nonpolitical—that creates a space for public action between
the individual and the state. In a strong civil society such associations are woven
into the fabric of daily life and help structure citizens’ relations with each other
and with the state. These associations not only aggregate societal demands and
articulate them to government officials but also—and, more important, in some
scholars’ view—instill the habits of cooperation, solidarity, public spiritedness,
and respect for legitimate authority necessary for a stable democratic polity.4

The third sector, on the other hand, refers more narrowly to the formal, func-
tionally differentiated, and frequently professional nonprofit organizations that
interact with state and market actors. Strong third-sector organizations have the
skills and stability to provide a service consistently and efficiently over time, to
get their message out to the public, to articulate their demands to government
officials, and to monitor government actions to ensure accountability. But be-
cause many such organizations are run along the same lines as state and market
actors, they are less equipped to socialize individuals to become good citizens.

Western assistance cannot create the informal structures that make up civil
society; at best, it can reach a fraction of the formal organizations that constitute
the third sector. Within Russia’s women’s movement Western assistance has
helped institutionalize and strengthen key organizations to ensure the move-
ment’s survival in a hostile economic, social, and legal environment. It has
helped women’s organizations to communicate and maintain extended contact
with each other. The result has been the emergence of a small but growing
cadre of nonprofit professionals within the women’s movement that can manage
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their organizations and negotiate with government officials more effectively.
However, the real success of civil promotion should be measured not in terms
of organizational capacity but in terms of changed institutions and human be-
ings. Such changes happen gradually as a result of the sustained, informal in-
teraction among activists and between activists and the larger society. They
often occur not as the expected result of particular projects but as a result of pos-
itive externalities, that is, the “benefits that accrue to persons or sectors outside
the scope of the immediate organization or program.”5

Unfortunately, by focusing activists’ attention on organizational questions,
Western assistance to women’s organizations has frequently acted to diminish
such positive externalities. In some cases it has widened the gap between the ac-
tivists and the rest of society. Institutionalizing and professionalizing civic associ-
ations frequently transforms them into hierarchical, centralized, and corporate
entities that value their own survival more than their social mission. Their de-
pendence on Western assistance often forces them to be more responsive to out-
side donors than to their constituencies, removes incentives to mobilize new
members, and fosters interorganizational competition that discourages open
communication. These effects of assistance on third-sector organizations con-
tribute little to the habits of trust, tolerance, and solidarity necessary to civil soci-
ety. Lacking a firm base in society, the third sector in Russia remains highly vul-
nerable to political fluctuations, not only in Russia but also in Western countries.

Western donors could partially offset this trend by changing some of their
emphases. First, donors should pay closer attention to how decisions are made
within organizations to encourage wider participation and transparency. Sec-
ond, donors should take steps to avoid centralization within the movement as a
whole, by spreading out more small grants among a variety of organizations and
by increasing their efforts to connect women’s organizations with the Internet.
Third, and most important, donors should award grants that actively encourage
organizations to reach out to their communities with practical services that have
immediate, tangible effects on people’s lives. Western assistance to crisis centers
for abused women, for example, has proved particularly effective in this regard.

These conclusions are based on research trips to Moscow, Nizhni Novgorod,
St. Petersburg, and Yekaterinburg during the summers of 1998 and 1999. I inter-
viewed more than forty women’s activists and observed a number of confer-
ences, demonstrations, and public lectures. In Moscow I chose my subjects
from the list of signatories to a charter for cooperation among women’s organi-
zations sponsored by the Movement of Russian Women in April 1997, a group
that included both independent and state-sponsored groups, feminist, and some
charitable organizations.6 In Nizhni Novgorod, St. Petersburg, and Yekaterin-
burg I interviewed women activists whom I identified from local contacts and
from a directory of women’s organizations published in May 1998.7 I also inter-
viewed local program officers for several Western granting agencies, as well as
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representatives from other sectors of Russia’s civil society, particularly environ-
mental organizations. Three earlier trips to study women’s organizations and
trade unions in the town of Ivanovo, as well as subsequent research into the ef-
fect of transnational factors on the Russian third sector, also inform my argu-
ment; most of the organizations in Ivanovo did not receive financial assistance
from Western donors at that time.8 I also drew upon on the extensive secondary
literature on women’s activism in Russia.9

Since I completed my field research, the pattern of Western assistance to
Russian women’s organizations has changed in several respects. Most impor-
tant, in 1998 the Soros Foundation’s Open Society Institute opened an office of
the Network Women’s Program in Russia. The program’s budget of more than
$500,000 in 1999 and 2000 quickly made it the single largest donor to women’s
organizations in Russia.10 The World Bank, the Gender Equality Fund, and the
Canada International Development Agency have also begun programs in Rus-
sia devoted to women’s issues. In addition, both the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID) and the Ford Foundation have made important
changes in their approach to issues of gender. USAID has announced a new ef-
fort against the trafficking in women for prostitution in Russia and in the former
Soviet Union.11 The Ford Foundation has cut back on its grants to civil society
organizations in the Russian feminist movement and concentrated its support
on gender studies in higher education, microfinancing of women’s small busi-
ness enterprises, and the campaign against domestic violence.12

This chapter begins by outlining the historical and contemporary challenges
facing civic activists in Russia, with particular attention to the role that women
and women’s organizations have played in Russia’s civic life. The next section
describes the strategies that Western assistance organizations have used to help
Russian women’s organizations overcome these challenges. Then I analyze the
positive and negative effects of these strategies on the movement. I conclude
with some lessons this analysis might hold for future strategies.

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

The rapid growth of NGOs in Russia is a rare sign of hope in an otherwise bleak
economic and political landscape. A report issued in 1997 by Charities Aid
Foundation/Russia notes that more than fifty thousand NGOs had registered
with the Ministry of Justice since the collapse of the Soviet Union.13 Even so,
Russia’s third sector remains in a precarious situation. The vast majority of the
new NGOs have few members and fewer resources; most do not outlive the en-
thusiasm of their founders. They tend to be little known in their communities,
and those that are known often meet with indifference or suspicion. The most
effective organizations, as a rule, survive only with the help of state funding or
international assistance.
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C I V I L S O C I E T Y I N R U S S I A

Russia has never had a strong civil society. The tsarist autocracy carefully moni-
tored all forms of civic activism, and the Soviet regime banned independent
public activism altogether. The social organizations that did exist in the USSR
depended upon the regime for funding and personnel and often acted as a
means of social control rather than of individual empowerment. Reacting to
these efforts by the party-state to dominate all public life, most Russians sought
to avoid the public sphere and retreated as much as possible into the sanctuary
of their homes, their families, and a small network of trusted friends. The result-
ing absence of public, horizontal ties among the population left no basis for a
coherent civil society when the party collapsed; instead, Russian society con-
sisted of a multitude of small private worlds cultivated in mutual isolation and
distrust.

The public activism characteristic of the perestroika period reflected this
fragmentation. Though many informal organizations (neformaly) emerged
when Mikhail Gorbachev relaxed party control, most were small and weak,
with few ties to society or to the government. Rather than articulating the inter-
ests of particular constituencies, as one might expect in a civil society, these
“movement organizations,” as Steven Fish has dubbed them, pursued more
comprehensive goals of raising public consciousness and transforming society as
a whole.14

C I V I C A C T I V I S M A F T E R 1991

The movement organizations did not fare well in the first decade of the post-
Soviet era.15 The economic upheaval of the transition caused most Russians to
worry about more immediate, tangible goals than raising public consciousness.
A combination of rampant inflation, declining production, and a retreating
state created a demand for more practical social welfare organizations, but the
response was disappointing. A sense of civic powerlessness dominated society:
Many people expected the state to supply their education, employment, hous-
ing, health care, and even recreation, as it had under the Soviet regime, and the
continued concentration of political and economic power gave them little rea-
son to believe that public action would change anything. Most Russians again
retreated into private worlds, relying on their gardens, their networks, and barter
to insulate themselves from economic turmoil.16

Not all Russians retreated, however; a significant number of activists, mostly
women, emerged to fill the gaps left by the retreating state. Unfortunately, few
of these organizations had the technical competence to make much of an im-
pact. The new activists had little or no experience in managing independent or-
ganizations. Most saw their role as a temporary one of providing services that the
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state would provide in more stable times and so did not consider how their ac-
tivities might fit within a broader, more permanent mission. They were working
in a chaotic, even hostile, environment. No law regulating NGOs existed until
1995; Russia has no tradition of private giving, and the existing tax code offers
few incentives to begin such a tradition.17

The greatest challenge facing Russian NGOs, however, is to overcome the
legacy of cynicism and suspicion that many Russians feel toward all public or-
ganizations. The task is not an easy one. Many early NGOs fueled such distrust
by exhibiting little or no commitment to social change. Even committed social
service organizations frequently reproduced the Soviet pattern of small private
worlds, where the director and a few other activists—often personal friends or
former coworkers—allocated organizational resources according to personal
loyalty rather than more disinterested criteria. Such practices reinforced the
perception that NGOs exist primarily to enrich the organizers, discouraging
others from participating in NGO activities.

The Soviet legacy of small private worlds also made it difficult for the new
NGOs to work together: They had no common sense of mission, they had few
means of contacting each other, and they distrusted people outside their own
circle. Anastasia Posadskaya, an organizer of the First Independent Women’s
Forum, reported with dismay that many of the representatives at the forum had
little interest in closer coordination: “We have our group. You have your center.
You have your support group. We have already found each other. Why should
we organize this? For whom?”18

W O M E N I N R U S S I A N C I V I L S O C I E T Y

Women had played an active role in Russia’s small civil society before the 1917
revolution, but the Soviet regime condemned the independent women’s move-
ment as bourgeois, as it did other groups. The women’s groups that did emerge
under the Soviets were created mostly to mobilize women’s support for the new
regime. Indeed, in the public realm, at least, the status of Soviet women com-
pared favorably in many ways to that of their sisters in the capitalist countries.
But whereas the regime’s ideology proclaimed the equality of men and women
in the public sphere, it never addressed the additional expectations placed on
women in their roles as housekeeper and mother, leaving women with the full
burden of domestic responsibilities in addition to their work outside the home.
Such unspoken assumptions about women’s domestic roles limited their oppor-
tunities in the workplace as well. Women were concentrated in less prestigious
and less remunerative jobs, such as textiles, retailing, health, and accounting,
where, it was thought, their “natural” aptitudes as mothers and housewives
could be put to good use. Even in these occupations, women would not receive
the promotions that they deserved because most supervisors thought the women
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would be distracted by maternal duties. On average, Soviet women earned only
70 percent of Soviet men’s earnings.19

W O M E N’S O R G A N I Z A T I O N S T O DAY

political organizations

When the Soviet regime collapsed in 1991, there were two state-sponsored
women’s organizations (though they had been administered jointly since 1987).
First, the Soviet Women’s Committee was designed to bolster the Soviet
Union’s international image as a champion of peace and women’s rights. Sec-
ond, a network of women’s councils, or zhensovety, was created to mobilize
women within Russia and to act as as a social welfare organization.20 For the
most part the zhensovety defined their role as helping women to fulfill their du-
ties to the state as wives and mothers. They arranged public lectures, fairs, and
other events to encourage the party’s family values and provided material and
moral support to single mothers, mothers of large families, and other “problem
families.”21

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, this “official” women’s movement
reconstituted itself as the Union of Russian Women.22 For the most part the or-
ganization maintained its earlier emphases on political mobilization and social
welfare and, as before, retained its policy focus on the social problems facing
women in their maternal role. In pursuing this agenda under post-Soviet condi-
tions, however, the organization has taken positions more compatible with
Western feminism, such as helping women to get elected to positions of power
and defending women against discrimination. In 1993, the Union of Russian
Women led a coalition of women’s organizations to form a political bloc,
Women of Russia, that received 8 percent of the vote and the right to be repre-
sented in the Duma. Unfortunately, the bloc proved ineffective within the
Duma and failed to gain 5 percent in the 1995 elections, the minimum neces-
sary for representation. Soon after that Yekaterina Lakhova, President Boris
Yeltsin’s adviser on women’s questions, left the bloc to found her own organiza-
tion, the Movement of Russian Women, which was more closely aligned with
Yeltsin.23

feminist organizations

During perestroika, while official women’s organizations still pursued the ideal
of Soviet womanhood, a number of activists came together to form the first in-
dependent women’s movement since the Revolution. Inspired largely by con-
tact with feminists and feminist literature from the West, these new activists
formed small associations to raise social consciousness about gender inequality.
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Some new activists were able to use existing structures funded by the state as a
base for their activities. For example, they created the Moscow Center for Gen-
der Studies (MCGS), within the Institute of the Socioeconomic Study of Popu-
lation of the Academy of Sciences. But the activists also created a number of ne-
formaly outside state structures. In March 1991 more than two hundred women
from throughout Russia met in Dubna, outside Moscow, to form the First Inde-
pendent Women’s Forum. A Second Independent Women’s Forum in Novem-
ber 1992 drew more than five hundred women.

Like members of other movement organizations created during perestroika,
Russia’s feminists did not fare well in the transition. In addition to problems
with funding, space, and time, the feminists had difficulty finding a con-
stituency in Russian society. The reasons for this difficulty are complicated, but
two stand out. First, Russian women often identified the struggle for equal
rights with Soviet-style emancipation and so accepted the Soviets’ narrow defi-
nition of equality. Many Russian women in the post-Soviet era say they feel no
discrimination; they also feel that such “equality” has not done them any good.
Second, feminism’s aim to politicize relations between men and women threat-
ens the sanctity of the household, that sanctuary of privacy that Russians had
protected fiercely under Soviet rule.24

While Russian feminists found few allies at home, they had little trouble
forging ties with women in the United States and Western Europe. Indeed,
without help from the West the Russian feminist movement might not have sur-
vived.25 The Moscow Center for Gender Studies, for example, suffered the crip-
pling economic difficulties that afflict all Russian academic institutions until it
registered as a nongovernmental organization in 1994 and received an institu-
tional grant from the MacArthur Foundation.26 Even organizations that have
not received much direct international assistance, such as the Feminist Alterna-
tive in Moscow and the Society of Independent Activists in Tver’, have bene-
fited from the resources and networks created with Western help.

charitable organizations

Women have been particularly active in the social welfare groups that emerged
after the Soviet Union’s collapse.27 Julia Zelikova, a researcher in St. Petersburg,
offers three reasons for the disproportionate activism of women.28 First, women
bore more of the costs of reform than men did. Women were the last hired and
first fired from state enterprises, and the state budget offered them little help,
such as unemployment benefits. Many women created organizations to find
collective remedies for their difficulties, including organizations to help widows
or mothers of disabled children, professional organizations for women in de-
fense industries, and organizations to retrain the recently unemployed. Second,
many new charitable organizations were linked with the Russian Orthodox
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Church, where traditional conceptions of “self-sacrificing” Russian woman-
hood promoted sympathy for others. Finally, because the reforms had pushed
women out of politics and the marketplace, many ambitious, energetic women
found no other way to have an active public life. Indeed, many social welfare
activists had earlier worked in social organizations sponsored by the old regime,
particularly with the trade unions or local chapters of the zhensovety, and
looked to autonomous social welfare organizations to continue their work (and
preserve their social status) under the new conditions. Relying on connections
in the regional bureaucracies, these former activists have often been more suc-
cessful than other groups in getting local government support for their activities.

committee of soldiers’  mothers

One of the best-known and most active networks of independent women’s orga-
nizations in Russia today is the Committee of Soldiers’ Mothers. This organiza-
tion began in 1989 to protect Soviet, and later Russian, conscripts against
human rights abuses. The committee’s activities have included public protests
against the brutality of senior recruits against younger ones (dedovshchina) and
against the conscription of students. In their most celebrated activity the moth-
ers sponsored a peace march to Chechnya in 1995 and facilitated the exchange
of prisoners in that war. They have staged fewer public demonstrations in recent
years but continue their efforts to support and advise young men (and their
mothers) about how to avoid conscription, defend themselves against charges of
desertion, and receive adequate medical care if they are ill.

WESTERN ASSISTANCE STRATEGIES

Western donors to Russian women’s organizations selectively help self-identified
feminist organizations more than they do other women’s organizations. This is
true of transnational feminist organizations such as the Global Fund for
Women and the Frauenanstiftung of Germany, as well as of donors such as the
Ford and MacArthur foundations, that identify women’s rights as a priority
within larger contexts of human rights and civil society. Because Russian femi-
nists have based their movement on Western ideas, Western donors understood
and recognized their mission and priorities. Russian feminists also were more
likely than other women’s groups to look to the West for assistance. Olga
Lipovskaya notes that “feminist organizations are more experienced than non-
feminist groups in cross-cultural relations with Western counterparts, have a
better knowledge of foreign languages and were the first to set up projects that
cooperated with Western organizations and which benefited from funding.”29

Whatever their larger missions, all donors to women’s organizations identify
building a strong third sector as an important objective in its own right. The
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strategies that donors use to achieve this goal vary along three dimensions (see
table 3.1) that correspond with the different tasks that they seek to accomplish:
building NGO infrastructure, public advocacy or community outreach.30 Need-
less to say, the boundaries between these tasks are not precise: Assistance to im-
prove relations with the media, for example, may be described either as public
advocacy or community outreach.

Grants also differ with respect to their beneficiaries: individuals or organiza-
tions. The hope behind grants targeting individuals is the empowerment of
women by providing them with the skills and knowledge necessary to pursue
their interests more effectively. Examples include training grants to improve or-
ganizational capacity, travel grants and exchanges to strengthen networks, and
research grants to improve public advocacy. Broadly speaking, grants to organi-
zations are designed to institutionalize the women’s NGO sector and preserve a
space in which individuals can pursue their interests. The two are often indis-
tinct. For example, representatives of groups providing Internet access to the re-
gions tended to refer to the targets of their efforts as organizations, whereas or-
ganizations designed to train activists to use the Internet described their targets
as individuals.

A third dimension of variation among assistance strategies concerns their
conceptual frameworks and their terms of involvement. Donors pursue proac-
tive strategies when they participate actively in identifying the goals and meth-
ods of a particular project, and they use reactive strategies when they respond to
local requests and are less committed to a particular goal or strategy. Strategies
may be informed by ideas that originated in the West or by ideas generated by
domestic actors. Grants may be multidimensional, if they allow organizations to
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table 3.1 Typology of Western Assistance Strategies in Russia

Tasks of Assistance

Infrastructure: organizational capacity and networking / public advocacy / com-
munity outreach

Target of Assistance

Individual activists, scholars, journalists, NGOs

Terms of Involvement

Proactive vs. Reactive
Imported Ideas vs. Domestically generated ideas
Multidimensional (program based) vs. Unidimensional (project based)
Process oriented vs. Product oriented



perform a range of services within a particular program, or unidimensional, if
they are targeted to accomplish a specific task or project. Finally, grants may fa-
cilitate a process, such as training, education, or communication, or fund the
creation of a particular product, such as a database or a research paper.

Apart from the differences in their strategies, Western granting organiza-
tions also have certain practices in common. For example, agencies often give
responsibility for grant money to one person, usually the local NGO director,
because of the lack of a reliable banking infrastructure, the complicated and
disadvantageous tax codes, and the undeveloped governance of the organiza-
tions themselves. Second, granting agencies also tend to give repeat grants to
organizations, partly because of a commitment to build long-term partnerships
with local organizations, partly because these organizations prove to be good at
what they do, and partly out of inertia. By 1998 most assistance agencies had
shifted their attention outside Moscow and St. Petersburg to build up women’s
organizations in the regions. Even Moscow organizations were likely to win
grants only if their project entailed some outreach to organizations in the
provinces.31

N G O I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

In discussing assistance efforts to overcome inexperience, organizational weak-
ness, and mutual isolation within the independent women’s movement, donor
organizations use four types of strategies: large multidimensional grants to a few
select organizations to act as “resource centers” or umbrella organizations; small
multidimensional or unidimensional “seed” grants spread out among many or-
ganizations; somewhat larger unidimensional grants to organizations for specific
products and/or processes; and individual grants for training, travel, and ex-
change.

resource centers and umbrella organizations

The strategy with perhaps the greatest effect on the independent women’s
movement in Russia entails multidimensional long-term grants to pay for the
salaries, office space, and other operational costs of a few select organizations
that in turn are expected to provide a range of services to other organizations in
the sector, including training, legal and financial consultations, facilitating and
arranging seminars and conferences, and distributing information regarding the
activities of other women’s organizations in Russia and around the world. Such
grants have established three core organizations in Russia’s independent
women’s movement: A Ford Foundation grant helped create the Information
Center of the Independent Women’s Center (ICIWF); the Consortium of Rus-
sian Women’s Non-Governmental Organizations grew out of a grant from Win-
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rock International, a large international NGO based in the United States; and
the St. Petersburg Center for Gender Issues was established with help from the
German feminist group, Frauenanstiftung. The Moscow Center for Gender
Studies (MCGS), supported since 1994 by a grant from the MacArthur Founda-
tion, performs some of these services as well. Because multidimensional grants
established each of these organizations (except the MCGS), they must be con-
sidered proactive rather than reactive, though in each case they emerged only as
a result of a negotiation with Russian partners.

The Consortium of Russian Women’s Non-Governmental Organizations was
established as part of the United States—Newly Independent States Women’s
Consortium sponsored by Winrock International’s Women’s Leadership Pro-
gram with funding from USAID’s Civic Initiatives Portfolio. The Consortium of
Russian Women acts as an umbrella organization to link women’s organizations
throughout the Russian federation. Under its first director, an American named
Martina Vandenberg, the consortium emphasized building coalitions among
women’s organizations as its chief mission. Under its current director, Yelena
Yershova, it has made public advocacy a greater priority, reflecting in part her
own strengths and experience. In 1998 the consortium’s list of activities included
training in leadership, advocacy, fund-raising, governance, and strategic plan-
ning; organizing seminars and meetings; distributing a newsletter; helping
women’s organizations to establish Internet access; and distributing seed grants
to smaller women’s organizations. More recently, the consortium has added to its
priorities the struggles against domestic violence and trafficking in women for
prostitution, as well as the support of women’s small business enterprises.32

Through 1998 the Ford Foundation was the greatest benefactor of women’s
organizations among the private foundations. Most of the foundation’s grants to
the women’s sector have been long-term, process-oriented, and multidimen-
sional grants.33 In the early 1990s the foundation’s largest beneficiary among
women’s organizations was the ICIWF, which publishes and distributes a
newsletter for women’s organizations, helps coordinate lectures and seminars,
and offers training programs. Ford grants also funded programs to promote
women’s studies at the university level as well as efforts to promote crisis centers
against violence against women. After an internal review in 1998 the Ford Foun-
dation shifted its strategy toward women’s empowerment in Russia. Rather than
providing support to feminist resource centers like the ICIWF, Ford has instead
tried to introduce a “gender lens” into its programs that would consider more
broadly how projects might affect the status of women in society. Ford still funds
projects in gender education and the campaign to fight violence against
women, however, and has added microfinancing of women’s small business en-
terprises to its list of priorities.34

Because Ford Foundation grants usually emerge from extensive negotiations
with prospective grantees, characterizing them as either reactive or proactive is
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often difficult. The local program officers—native English speakers with long
experience in Russia—have a great deal of influence in the setting of local pri-
orities and awarding of grants, and they have tried to listen to local activists. Still,
negotiations are complicated. For example, the ICIWF was created in the early
1990s when Anastasia Posadskaya, then director of the MCGS, recommended
that the organizations of the Independent Women’s Forum approach the Ford
Foundation to fund an umbrella organization that would coordinate their work
more closely. The organizations came up with a draft proposal that would unite
about thirty different projects in a nonhierarchical organization. After yearlong
negotiations a somewhat different vision shaped the grant: a more institutional-
ized, centralized organization that would act as an information and resource
center.35

Another large donor to the Russian women’s sector has been the John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. For the most part the MacArthur Foun-
dation awards grants to individuals for nonpartisan research. But it also awards a
small number of larger multidimensional grants to select organizations for insti-
tutional development, such as the grant that the foundation awarded to the
MCGS in 1994. Unlike the other large institutional grants, the grant to the
MCGS did not create a new organization but instead allowed an existing or-
ganization to continue the activities that it had always considered to be the core
of its mission.36 MCGS members advised government officials during the pere-
stroika period and played a crucial role in organizing the first and second Inde-
pendent Women’s Forums. Though research remains the organization’s first
priority, MCGS members have been involved in many different projects
funded by Western granting agencies, including a USAID-funded “gender ex-
pertise” center involved in policy advocacy, training projects for women NGO
leaders, and a gender studies summer school funded by the Ford Foundation.

A third donor offering large, long-term, and multidimensional grants to im-
prove networks among women’s organizations is the Frauenanstiftung, which is
affiliated with the Heinrich Böll Foundation of the German Green Party. The
Frauenanstiftung has an explicitly feminist agenda, defining its mission as “the
development and support for women’s studies and women’s education, docu-
mentation and consulting centers, and support for communication and net-
works between women’s organizations.”37 It too awards grants after extended ne-
gotiations between foundation officials and selected local activists, though the
Frauenanstiftung’s grants tend to be more reactive and less restrictive than those
of the Ford Foundation. Unlike most other donors, furthermore, the Fraue-
nanstiftung sponsors conferences and exchanges designed to keep its beneficiar-
ies in touch with each other; at least one grantee expressed appreciation for the
Frauenanstiftung’s effort to make its grant recipients feel like partners in a com-
mon enterprise.38 Some Frauenanstiftung grantees in Russia have included the
St. Petersburg Center for Gender Issues, which acts as an educational and re-
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source center for women’s organizations in the region, and the Archive-Database-
Library (ADL) project, which grew out of the ICIWF as a central clearinghouse
for information regarding the history and status of the Russian independent
women’s movement. (The ADL did not receive a second grant and has since
split into three separate components.)

Finally, the Network Women’s Program of the Soros Foundation’s Open So-
ciety Institute began operating in Russia in 1998 and within a year became the
single largest donor to women’s organizations in Russia. This program has its
headquarters in the United States and is directed by the former head of the
MCGS, Anastasia Posadskaya. The director of the Moscow office is also a long-
time women’s activist, Yelena Kochkina. In its first three years the Network
Women’s Program in Russia has offered many small grants for a variety of activ-
ities, including infrastructural support, gender education, improving the image
of women in the mass media, and policy advocacy, among others. Since 1999 it
has also provided financial support to four “partner organizations,” including
the ICIWF and the MCGS, as well as the Tver’ Center for Gender Studies and
the Interuniversity Program for Women’s Studies in Ivanovo.39

seed or minigrants

Seed grants and minigrants are designed to help fledgling organizations become
established within the third sector. The grants can be unidimensional or multidi-
mensional, product or process oriented, but they are usually reactive rather than
proactive. The Global Fund for Women, for example, provides grants of as much
as $15,000 with no conditions to small promising organizations. Winrock Inter-
national and the Eurasia Foundation also sponsored a small grant program
through the Consortium of Russian Women. These were unidimensional grants
to purchase office technology, gain access to the Internet, organize a conference,
conduct policy-related research, and publish a newsletter. Because both Win-
rock International and the Eurasia Foundation depend heavily upon funding
from USAID, the consortium’s project was discontinued when USAID priorities
shifted away from seed programs and toward funding large resource centers and
other infrastructure projects.40 In 1999 small grants again became available
through the Network Women’s Program of the Open Society Institute.41

unidimensional grants

Many unidimensional grants awarded to women’s organizations are designed to
strengthen networks. USAID, for example, offered a grant to the Women’s In-
formation Network to create a directory of Russian women’s organizations. The
Eurasia Foundation too has invited applications for grants to fund training ses-
sions, conferences, brochures, newsletters, and databases.
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One of the most common goals of unidimensional infrastructural grants in
recent years has been to connect women’s organizations to the Internet. Most
notably, the Network of East-West Women, with funding from Eurasia, Ford,
MacArthur, and World Learning, has connected more than two thousand
women from more than thirty countries, including ten groups in different re-
gions of the Russian federation.42 The network also maintains a number of elec-
tronic mailing lists, enabling women throughout Eastern Europe and beyond to
gain information about their counterparts in other countries. Both the Fraue-
nanstiftung and the Global Fund for Women have also supported the Women’s
Innovation Fund “East-West,” a small organization of just two or three members
that teaches computer and Internet skills to women activists.

individual assistance

Training programs are designed primarily to teach NGO activists general prin-
ciples of organizational administration, such as creating a charter, outlining a
strategic plan, projecting an image, raising money, and resolving conflicts.
Western instructors provided most of the training in the early 1990s, but more
recently Russian graduates of “training-of-trainers” courses have done most of
this work, funded by Western assistance.

Western agencies also provide travel grants and exchange programs to enable
activists to attend conferences or to learn from the practices of other organiza-
tions within Russia and abroad. Ford, Eurasia, and other assistance agencies
made it possible for representatives from independent women’s organizations to
take part in the NGO Forum at the 1995 U.N. Fourth World Conference on
Women. In recent years the Network Women’s Program of the Open Society In-
stitute ran several grant competitions for travel to conferences and exchange
programs and in 2001 announced a new “Global Access” competition designed
to improve the ability of Russian women activists to understand and gain access
to women’s transnational advocacy.43

P U B L I C A DVO C A C Y

In order to improve the condition of women while strengthening the account-
ability of the Russian government, assistance organizations provide grants to
help activists improve their ability to articulate their interests to government of-
ficials. In general, foreign assistance strategies to improve public advocacy over-
lapped or resembled strategies to improve infrastructure. The Consortium of
Russian Women and the MCGS, for example, have both received grants from
Promoting Women in Development to improve public advocacy.44 MCGS
used its grant to support a “gender expertise” program that analyzed upcoming
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legislation and its effects on women and organized seminars, press conferences,
and publications to disseminate the findings.45 The Network Women’s Program
has also made “gender public policy” a priority.

A more unusual form of public advocacy funded by unidimensional grants
targets law enforcement officials rather than decision makers. One of the more
effective programs for preventing domestic abuse or the trafficking in women
and children for prostitution, for example, has been to educate local police
about the seriousness of the problem and teach methods of enforcement that
have proved effective in other countries.46

Finally, the MacArthur Foundation provides indirect support to public advo-
cacy with individual grants for nonpartisan research that “will arm policy advo-
cates with arguments” on issues of national significance.47 Like the Ford Foun-
dation, the MacArthur Foundation defines its priorities in the United States but
awards the individual grants after an open competition judged by a panel of
both Russian and American scholars.

C O M M U N I T Y O U T R E A C H

Donors have offered relatively little support to efforts to mobilize popular sup-
port for a feminist agenda. Some exceptions include the efforts of the Ford
Foundation and Frauenanstiftung to fund gender-based education, as well as re-
search funded by the MacArthur Foundation to improve the image of women
and the women’s movement in the media. The Network Women’s Program of
the Open Society Institute also has identified as priorities both gender-based ed-
ucation and work with the mass media.

Most prominent has been the assistance given by the Ford Foundation; the
American Bar Association; Women, Law, and Development, International; and
other donors to crisis centers and hot lines designed to help victims of domestic
abuse in Russia. The movement against domestic violence in Russia owes its ex-
istence almost entirely to ideas imported from the West. Marina Pisklakova, a
researcher at MCGS, started the first hot line in 1993.48 She had always been
aware that domestic abuse existed but, like most Russians at the time, had re-
garded it as a private matter afflicting individual women. She began to see do-
mestic violence as a social problem requiring a social response only through a
colleague familiar with Western literature on the topic. She began the hot line
after a trip to Sweden, where she learned how to do it. By 1999 about thirty new
organizations had arisen in Russia to help victims of domestic violence. In 1998
funding for Pisklakova’s organization in Moscow, Anna, came mostly from a
multidimensional grant provided by the Ford Foundation. The grant also pro-
vides money to support the Association of Crisis Centers, which links such or-
ganizations throughout the country. More unidimensional grants have come
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from Women, Law, and Development and others to provide legal advocacy and
psychological help for individual victims, as well as to publish pamphlets and
leaflets for mass distribution throughout Russia.

One noteworthy program that made outreach to the larger population a pri-
ority was a pilot program in the early 1990s funded by the East-West European
Network. The program enrolled more than sixty unemployed women in
Moscow in a six-month course that offered job retraining and psychological sup-
port. The program still existed in 1998 but at that time depended more on the
local employment office for financial support.49

THE EFFECT OF WESTERN ASSISTANCE

How well has Western assistance helped the Russian independent women’s
movement overcome the challenges facing Russian NGOs? First, Western sup-
port has made it possible for the women’s movement to survive at all. Though
some independent feminist organizations have carried on without outside as-
sistance, they probably could not have remained sufficiently active and con-
nected to be called a movement had Western funds not sustained a core of or-
ganizations.

Also, Western assistance has helped individual grantees overcome the orga-
nizational weakness, inexperience, and mutual isolation that plagued the move-
ment in the early 1990s. Most of my interviewees who were activists and had re-
ceived Western assistance could state clearly and concisely their organization’s
mission and its role in contemporary Russian society. They were familiar with
the personalities and activities of other women’s groups throughout the country.
They were confident in handling the legal and financial challenges confronting
a Russian NGO and skilled at writing grant proposals. More important, organi-
zations funded by the West were somewhat less likely to depend on one person
and more likely to survive a change in leadership than organizations without
such funding.50 They were no longer ad hoc organizations.

Yet if Western assistance has helped the independent women’s movement
become a vigorous participant in Russia’s third sector, it has done little to foster
the kind of informal connections—the positive externalities—necessary to inte-
grate it more fully into Russian society. Several factors have limited the donors’
effectiveness. First, the continued absence of NGO infrastructure in the regions
has limited donors’ ability to reach beyond a few urban centers. In many cases
regional activists are simply not aware of the possibilities for external assistance.
Others recognize the possibilities but cannot write successful grant proposals.
Indeed, writing proposals for Western donors is a difficult, culture-specific skill.
Most funding agencies recognize this problem and offer help in writing grant
proposals, but activists who have contacts in the West or in Moscow fare better
than those who do not.51
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One of the greatest limitations facing the independent women’s movement
and its Western donors, however, remains the profound resistance to feminism
in contemporary Russian society. For example, one of the original purposes of
the St. Petersburg Center for Gender Issues was to provide open lectures and
seminars to attract and educate nonactivists, but attendance was so poor that the
organization shifted its emphasis to helping other women’s organizations in the
surrounding regions.52 Feminist organizations also face greater challenges than
other organizations in working with the media and other institutions of Russian
society that could help put their ideas forward. Active environmental groups
usually can find sympathetic primary school teachers to distribute material and
information to their students; feminist organizations usually cannot.

In some respects Western assistance actually has widened the distance be-
tween the Russian women’s movement and the rest of society by creating a
cadre of professional activists involved in their own networks, with their own
norms and practices. At least initially, funding from the West reinforced the
feminists’ orientation toward the women’s movement in the United States and
Western Europe rather than toward other women’s organizations in Russia. Few
assistance agencies provided organizations with the incentives or the opportu-
nity to define their agendas and activities to reflect the needs that Russian
women themselves perceive as most urgent.53 Rather, they usually identified
priorities based on the issues, values, and preconceptions of their own local en-
vironments, such as the current emphasis on the struggle against domestic vio-
lence. One exception to this trend can be seen in the prominent emphasis on
women’s economic issues found in the Network Women’s Program, whose pro-
gram officers are Russian activists.54

Western assistance has further diminished the positive externalities of civic
activism by contributing, perhaps inevitably, to the bureaucratization of the
movement. Third-sector organizations devote much of their time and energy to
routine activities such as preparing reports to donors and Russian tax authorities
and writing new grant proposals. This often requires a professional accountant
and other staff members, who may or may not share a commitment to the orga-
nization’s social mission. Such third-sector organizations increasingly resemble
corporate entities that pursue their own organizational interest before they pur-
sue their social mission. Though such organizations are often more effective at
presenting demands to governmental bodies and coordinating the activities of
disparate organizations, they may undermine the informal, open-ended, and
horizontal ties that make up an essential part of civil society.55

Organizations that depend on grants often lose their initiative. Multidimen-
sional process-oriented grants allow somewhat more flexibility in this respect
than do unidimensional grants, but the requirements of even multidimensional
grants often mean that core organizations are expected to do too much with too
few resources, leaving their efforts scattered and unfocused.56 This tendency is
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further exacerbated by changes in the priorities of donor organizations—“the
flavor of the month,” as one program officer put it57—which make it impossible
for organizations to maintain a sustained, focused effort in any one area. Some
shifts in priority reflect efforts to broaden and deepen the Russian third sector,
such as the new emphasis on reaching out to the regions. Others simply reflect
new trends in the West.58 In either case organizations that depend on grants
struggle to keep up. For example, the projects that the Consortium of Russian
Women’s Non-Governmental Organizations has added to its list of activities
since 1998—the struggle against domestic violence and trafficking in women for
prostitution, as well as support for microfinance—correspond closely to donors’
changing priorities, but member organizations probably have had no time to
develop any expertise in these issues.

Third, although Western efforts have succeeded in reducing the isolation of
Russian women’s NGOs, they have not been as effective at promoting the soli-
darity and trust associated with civil society. Competition for grants among pro-
fessional social movement organizations can be divisive in the United States as
well, but the mutual mistrust and a near absolute dependence upon a relatively
small number of Western donors has magnified the problem among Russian
NGOs. Activists in different organizations have become less willing to share
ideas with each other; one even swore me to secrecy regarding a project she
planned to develop for a grant.59

Most damaging, perhaps, has been the common practice of giving one per-
son the responsibility for administering a grant. Whereas Russian feminists, like
their counterparts in the West, had sought to avoid hierarchical structures in
their movement as much as possible, the donors’ practice often forced women’s
organizations to name a director who then had decisive influence over organi-
zational decisions. In a few cases directors abused this trust to appropriate grants
for their own use.60 But even in the vast majority of cases where directors are
truly committed to the cause, the concentration of responsibility and the ab-
sence of transparent, participatory procedures feed into the Soviet legacy of mis-
trust. Rather than instilling habits of compromise and mutual responsibility, the
practice has bred ill will and even contributed to rifts in several women’s orga-
nizations.61

Finally, donor practices have had the unfortunate consequence of reinforc-
ing the prevailing belief that assistance resources are distributed according to
personal connections rather than merit. As noted, organizations that have com-
petent English speakers or contacts with the West are more likely to win grants.
According to the veteran activists Natalya Abubirikova and Maria Regentova,
knowledge of English has become “a means of power and control” and “a con-
vertible currency.”62 Western donors also tend to award grants to organizations
that have successfully fulfilled grant requirements in the past. Given the ex-
treme importance of personal connections in other parts of contemporary Rus-
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sian society, it is not surprising that people regard the NGO community as a
closed society into which one can gain access only by knowing someone. One
activist who worked for a short time at the Soros Foundation said all her friends
began sending their applications to Soros because they believed that she would
approve them.63 More troubling, another acquaintance said she would not sub-
mit an application for a research grant because she did not know anyone at the
foundation and did not want to waste her time.

N G O I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

resource centers and umbrella organizations

The core organizations have served a particularly valuable service in keeping
the women’s movement alive by providing focal points for coordinating and in-
stitutionalizing contacts between women’s organizations, especially with organi-
zations in the regions. In December 1995, for example, a seminar sponsored by
the ICIWF and the Archive-Database-Library project produced the new Associ-
ation of Independent Women’s Organizations, which included thirty organiza-
tions from seventeen different regions.64 The Web site of the Consortium of
Russian Women lists ninety-nine members in thirty-seven different regions,
and, as noted, the Association of Crisis Centers had about thirty members in
June 1998.65 Most important, these two organizations have been able to bring to-
gether organizations from different branches within the Russian women’s move-
ment, including self-identified feminist organizations, members of the Move-
ment of Russian Women, and some charitable organizations in the regions.66

The Association of Crisis Centers has been particularly successful in garnering
support from more traditional women’s organizations in the regions. For exam-
ple, contacts with an American activist—a visit by Susan Hartman of Connect
US-USSR in Minneapolis—inspired the hot lines in Nizhni Novgorod in 1998,
but the women running them had been activists during the Soviet era and re-
lied upon their connections with local authorities for operational support.

Unfortunately, many of these links were superficial, based on utilitarian mo-
tives rather than ideological commitment. Moscow organizations seek to in-
clude regional organizations within their circle to win prestige and grants; re-
gional organizations often rely on connections with Moscow organizations to
help them write grants or provide them with recommendations.67 Links to
Moscow also bring local credibility and opportunities for travel.68 One hot line
in Nizhni Novgorod was associated with a shelter for abandoned children. The
director clearly regarded the children as her priority and the hot line as a means
to gain more resources for it.69 She admitted to having read little, if any, of the
voluminous literature supplied by Western-oriented organizations, and she re-
mained skeptical of their feminist philosophy. She accepted feminism “half and
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half,” she said, because in Russia, she believed, men were the victims of domes-
tic violence as much as women.

A more serious danger is that funding of resource centers may concentrate
access to Western funding within a few powerful organizations. Several ac-
tivists—nearly all those whom I interviewed in Ivanovo, Nizhni Novgorod, and
St. Petersburg—complained that the large core organizations in Moscow tried
to protect their privileged access to Western grants and to the informational and
organizational resources that they have accumulated as a result of such grants.70

At least two activists complained that Western assistance had created a new
women’s nomenklatura.71

Several activists also expressed a fear that an organization created to serve the
women’s movement might be confused with the movement itself. In 1995 Abu-
birikova and Regentova wrote that the ICIWF “began quite actively to substi-
tute itself for the entire IWF [Independent Women’s Center], though it never
received any such authority.”72 In 1998 several activists raised similar concerns
that the director of the Consortium of Russian Women’s Non-Governmental
Organizations would begin to present herself as representing the women’s
movement as a whole.73

seed grants

Seed grants seemed to be quite effective at providing critical initial support to
women’s organizations in Russia. Many people whom I interviewed maintained
that small grants from the Eurasia Foundation, the Consortium of Russian
Women, or the Global Fund for Women allowed them to buy the office equip-
ment or learn the grant-writing techniques that enabled them to develop fur-
ther. The greatest limitation on seed grants is that the organizations that receive
them often do not know how to use assistance effectively or are so isolated
within a region that they have little effect. One activist in Moscow argued that
seed grants to regional organizations often result in computer technology that
sits unused in empty offices.74 Even so, small seed grants offer a relatively inex-
pensive way to offset the centralization and suspicion that arise when too much
Western money is concentrated in too few hands. At least one activist appreci-
ated the minigrants precisely because they made Western assistance more ac-
cessible to a wider range of organizations and activities than the larger grants to
core organizations were.75

unidimensional grants

The strategy least successful in fostering informal connections between organi-
zations, and between organizations and society, are unidimensional grants, es-
pecially reactive ones. Such grants often encourage a blinkered efficiency,
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where grantees had to worry more about accomplishing a set of discrete tasks
than about exploring the best approaches to achieve their overall goal. Several
activists complained that unidimensional grants, particularly those funded by
government-sponsored organizations, provide little or no flexibility to react to
changing conditions.76 Product-oriented grants were particularly restrictive, but
donors’ dependence on quantifiable indicators to evaluate process-oriented
grants meant that here too activists were more concerned about completing a
task than with keeping the process going. Finally, the search for such grants fre-
quently caused organizations to take up projects that fit only tangentially with
their mission and that they were ill prepared to fulfill effectively.

One form of unidimensional grant praised by almost everyone with whom I
spoke was that designed to link regional organizations with the Internet. In addi-
tion to the inherent advantages of rapid communication, participation in elec-
tronic mailing lists disseminates information without the need for a coordinating
body and so may also help offset some problems of centralization within the
movement. Yet these projects also suffered from problems found in other unidi-
mensional grants. In some regions the phone lines needed to support Internet
access are expensive and unreliable, yet the grants that helped set up Internet
connections did not provide for the maintenance of phone lines. The success of
such projects also depended on how they were implemented. For example,
Sarah Henderson compared a relatively successful Internet project administered
by the Network of East-West Women (NEWW) with a less successful one car-
ried out by the Consortium of Russian Women.77 As the name implies, NEWW
is devoted exclusively to establishing a network among women’s organizations.
Instructors spent at least a week with personnel from each of ten organizations to
introduce them to the new technology and then automatically placed them on
an e-mail list, providing them with a ready-made audience and source of infor-
mation. By contrast, the consortium, which had contracted to provide Internet
access to thirty-five organizations, had little previous experience with this sort of
project and was running several other projects at the same time. The training
sessions were relatively rushed, and the clients were not placed on an e-mail list
so that they could immediately take part in discussions among activists. As a re-
sult, many of the organizations linked by the consortium often used their elec-
tronic mail—if they used it at all—for mostly personal reasons.

individual assistance

Western-funded training has had considerable success in creating a cadre of
NGO professionals in the women’s sector, but such training has tended to im-
part general principles of management without necessarily applying them to
specific conditions in Russia. In the most egregious cases trainers used material
created for less developed countries with high levels of illiteracy, which insulted
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the many women activists in Russia with advanced degrees.78 The most inap-
propriate material has largely disappeared with the increasing number of Rus-
sian trainers, but much of the training material in 1998 was still informed by
Western models that might not be appropriate to Russia. For example, some les-
sons on fund-raising focus on writing grant proposals rather than finding imagi-
native techniques for raising money from indigenous sources.

Training that focuses on abstract concepts without explicitly connecting
them to the Russian context tends to divide the third sector from the Russian
population. Organizations may adopt ideas in a ritualistic manner to demon-
strate their professionalism to Western donors, without necessarily thinking of
the practical effect in carrying out an organization’s mission. One activist, for
example, complained that her organization had spent months working on a
strategic plan, which resulted in an ambitious agenda that it could never ad-
dress.79 Indeed, the very language of third-sector professionals, with such En-
glish terms as capacity building and training of trainers, helps them talk to each
other but has no meaning to the rest of the population.

By contrast, travel grants for conferences and exchanges have been effective
for establishing personal ties and diffusing ideas among women’s activists. Ac-
tivists spoke particularly enthusiastically about the “gender summer schools,”
which bring women from all over the country to participate in two-week inten-
sive seminars on gender studies. They also were enthusiastic about long-term
exchanges with other organizations that enabled them to interact with other ac-
tivists for an extended period. They also praised programs that allowed them to
learn from the experiences of activists in other countries, whether through an
exchange program or through participation in an international conference. The
only potential drawback to such grants is that activists may become involved so
deeply in the network of women’s activists that they have less contact with
women outside that network.

P U B L I C A DVO C A C Y

Women’s organizations always enjoyed substantial access to the political pro-
cess. Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, the MCGS, as part of the Acad-
emy of Sciences, had a hand in drafting laws on the status of women and the
family as early as 1990, while Yelena Yershova, director of the Consortium of
Russian Women, was a member of the “gender expertise” commission of the
Supreme Soviet Presidium.80 In the Yeltsin era each of the three major power
centers of the Russian government—the Duma, the Council of Ministers, and
the presidency—had a committee or commission devoted to issues concerning
women and families. Activists in the political organizations, rather than mem-
bers of the independent women’s movement, opened these points of entry, but
activists in the independent movement used them to gain access as well. They
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received political figures at conferences and seminars, attended hearings, and
drafted legislation. Valerie Sperling of Clark University argues that such con-
tacts between the independent movement and the political organizations have
had a significant influence on the latter’s willingness to speak out more force-
fully for women’s equality.81 Indeed, a key policy consultant to the Movement
of Russian Women is Svetlana Aivazova, who began her activism in the F-1
Klub, an independent organization of the perestroika period.

In 1998 both Yershova and Olga Voronina, the MCGS director, expressed
pride that the independent women’s movement successfully had introduced the
terms gender and domestic abuse into the country’s political lexicon.82 It is diffi-
cult to assess precisely how much Western assistance has contributed to such
success, but clearly it has provided the independent women’s movement with
the stability and financial wherewithal to hold the conferences, seminars, and
press conferences at which old contacts are sustained and new contacts are
made, and to do the research that makes its arguments more persuasive.83

A chief strategy of both the independent and political women’s organizations
has been to pressure the government to comply with international conventions
such as the Convention on the Liquidation of All Forms of Discrimination To-
ward Women, which the Soviet government ratified in 1981.84 Western assis-
tance has enabled the women’s movement to use this lever more effectively by
establishing contacts and disseminating information between the Russian
women’s movement and women’s organizations around the globe.85 Activists
particularly praised the grants that enabled independent activists to participate
in the United Nations’s 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women.86 As early as
1993 a presidential decree included NGOs in a national council created to pre-
pare the Russian delegation for the conference.87 After the conference both
Yeltsin and the Chernomyrdin government issued resolutions and decrees for-
mally accepting the conference’s results and creating the Interdepartmental
Commission on Issues of Improving the Position of Women to coordinate the
government’s work on women’s issues.88 Activists also took part in an interna-
tional conference funded by USAID to help the women’s movement monitor
how well Russia has conformed to these results.89

The strategy of appealing to international norms to increase political leverage
may help women’s activists gain symbolic victories that will shape outcomes in
the future. In the short term, however, this strategy can divert activists from the
more fundamental work of mobilizing support from below. For example,
whereas activists cite international conventions and U.N. conferences seeking to
eliminate discrimination against women, many Russian women simply do not
think discrimination is their problem. Also, Abubirikova and Regentova note that
“the energies directed to writing innumerable proposals” in connection with the
U.N. forum at Beijing might have been better directed to “give a powerful push”
to work out more effective strategies to mobilize women at home.90
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Indeed, despite women activists’ undoubted access to the political process at
the federal level, they have produced few significant, practical results.91 Even
Yershova, director of the Consortium of Russian Women, acknowledged that
public advocacy at the federal level can “at best get results on paper.”92 For ex-
ample, a bill on domestic violence that the Women of Russia bloc introduced in
the first Duma was so watered down in subsequent drafts that in 1998 the
women’s movement no longer supported it.93 There are three reasons for such
failure. The absence of public support and understanding for advocates of
women’s rights leaves them with relatively little clout in the legislature. Second,
state institutions are themselves so fragmented and starved for resources—par-
ticularly those institutions concerned with social issues—that they have not yet
allocated resources to implement and enforce the resolutions regarding the sta-
tus of women that have been passed. Finally, because the population is so little
involved in matters of politics, particularly concerning women’s rights, there
has been little effort to monitor government compliance with these resolutions.

Acknowledging the lack of progress at the federal level, Yershova argued that
her consortium can teach regional organizations lessons about public advocacy
that they can use more effectively at the regional level.94 However, my own ob-
servations are that the success of regional women’s groups depends mostly on
the personalities in charge of local government, the personalities in charge of
local women’s organizations, and the connections between the two. In Yekate-
rinburg a grassroots organization called the Urals Association of Women has be-
come a significant actor in local politics largely because of the energy and polit-
ical acumen of its former leader, Galina Karelova, who is now first deputy
minister for labor and social development. In Ivanovo the women’s organiza-
tions have received strong support from regional officials, won seats on the city
council, and influenced legislation to support impoverished mothers and their
families, largely because the Ivanovo zhensovet was exceptionally active during
Soviet times, and because one of the most active women’s advocates in the city
had been a high official in the Ivanovo Communist Party organization. Neither
group had received substantial help from outside donors.

C O M M U N I T Y O U T R E A C H

As I have noted, feminist organizations continue to have difficulties reaching
beyond their own network of activists. Several activists complained that
women’s activists spend too much time talking to each other.95 Until recently,
Western donors have done little to improve this situation. Even now, most assis-
tance agencies focus on strengthening infrastructure and lobbying efforts. In-
deed, by encouraging activists to adopt norms and practices that provide them
with privileged access to Western funds, the granting agencies may have created
an incentive for Russian women’s organizations not to look outside their own
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narrow circle for new members. As one participant of a seminar for environ-
mental organizations in Lipetsk argued, “The expenditures on mobilizing
human resources don’t pay for themselves.”96

In recent years, however, donors have altered their strategies somewhat to en-
courage activists to work more directly with the larger community.97 They have
been most successful where they have supported activities that are consonant
with existing norms and practices. For example, Western programs to promote
women’s studies and gender analysis in Russia’s universities have benefited
greatly from the experience and networks of the many Russian feminists who
began their career in academics. A database of Russian scholars working in
women’s studies published in 2000 has more than 250 entries from more than
thirty regions.98 To a large extent the growth in gender studies can be attributed
to a natural diffusion of ideas within a scholarly community that only recently
gained open access to scholarship in other countries. But in the academic
world, as in public advocacy, Western assistance has provided scholars with the
stability and the money to pursue this line of investigation and to share their
ideas at conferences throughout the country.

Skeptics might raise several questions regarding these academic efforts. First,
such programs reach only a relatively small part of the intellectual elite, and
many of the model syllabi in these programs consist almost entirely of literature
from the United States and Western Europe. To what extent can these programs
affect a wider segment of Russian society? Second, such programs have at-
tracted opportunists more interested in the funding than the ideas. Many fea-
tured scholars at one conference that I attended in Ivanovo in 1997 (funded in
part by UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Or-
ganization) included university officials who formerly taught classes in Marxism-
Leninism and whose papers exhibited little knowledge of existing scholarship.
Still, the programs have attracted enough students and serious younger scholars
to nourish hopes that social awareness about women’s issues will grow.

Efforts to overcome public cynicism and bring women into the public
sphere also work better when they offer assistance that tangibly improves peo-
ple’s lives in the short term. One moderate success story has been the prolifera-
tion of crisis centers dealing with domestic violence. Feminist activists against
domestic violence have worked hard to publicize the issue and make people
aware of the existence of these facilities. I saw several advertisements on televi-
sion during my short stays in St. Petersburg and Nizhni Novgorod. In St. Peters-
burg the local hot line organization staged a demonstration, followed by a press
conference. During the demonstration activists asked passersby on Nevsky
Prospect, the city’s key thoroughfare, to sign a placard with the slogan “There Is
No Excuse for Domestic Violence.” In the end, however, the campaign against
domestic violence has been able to enlist traditional women’s activists largely
because their activities correspond to the earlier social welfare function of the
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zhensovety and other Soviet-era social organizations: helping families in crisis
without necessarily challenging traditional conceptions of gender. Indeed,
some regional activists who belong to the Association of Crisis Centers do not
even understand, much less adhere to, the feminist ideals espoused by the lead-
ership of that association.99

The women’s organization that has reached outmost successfully to Russian
society has been the Committee of Soldiers’ Mothers. Like the crisis centers, the
committee offers services that tangibly improve women’s lives. Unlike the femi-
nist approach to domestic violence, the committee’s does not seek to transform
society; indeed, the assumption that mothers should put themselves on the line
in the interest of their sons conforms well with traditional views of Russian fem-
ininity. Yet two active feminists with sons told me that the committee’s work af-
fected them more deeply on a practical level than anything the feminist organi-
zations have done. The committee’s offices in Moscow, St. Petersburg, and
Nizhni Novgorod have long lines of petitioners waiting for advice, and weekly
open meetings are well attended.

The experience of the committee also offers a sobering lesson about the in-
fluence of Western assistance on civil society. The committee pursued a much
more aggressive strategy of public demonstrations before 1997, when it received
relatively little funding from the United States and Western Europe. Since then,
the mothers have held fewer public demonstrations and concentrated more of
their resources on individual cases and engaging in public advocacy through
conventional channels. This shift resulted in large part from a split within the
organization’s leadership, precipitated in part by an infusion of money that the
organization received as a result of being nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize.
In addition, the organization’s opposition to the second war in Chechnya has
been less popular than its opposition during the first war. However, at least one
member of the organization maintained that a strategy of public demonstrations
became less advisable once the organization began receiving substantial assis-
tance from the West, because such support would leave the group vulnerable to
the charge that it was a paid agent of a foreign power.100

CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS

Western assistance to women’s organizations has been a mixed blessing for the
construction of civil society in Russia. The entire endeavor is built on a contra-
diction. To serve as a bulwark of democracy, civil society must be embedded
within the formal and informal institutions of Russian society. Western assis-
tance can reach only a fraction of the formally registered organizations and runs
the risk of drawing these organizations away from their domestic roots and em-
bedding them instead in a network of international NGOs and third-sector pro-
fessionals. In selecting feminist organizations over other women’s organizations,

80 james richter



donors have compounded the problem by assisting organizations whose goals
from the beginning were more firmly based in this transnational network than
in Russian society.

Does it make sense, then, for assistance agencies to continue funding femi-
nist organizations? I argue that it does. First, the mission of the women’s inter-
national NGOs and the foundations is not limited to building civil society but
also promotes women’s rights. This is a laudable goal that only the feminist or-
ganizations pursue vigorously. Second, their links to the transnational move-
ment have given them independence from the state in a society where state
structures (or their ruins) still dominate. Funding feminist organizations creates
an alternative space for women’s activism that some of the other, more tradi-
tional organizations can also use. Finally, the skilled professionals within the
modern Russian feminist movement represent a valuable reservoir of human re-
sources that can serve the third sector more broadly and may engage in other
forms of public service.

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

The strategy of creating strong central organizations to help connect and coor-
dinate the work of regional organizations has generally succeeded in sustaining
the movement in a difficult environment. The ability of independent feminist
organizations to reach out to activists among the formerly “official” organiza-
tions is particularly valuable. Even though such connections may reflect utili-
tarian calculations rather than ideological commitment, these initial contacts
provide a necessary first step toward substantive cooperation. Whatever their
motivations, former teachers of Marxism-Leninism are now writing articles
about women’s experience during the transition; former trade union officials
have established a hot line against domestic abuse in Nizhni Novgorod; and for-
mer members of the zhensovety are attending conferences and meetings where
they can talk to feminists. These institutional connections between Moscow
and the periphery have caused the independent Moscow activists to take a more
active interest in organizations that have roots in domestic institutions and ide-
ologies while providing some traditional activists with a new language (which
they may accept at least “half and half”) and material resources with which to
press their activities more independently of the state.

On the other hand, the tendency of such grants to concentrate power both
within organizations and within the movement as a whole is worrisome. Rather
than promote the norms and habits of mutual trust, tolerance, and compromise,
such centralization fosters distrust and resentment even as it reinforces the hier-
archical practices of the Soviet period. To avoid the concentration of power
within organizations, assistance agencies should encourage greater initiative
and wider participation in the decision making of grantees, even at the cost of
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efficiency. The experience of the pilot project by the East-West European Net-
work for retraining unemployed women demonstrates the advantages of such
an approach. Rather than asking one person to decide how the money should
be distributed, the donors asked the women themselves to decide who should
get what. Although this process caused some unpleasantness and even led a few
people to leave the project, I interviewed two activists who had participated in
the project and who maintained that such discussions increased participants’
stake in the organization’s success.101

Western assistance agencies could also take steps to avoid creating hierarchy
and mistrust within the movement as a whole. Funding umbrella organizations
like the Consortium of Russian Women’s Non-Governmental Organizations re-
mains essential, but donors should insist upon decision-making procedures that
encourage participation and accountability to constituent organizations. They
should also complement large grants to resource centers with seed grants to
smaller organizations. Finally, supporting women activists’ access to the Inter-
net will give them the opportunity to gain information without having to rely on
a few organizations in the center. (However, because many organizations still
do not have access to the Internet, donors should not neglect more traditional
means of communication.)

Western donors should also design their grants in ways that could foster the
positive externalities, the intangible and unquantifiable results that contribute
to a stronger civil society. First, grants should encourage innovative thinking
about how to solve problems rather than blinkered efficiencies in meeting tar-
gets. In this respect long-term multidimensional grants are preferable to short-
term grants designed to implement specific projects. When unidimensional
grants are necessary, donors should allow grantees as much flexibility as possible
in choosing their methods and rely on qualitative rather than quantitative meth-
ods of evaluation. Finally, Western donors should allow Russian activists a
greater role in identifying priorities and evaluating results. When Western
donors do push their own issues, they should remain as consistent as possible
and resist the temptation to embrace new priorities simply because they are
fashionable.

Similarly, the training sessions provided by Western donors have proved ef-
fective at creating skilled professionals but may have had the unintended conse-
quence of distancing the NGO community from the rest of society. Donors
should encourage recent trends in training that emphasize imaginative problem
solving within a specifically Russian context.102 A model might be the project of
Peace Corps volunteers in Nizhni Novgorod who set up an NGO incubator. It
provided local NGO leaders with a small stipend to enroll in intensive hands-on
training during which they were expected to accomplish a number of practical
tasks for their organizations. By the end NGO leaders had found a number of in-
genious methods of raising money from local business and government officials.
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Finally, infrastructure grants should try to foster informal connections be-
tween activists and between the activists and other Russian women. Sponsoring
conferences is a valuable way to introduce activists to each other, but longer ex-
changes and summer schools are more effective at fostering the informal net-
works that would extend beyond utilitarian calculation. Similarly, unidimen-
sional grants should not evaluate projects by examining how many different
regions a particular grantee has visited but by looking more closely at how the
grantee followed up on these visits.

P U B L I C A DVO C A C Y

Western assistance in the area of public advocacy has helped independent
women’s organizations make persistent and effective use of the points of access
opened by formerly “official” activists. Such assistance has helped activists fa-
miliarize policy makers with such concepts as gender discrimination and do-
mestic abuse, which may shape public discourse in future policy debates.

Beyond that, public advocacy has not accomplished much. The gains that
women’s organizations have made are largely symbolic: At best, they persuade
the government to endorse abstract slogans such as “the elimination of discrim-
ination,” but these are divorced from the practical realities facing Russian
women today. Moreover, existing strategies cannot mobilize the public support
necessary to make the government accountable; these strategies focus on gov-
ernment institutions that most people reasonably distrust and offer only the
prospect of long-term benefits when most Russians live in short-term time
frames.

One exception has been the efforts to work with local police to enforce exist-
ing laws on domestic abuse and trafficking in women for prostitution. Such a
strategy promotes concrete, observable, immediate improvements that may en-
courage greater public trust, both in local police and in NGOs.

C O M M U N I T Y O U T R E A C H

Western assistance has failed most significantly in encouraging Russian
women’s organizations to reach outside the NGO community to the larger Rus-
sian society. Western donors have been most successful in this regard when they
have funded activities that built upon existing norms and networks within the
activist community and the wider society. In addition, the relative success of the
crisis centers suggests that even ideas originating outside Russia may find a re-
ceptive audience if they offer tangible, observable improvements in women’s
lives.

In sum, Western assistance was vital to sustaining a small public realm where
women activists could participate in public life independent of the state. This
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remains true even under the Putin regime, as women’s organizations remain 
almost untouched by pressures placed on environmental and human rights 
activists.103

I have argued here that Western donors might enlarge this realm if they de-
voted somewhat less attention to the formal aspects of the third sector and more
to the informal aspects of organizational life that sustain a movement. In partic-
ular, they should examine existing practices that unnecessarily restrict access to
Western assistance to a relatively small group of activists, focus activists’ atten-
tion on organizational administration rather than on outreach to the commu-
nity, and lead to the pursuit of priorities that do not reflect the perceived needs
of Russian women. Fortunately, as donors have acquired more experience in
Russia, they have altered their practices somewhat. The new emphases on cre-
ating links to more service-oriented organizations in the regions and the intro-
duction of problem-solving approaches to NGO training are significant im-
provements. The strategies adopted since 1998 by the Ford Foundation and the
Network Women’s Program of the Open Society Institute also offer cause for
hope. Both foundations are trying to integrate a gender lens into all their pro-
grams, which may alleviate somewhat the isolating effect that Western assis-
tance has had on overtly feminist organizations. The shift in the Ford Founda-
tion’s emphasis toward projects like microfinance and the campaign against
domestic violence, which offer clients short-term tangible benefits, has a good
chance of bringing more women into the public sphere and overcoming the
isolation of Russia’s feminists. Similarly, by complementing its support of re-
source centers with small grants delivered to many organizations, the Network
Women’s Program will allow additional voices to be heard within the Russian
feminist movement, perhaps giving rise to a feminist philosophy that depends
less on Western theoretical frameworks and reflects more the experience of Rus-
sian women. The program’s emphasis on the economic and social problems
that pervade Russian women’s everyday experience also gives room for hope.
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Chapter 4

international assistance and the

development of independent mass media 

in the czech and slovak republics

Karen Ballentine

The development of independent mass media was one of the main pillars of in-
ternational efforts in the 1990s to assist the democratization of the postcommu-
nist states. Indeed, after 1989 a plethora of international, state, and nongovern-
mental actors became involved in one or another aspect of media development:
training journalists, providing technological improvement, reforming the legal-
regulatory framework, enhancing the financial and managerial performance of
media outlets, and developing professional associations for journalists, broad-
casters, and other media professionals. Virtually all these international actors
were motivated by the same underlying idea: that independent and pluralistic
media are an essential bulwark of a mature and effective democracy, serving
both as a watchdog of potential abuses of power by elected officials and as an in-
clusive arena of informed debate and discussion of issues affecting the body
politic. Democracy assistance to the media sector was also prompted by the re-
alization that, as a result of decades of highly intrusive Communist Party cen-
sorship and state subsidization, the newly liberated media lacked the skills, re-
sources, and know-how to perform these democracy-supporting functions in a
new and challenging transitional environment.1

For their contribution to this research I would like to thank Juraj Alner, international news ed-
itor, Narodna Obroda; Caroline Barker, second secretary, British Embassy, Bratislava; Ingrid 



Most international actors viewed the promotion of independent mass media
not as an end in itself but as an intermediate goal within a larger effort to support
sustainable democracy.2 International assistance doubtless had a positive influ-
ence in shaping the norms and practices of the postcommunist media, enhancing
their professionalism and their viability, and helping to integrate them into a
larger transnational media community. This assistance also made a crucial differ-
ence to the professional careers of individual journalists and, in some cases, to the
survival of particular nonstate media outlets. However, the importance of this sup-
port at the aggregate sectorwide level depended in large part on wider progress to-
ward democracy. Where the consolidation of democracy was relatively unprob-
lematic, media assistance is best characterized as facilitating the development of
the independent media but not decisive to its very existence. In contrast, where
democratic transitions remained partial or were threatened by significant authori-
tarian reversals, international assistance played a more crucial role in ensuring the
material and financial basis necessary for independent media to operate.3

Whether media assistance has actually contributed to the larger goal of pro-
moting democracy is more questionable. As elsewhere, whether mass media has
a democratizing influence depends on the degree of democratic commitment
among prevailing power holders and the prevailing political culture. Without a
permissive political and normative framework, the other seeds of international
media assistance may not yield the desired democratic fruit. Paradoxically, in the
short to medium term international media assistance may be the least effective
means of achieving the broader goal of supporting democracy where democracy
has yet to be consolidated—that is, precisely where it appears most needed—and
most effective where it is least needed. In any case these abiding environmental
constraints create attribution and measurement problems that make it extraordi-
narily difficult to provide a definitive evaluation of the wider influence of inter-
national media assistance programs, either individually or together.
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The particular strategies of assistance that appear to have been most effective
in contributing to the interim goal of media independence and professionalism
have displayed some or all of the following features: They are sensitive and re-
sponsive to the changing needs of the various local media; they develop strong
local partnerships and give local partners and beneficiaries wide leeway in proj-
ect design and implementation; they target infrastructural needs and build
human capacity in a complementary fashion; they provide long-term, special-
ized, and skills-oriented training using local talent rather than short-term gen-
eral training by outside advisers; and they strategically limit support to a small
number of niche projects sustained for a longer period of time.

Much of the analysis that follows is based on fieldwork that I undertook in
the Czech Republic and Slovakia in 1997 and 1998 and reflects the state of af-
fairs at that time. By 1997 the Czech Republic had largely completed the con-
solidation of its democratic transformation, and many international assistance
agencies were in the process of winding down their activities. By contrast, Slo-
vakia was experiencing significant difficulty in achieving democratic consolida-
tion, with the government of Vladimir Meciar increasingly hostile to political
and media pluralism. For this reason more actors were undertaking a greater
number of media assistance projects in Slovakia than in the Czech Republic at
this time. The weight of my analysis on Slovakia reflects this reality.

Comparing the Czech and Slovak republics permitted an examination of
how the same strategies work in different, more or less hospitable, political en-
vironments and how international assistance organizations subsequently adapted
to increasingly divergent political conditions. These two countries share a com-
mon background as constituent republics of the Czechoslovak Federation.
They began the postcommunist transition with similar legal and political envi-
ronments and with comparable (albeit not identical) media cultures and struc-
tures. In both countries international democracy assistance, including projects
designed to support the development of independent media, began at roughly
the same time and with similar strategies.

The contrast between these two political and media environments permits a
consideration of the question of where, on the macrolevel, international media
assistance priorities and resources are most effective. As Thomas Carothers has
argued, there may be a particular methodological advantage to assessing foreign
assistance in “gray-area cases,” such as Slovakia between 1994 and 1998, “where
the democratic transition is neither moving forward nor backward very quickly
or clearly.” Such indeterminate cases may

much better illuminate the strengths and weaknesses of democracy assis-
tance than do societies that moved rapidly to a successful democratic con-
solidation—or those which have lapsed from an initially positive transi-
tion back to some form of dictatorship. In gray-area cases, external
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democracy assistance is neither a dispensable supplement to a strongly
self-propelled process nor a futile rocket off an impenetrable wall. In-
stead, the assistance becomes more deeply drawn into the local processes
of the attempted political transition, resulting in a more thorough testing
of the strengths and weaknesses of the program.4

Alexander Motyl shares this view and points to the policy consequences by pro-
posing that “Western aid may be able to make the greatest difference in the in-
termediate countries, where the future seems relatively open, realistic progress
may be great, and outside intervention could therefore be most effective.”5

My findings attest to the validity of these propositions where the interim
goals of fostering media independence and professionalism are concerned.
While the Czech independent media sector is more developed, international
assistance has been more critical to the continued development and, in some
instances, the viability of independent media outlets in Slovakia. Without inter-
national assistance the Czech media environment probably would be much the
same as it is today, after more than seven years of broad international assistance.
In Slovakia, however, the absence of international media assistance between
1994 and 1998 probably would have left the struggling independent media more
vulnerable to the Meciar government’s legal and economic machinations. At
the very least the size and scope of the independent Slovak media would be
considerably more circumscribed than it was, while some independent media
outlets that would otherwise have been viable in an open economy and polity
would likely have been pushed from the scene.

As with other aspects of transitional democracy, indigenous political dynam-
ics, especially the degree of elite commitment to open markets and democratic
norms, ultimately determine the development of independent media. For inter-
mediate cases, however, well-timed and well-placed international assistance can
provide some interim life support that may yield positive long-term benefits.
Moreover, while the cumulative effect of assistance is relevant to macrolevel
considerations of international donors that seek to have maximal influence in
promoting media independence and professionalism, this finding alone says lit-
tle about the actual effectiveness of discrete assistance strategies within each
country setting. As I will detail in this chapter, some strategies have been more
effective than others.

Because U.S.-based NGOs were the largest providers of media assistance in
these countries, this analysis focuses on their activities and strategies as they
have evolved since 1990.6 In particular, the strategies that I evaluate here are
those that were used at the time by the International Media Fund and its suc-
cessor, the Pro-Media Program of the International Research and Exchanges
Board (IREX) (both supported by the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment, USAID), the Independent Journalism Foundation’s Centers for Indepen-
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dent Journalism, and the network of Soros foundations, including the local
Open Society foundations in each country, the Media Loan Development
Fund, and the Regional (now Network) Media Program. I bring into the analy-
sis the work of other, largely European-based agencies such as the British Know-
How Fund and European Union–sponsored programs under Poland and Hun-
gary: Action for the Restructuring of the Economy (PHARE), as well as the
direct assistance activities of government agencies such as USAID and the U.S.
Information Service, where it provides useful elaboration and contrast.

I have divided this chapter into five main sections. The first sets the context
by briefly describing the Czech and Slovak media as they were constituted
when international assistance agencies first arrived. I then discuss the analytical
framework of the study, define basic concepts, and introduce a typology of
media assistance strategies that categorizes the targets of assistance and the
terms of involvement. The three main categories that I examine are human cap-
ital development and two types of infrastructural development: media outlets
and regulatory framework. After situating specific NGO projects within this ty-
pology, I discuss the influence and limitations of different strategies in these
three target areas. Then I discuss how local NGO administrators and media
beneficiaries evaluated the assistance programs. In conclusion I consider the
lessons these cases may offer to future efforts to aid independent media in tran-
sitional societies.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: MEDIA DEVELOPMENTS

AFTER THE VELVET REVOLUTION

T H E C Z E C H R E P U B L I C

In the Czech Republic, where observers concluded by the mid-1990s that de-
mocracy and pluralism were “consolidated,” the mass media made rapid
progress on a number of dimensions. After 1989 the media quickly provided a
broad range of perspectives, tapped diverse sources, and staked out a large de-
gree of editorial independence from political elites. The Czechs’ historical ex-
perience with democracy, their relatively strong dissident movement, and the
abrupt and complete transfer of power to an elite strongly committed to demo-
cratic norms were key factors. While in the early years of postcommunism many
of the new, privately owned newspapers were openly allied with political parties,
by the late 1990s this was rarely the case. Freedom of the press and freedom of
expression were enshrined in the Basic Charter of Rights and Freedoms and
were generally observed in the courts. Until September 1997 a law remained on
the books that proscribed the defamation of the president and the republic; al-
though the law was widely condemned as an infringement of press freedom,
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there were few convictions, and most of those found guilty under this provision
received suspended sentences or presidential pardons.7

In the mid-1990s scores of private newspapers and periodicals, at both the na-
tional and local levels, reflected a wide range of interests and opinions. By
March 1996 more than half the Czech print media were under foreign owner-
ship, but most were run by Czech editors and journalists and had a high level of
Czech content.8 Reflecting a regionwide trend of popular apathy and a global
trend toward sensationalism, the most popular newspapers have been tabloids.
In addition to the state news agency, a private news service established in 1994
was by 1997 providing regular feeds both domestically and abroad. As with the
print media, publishing and distribution companies had considerable foreign
investment.

The government formally reconstituted Czech State Radio and Television as
public service broadcasters, governed by a democratically accountable state
broadcasting council. Competing with Czech Public Radio were more than
sixty private radio stations, making for a very crowded marketplace. Many of
these outlets were heavily in debt and had a small market share, conditions that
made for a fiercely competitive market.

The two state-owned television channels competed with two major private
networks, Prima (formerly Premiera) and Nova TV. In 1997 the latter had more
than a 70 percent audience share (compared to the two public channels’ com-
bined share of 25 percent). Central Europe Media Enterprises (CME), at the
time a growing international media giant active in the region, owned 80 percent
of Nova TV.

Since 1997 CME’s activities have become controversial following reports
that it has disregarded the ownership, advertising, and content provisions of
Nova TV’s license (staples of its programming are reruns of U.S. television
shows and and chatty news shows) and because CME has been busy consoli-
dating a veritable mini-empire extending through the Czech Republic and be-
yond; CME holdings include other private television networks, radio stations,
and newspapers.9

The development of professional associations for journalists, publishers, and
broadcasters proceeded rapidly, and they have become well integrated into Eu-
ropean and international professional associations. On several occasions jour-
nalists and broadcasters demonstrated some capacity to defend their corporate
interests against political intrusion; in particular, in 1996 they succeeded in pre-
venting the adoption of a restrictive press law.

Until 1997 Prime Minister Václav Klaus’s uncompromising embrace of laissez-
faire democratic capitalism dominated the Czech Republic’s political environ-
ment. His ideology and policy framework led to minimal state regulation of the
media sector. This antiregulation ethos was powerfully reinforced by both the
corporate quest for profits and, perhaps unexpectedly, by a dissident political
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culture that regards even democratic forms of media regulation, including self-
regulation, with abiding suspicion.10 Observers have cited the lax regulatory en-
vironment and relatively passive regulatory bodies as principal reasons why
CME has been able to violate the terms of its broadcast license with apparent
impunity.11

While the Czech mass media displayed many of the characteristics of a ro-
bust and independent media, the forces of laissez-faire had their own deleteri-
ous effect on journalistic professionalism and on the capacity of the media to act
as the fourth estate, that is, to be the public’s watchdog and to convey accurate
information. Some editors protested that owners’ preoccupation with revenues
has compromised their independence.12 Another much noted problem was the
threat of commercial corruption of individual journalists, some of whom took
up selling coverage for cash and presented as “news” what was really commis-
sioned advertising.13 While this practice was not widespread, it was prevalent
enough to provoke professional concern about journalistic ethics and media
credibility. Nonetheless, Czech journalists resisted efforts to adopt a voluntary
press code. According to Rudolf Zeman, then the director of the Czech Syndi-
cate of Journalists, the vast majority of journalists were highly averse to the for-
mal adoption of professional standards. In principle the syndicate—a profes-
sional association—supported a common ethical standard, but it opposed both
a West European–style press council and a system of accreditation for syndicate
members that would permit effective enforcement of self-regulating standards.14

The print media remained governed by an obsolete and inconsistent press
law, instituted in 1966 and amended in 1990. New legislation has gone through
a number of drafts but has been held up by disputes about the lack of provisions
to protect journalists’ sources and to require state bodies to disclose public in-
formation to the press.

In 1997 the Economist claimed that the Czech media rank fourth among the
world’s freest presses, ahead of both Germany and the United Kingdom. This
ranking, however, may more accurately have reflected the Czech media’s pas-
sion for the free market than the intrinsic attributes of the media in Germany
and England. While the Czech media have acquired many features of a robust
pluralistic media, and while their independence has been secured, both market
dynamics and residual political, legal, and cultural practices present obstacles
to the media’s capacity to act as a consistent and effective supporter of demo-
cratic accountability and an informed citizenry.

S L O VA K I A

Between 1994 and 1998 Slovakia underwent a period of neoauthoritarian re-
trenchment. In contrast to the 1989–1994 period, when the media made major
strides in casting off state control, a high degree of political intrusiveness char-
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acterized the media environment during the mid-1990s. Former prime minister
Vladimir Meciar’s ruling coalition made efforts to establish various forms of de
jure censorship, most notably in 1995–1996 with this unsuccessful effort to enact
the Law on the Protection of the Republic, which would have criminalized the
dissemination of “false information that damages Slovakia.” More common
were the Meciar government’s de facto efforts to manipulate the financial, regu-
latory, and material prerequisites for the operate of the nonstate media. These
included punitive tax increases; selling printing and distribution facilities to
Meciar allies, who subsequently denied these resources to selected outlets criti-
cal of Meciar; selective denial of broadcast licenses; an unofficial ban that pre-
vented state-owned companies from advertising in the “opposition press”; and
periodic shutdowns of the broadcast transmissions of independent radio stations
on flimsy financial pretexts.15 More ominously, individual journalists suffered
legal, verbal, and sometimes physical attacks, and in June 1997 someone van-
dalized the facilities of the newly established independent Slovak News Agency
in what many observers concluded was a government-inspired action.

While these political and economic pressures were undoubtedly serious, West-
ern advocates and monitors of press freedom tended to exaggerate the threat
posed by Meciar’s actions and to discount the significant achievements of the pri-
vate Slovak media, as well as their evident resilience in the face of government ef-
forts to undermine them. For two successive years, for example, the Committee to
Protect Journalists ranked Meciar among the “top ten worst enemies of the free
press worldwide”—a distinction usually reserved for the most egregious dicta-
tors—even though the most serious charge against him was his unsuccessful at-
tempt to pass the Law on the Protection of the Republic.16 Even more inaccu-
rately, the European Fund for Freedom of Expression ranked Slovakia as “a
country where the media have little freedom,” even claiming that state censor-
ship, though more subtle, was “just as effective as in previous times,” that “the
written press is largely controlled by the state,” and that “control over radio and
television is practically complete.”17 Freedom House’s annual survey of press free-
dom ranked Slovakia as “partly free” in 1997. While this standing accurately re-
flected Freedom House’s exclusive preoccupation with measuring state policies
toward the media, some thoughtful Slovak observers protested that such categori-
cal claims perpetuated a distorted picture that obscured positive developments.

In fact, as in the Czech Republic, Slovakia had a significant degree of media
pluralism, with a half-dozen nationwide dailies for a population of five million,
as well as numerous regional papers, monthlies, and weeklies that offered a range
of political views and diverse sources of information. The quality of news report-
ing also showed significant improvement since 1990, especially in the area of
economic and financial news, where the weekly Trend and the daily Narodna
Obroda were recognized as standard-setters for the region. Slovakia also had
twenty-four privately owned regional and local radio stations, six privately owned
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regional and local television stations, a burgeoning cable industry (by 1997
seventy-three independent cable operators held licenses), and a newly estab-
lished independent news agency, which rapidly became a regular news provider
to many private media outlets. CME-backed Markiza TV, launched in late 1996,
was the second major private network, alongside VTV and the two government-
controlled channels, STV1 and STV2. The arrival of Markiza, which offered
more popular programming and more balanced and diverse news coverage than
state television, effectively thwarted Meciar’s domination of the Slovak television
scene for the two-thirds of the country that received its signal.18 After 1997 Mark-
iza enjoyed an audience share well ahead of STV1’s and STV2’s.19

Throughout the Meciar era the Slovak media displayed a dogged capacity to
defend its constitutionally enshrined rights to operate free of state interference.
Although still weakly developed, several professional associations for radio
broadcasters, print journalists, and television producers helped to defeat the
government’s attempts to pass restrictive media legislation. Most notably, in
1997 independent media associations forced the government to abandon its ef-
forts to criminalize the “false spread of information” deemed damaging to Slo-
vakia. The Slovak independent media also assisted one another in securing ac-
cess to printing and distribution facilities when the government interfered with
their regular sources.

In comparison to its Czech equivalent, the Slovak Syndicate of Journalists
was relatively more open to the creation of a nationwide, European-style press
council, with a self-administered code of ethics and a system of accreditation to
promote and enforce professional journalistic standards, although it had yet to
be implemented. In part, the motive may have been preemptive, as the govern-
ment may have been seeking to exploit the weakness of journalistic ethics as a pre-
text for renewed censorship. Given the profound polarization that beset Slovak
politics at the time, it was no surprise that the independent syndicate had a state-
supported rival, the Association of Slovak Journalists, essentially a communist-
style organization that supported the policies of the ruling coalition while seek-
ing to undermine support for the syndicate. In 1997 relations between these rival
associations were generally poor; nevertheless, they did cooperate in efforts to
develop a common press code.

Despite its resourcefulness and vigor, the Slovak independent media faced a
number of daunting challenges. The most immediate was their economic viabil-
ity. As in the Czech Republic, the media market was saturated and increasingly
competitive. Production costs and indebtedness were rising, and the size of the
market was limited. In Slovakia the media had the additional disadvantage of re-
duced investment resources. They had fewer foreign investors to rely on, while
indigenous investors tended to be owners of newly privatized companies, many
of whom had close connections to the Meciar government or were otherwise de-
pendent on it for political favors.
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Although state radio and television were formally reconstituted in 1992 as
public service broadcasters, which meant they were to be subjected to demo-
cratic control by nonpartisan radio and television councils established by the Slo-
vak parliament, the Meciar government reasserted an effective monopoly over
their programming and personnel decisions. Indeed, one of Meciar’s first moves
on being elected prime minister in 1994 was to pack the boards of the Radio and
Television Councils with party loyalists. As a result, Slovak opposition parties lost
all representation on these bodies as well as routine access to state television and
radio in general. The program content of STV1 and STV2 became limited
largely to biased political broadcasts and soporific shows celebrating the cultural
and other achievements of the Slovak nation, a genre that could be described as
“nationalist realism.” Progovernment state radio and television had a compara-
tive advantage against their privately owned competitors in terms of subsidies and
as the only radio and television networks broadcasting nationwide.

The government repeatedly sought to make examples of independence-
minded journalists and outlets that boldly criticized Meciar’s policies or at-
tacked him personally. A number of lawsuits charged journalists with defaming
state officials or slandering the premier. In 1996 the opposition Bratislava daily,
SME, was suddenly denied access to its customary printing and distribution net-
work and forced to rely on a printer at the other end of the country, at great ex-
pense. In the fall of 1997, among several other incidents of official harassment,
the government temporarily denied Radio Twist its broadcasting frequency, al-
legedly for failure to pay arrears on licensing fees owed to the state telecommu-
nications company.20 Finally, in a failed bid to cripple the independent media,
in 1997 the Meciar government attempted to impose a fourfold increase in the
value-added tax on newspapers.

Meciar’s hostile behavior, as well as the highly polarized social and political
environment that his government has engendered, threatened the well-being of
the independent media. Perhaps inescapably, the media tended to replicate the
profound and antagonistic society-wide split between those for and against Me-
ciar. Thus many independent papers and some radio stations displayed a parti-
san bias, routinely giving favorable coverage to opposition views. This rigid po-
larization was a major impediment to the further consolidation of a nonpartisan
professional media.21 As in wartime, accurate and balanced reporting was the
first casualty in what many see as nothing less than a definitive battle about the
future political identity of Slovakia.

ASSISTANCE STRATEGIES 

OF INTERNATIONAL ACTORS

Regardless of their varying roles and mandates, international, state, and non-
governmental assistance agencies shared the same overarching rationale for as-
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sisting independent media: that it is an indispensable component of a function-
ing democracy and that the media in postcommunist countries lacked the req-
uisite skills and capacity to function as professional—nonpartisan, objective,
and balanced—sources of information and as viable commercial enterprises.
These outside agencies also tended to share a repertoire of assistance tools: most
commonly, conducting in-country training sessions and sponsoring placements
abroad; offering technical, legal, professional, and managerial consultancies;
provisioning media outlets with equipment, either through loans or in-kind
grants; and, more rarely, providing direct financial support. At the sector level
the majority of assistance organizations ran similar projects at similar times.

For the purposes of this analysis strategy refers to the conceptual and practi-
cal modalities that link particular activities to the fulfillment of desired goals. In
the area of media assistance discrete strategies were not always evident, not even
to those involved in assistance activities. This appears to have been particularly
true during the initial stages of assistance (1990–1993), when—as with other
forms of democracy support—designing coherent strategies of assistance took
second place to providing as much visible aid as quickly as possible, both in
order to satisfy donors that their money was being put to work and to enhance
the palpable benefits of democracy to newly enfranchised citizens.22 This early
neglect of strategic assistance may also have been shaped by an assumption that
the transition to democracy in what was then a unified Czechoslovakia would
be comparatively rapid and unproblematic, and that the scattershot provision of
training seminars and equipment drops would be sufficient to sustain an inde-
pendent media.23 Finally, as Thomas Carothers has elaborated elsewhere, while
early U.S. assistance efforts had a relatively clear idea of which model of de-
mocracy they were using (essentially a replication of U.S. institutions), they
were less sure of practical approaches models or discrete ways of replicating
these institutions in new and diverse environments.24

As with other forms of democracy assistance, the agencies modified their as-
sumptions once the complexities of the situation in the Czech Republic and Slo-
vakia became evident. Media assistance efforts can be divided into three general
phases: an initially heavy emphasis on journalist training and equipment drops,
followed by programs aimed at the wider legal and organizational infrastructure
(reflecting a shift from supplying armies of foreign consultants to building in-
digenous capacity), and, later, a greater emphasis on enhancing the media’s eco-
nomic viability and developing the regional media. Journalist training was still
the mainstay of this activity, particularly in the Czech Republic, but evolved
from general and abstract lessons on the fundamentals of Western journalism to
the development of technical skills and specialized practical knowledge. Gradu-
ally, programs and projects became more diversified, as individual agencies rec-
ognized the comparative advantage in devoting their energies and resources to
certain niche areas. Even among those with a greater concern for developing
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explicit strategies with clear goals and measurable results, however, some people
whom I interviewed had difficulty articulating the strategy or strategies that they
used. They often tended to fall back on descriptions of generic program goals
and activities rather than articulate the criteria or methods by which specific ac-
tivities were supposed to lead to the attainment of those goals.

This said, differences in strategies of media assistance were apparent, if only
implicitly. Any attempt to categorize these different assistance strategies is ren-
dered problematic by the fact that most assistance agencies—whether con-
sciously or not—are likely to pursue many different strategies at the same time,
and these strategies at best approximate, rather than exactly reflect, any pure
type. For heuristic purposes I have adapted the following schema, which are set
forth in table 4.1.

Terms of involvement refers to the dominant modalities by which interna-
tional actors—implicitly or explicitly—provide assistance to the media sector. A
proactive approach is one in which the international NGO (or the funder[s] to
which it is beholden) has well-developed goals, priorities, and strategies for as-
sistance. It may therefore also be associated with a higher degree of outside (as
opposed to local) initiative, with imported ideas rather than domestic ones, and
with generic models of media assistance, rather than locally specific ones.25

Conversely, a responsive strategy describes assistance efforts that are designed to
be highly responsive to the changing needs of the local partners and beneficiar-
ies, as well as to their initiatives, concerns, and ideas. Assistance strategies are
seldom purely proactive or responsive; even the most proactive strategies
tended, over time, to shed preconceived notions and incorporate a significant
level of domestic ideas and initiative in the process of implementation. There
seldom has been an exclusively responsive strategy, which would mean leaving
all decisions to local partners and beneficiaries.26 For this reason I have quali-
fied each with the term interactive to reflect the existence of varying degrees of
international-local synergy while keeping intact the distinction between the
overall thrust of each dominant strategy.27

The terms of involvement also reflect variation on a number of other dimen-
sions. Assistance efforts may be multidimensional, in that several distinct activi-
ties are undertaken in parallel under a more-or-less coherent, longer-term, local
program, or unidimensional, with a focus on a single project, usually to be con-
ducted within a comparatively limited time frame. Unidimensional projects are
typically implemented by visiting consultants in collaboration with local part-
ners selected for the purpose, with responsibility for management and oversight
remaining at the home base of the international assistance agency.

Both program-based and project-based activities may be either process ori-
ented or product oriented. That is, they may involve activities that focus on the
long-range incremental development of media skills and infrastructure (process
oriented) or on those aimed at delivering a specific product for a specific need,
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such as providing consultation on a proposed media law, holding a one-time
conference on journalistic ethics, or publishing handbooks and subsidizing pro-
fessional journals (product oriented).

Finally, assistance strategies may be described as either selective or nondis-
criminatory in terms of the identities of the beneficiaries. Selective strategies are
those that restrict assistance to beneficiaries that meet specified criteria of eligi-
bility. A common example of this strategy was to limit assistance benefits to the
nonstate media. Another was to restrict assistance to a subcategory of the non-
state media that met certain requirements, such as commercial viability. Nondis-
criminatory strategies, by contrast, are those that aim to spread the benefits of as-
sistance to the media sector at large, without demanding any “fitness” tests.

Targets of assistance designates the main types of beneficiaries. In general, in-
ternational actors seek either to promote human capital development by target-
ing individual media professionals or to develop the infrastructural underpin-
nings of media independence. Infrastructural support can be divided into two
types: supporting the managerial, technical, and commercial capacities of indi-
vidual media outlets or assisting the development of professional associations
and the legal-regulatory framework. International actors may be engaged in a
mix of activities that support infrastructural as well as human capital develop-
ment, supporting media outlets, associational bodies, and the regulatory frame-
work as well as individuals.

Perhaps more than any other single factor, the identity and mandate of assis-
tance organizations (both the international NGOs and their funders) influ-
enced the strategies that were used. For example, PHARE-supported activities
in media assistance reflected the European Union’s concerns with both pro-
moting democracy and assisting these countries to meet the institutional and
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and Slovak Republics

Target of Assistance

Individual journalists, editors, managers, etc. (human capital development)
Media outlets  (infrastructural development)
Regulatory and associational framework (infrastructural development)

Terms of Involvement

Proactive/ interactive Responsive/ interactive
Multidimensional (program-based) Unidimensional (project-based)
Process oriented Product oriented
Imported ideas Domestic generated ideas
Selective Nondiscriminatory



regulatory requirements for eventual membership in the European Union.
Therefore the activities that they promoted tended to be proactive, were more
focused on reforming the legal, normative, and regulatory infrastructure of the
media sector, were generally nondiscriminatory toward all state and nonstate
media rather than selective, and were often more product oriented, funding spe-
cific projects, such as draft legislation on broadcast and press laws and publica-
tions on European standards for press councils and journalistic ethics.

In contrast, U.S.-based agencies were largely concerned with selectively pro-
moting the independent (nonstate) media, largely reflecting the distinctly
American bias against state-owned or public sector media. Partly for this reason,
and partly in response to local needs—especially in Slovakia where investment
was more restricted—U.S. assistance efforts were also more likely to focus on
the process of developing a viable commercial infrastructure for media outlets.
Several NGO efforts, such as the Centers for Independent Journalism (Inde-
pendent Journalism Foundation), the Knight-Ridder Fellowship Program, Arti-
cle 19, PressNow, and Freedom Forum reflect their identity as organizations
founded by journalists for journalists. On the whole these tended to be focused
on promoting media professionalism by providing human capital development
through training, fellowships, and consultancies; were more process oriented;
and were more receptive to collaboration and domestically generated ideas.

The next section examines in greater detail and with specific examples the
media assistance strategies for each target of media assistance by international
actors since 1990.

H U M A N C A P I TA L D E V E L O P M E N T

Human capital development was by far the largest single category of assistance
efforts. The reasons for this are both principled and practical. The principled rea-
son is that the norms, skills, and practices of working journalists, editors, produc-
ers, and managers are critical variables in determining the overall performance
of credible, professional, and independent media. The practical rationale is that
individual training—in the form of seminars, workshops, consultations, or place-
ments abroad—is a relatively low-cost way to promote new norms, practices, pro-
duction techniques, and management models to a relatively wide number of
beneficiaries and with results that are quick and quantifiable, if not always mean-
ingfully so.

In the initial phase of media assistance, the vast majority of initiatives were
aimed at human capital development and, in the case of the more consolidated
Czech Republic, continued in this vein. Between 1992 and 1995 a main vehicle
of U.S. government assistance was the International Media Fund, a USAID
grantee that was created explicitly for this purpose. According to an official of
USAID in Bratislava, the International Media Fund initially pursued a generic
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multidimensional approach (including technology drops) that was designed at
USAID headquarters in Washington, D.C., with little initial concern for tailor-
ing aid to specific local conditions.28 In collaboration with direct U.S. Informa-
tion Service (USIS) training programs, the International Media Fund con-
ducted a global program of media training on a generally scattershot and
nondiscriminatory basis, its aim being to sow the seeds of training assistance as
flexibly and broadly as possible. Training was largely aimed at midcareer profes-
sionals and consisted mostly of in-country workshops and seminars run by for-
eign media consultants but also included some short-term internships and long-
term university-based placements in the United States for promising local
journalists.

Human capital development was also the primary thrust of the Independent
Journalism Foundation, founded in 1991 and largely supported by private U.S.
funding, to help journalists to upgrade their professional skills. The Indepen-
dent Journalism Foundation founded a Center for Independent Journalism in
Prague in 1991 and another in Bratislava in 1993. These quickly became major
local NGO partners for other international agencies as well as a primary institu-
tional base for a series of in-country training seminars and workshops. In addi-
tion, the centers took on the functions of press center, media advocate, and in-
formal professional development network. Except during the start-up phase of
the flagship center in Prague, the Centers for Independent Journalism were
staffed and managed by local media professionals and overseen by an American
acting as regional coordinator.

The initial reliance of the Independent Journalism Foundation on foreign
trainers shifted to using journalists from the region to conduct local training;
foreign consultants came primarily to provide supplementary, specialized tech-
nical training. The staffs of the Prague and Bratislava centers sponsored and ad-
ministered both training programs and projects that were predominately re-
sponsive in nature. These programs reflected a synthesis of internationally and
domestically generated ideas and a responsiveness to beneficiaries’ needs and
initiatives. The centers worked closely with media outlets, with nascent profes-
sional associations, and with other Western agencies. They ran the Freedom
Forum Library resource centers; they were a main partner for the Soros founda-
tions’ “Medianet” project, which supplied access to the Internet to a network of
local press and radio outlets; and they administered competitions for a number of
foreign fellowships for journalism training abroad, including those sponsored by
the U.S.-German Marshall Fund, the Guardian Foundation, the Knight-Ridder
Foundation, the British Know How Fund, and other donor agencies.

The Soros foundations’ network has acted largely as a funder and coordinator
rather than as a direct administrator of media assistance programs. Reflecting the
distinctive Soros ethos, the local Open Society foundations in Prague and Brati-
slava and the wider Regional (Network) Media Program were run exclusively by
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experienced locals and established flexible and close relationships with local
partners, including the Centers for Independent Journalism and professional as-
sociations for journalists and broadcasters. According to a director of the Re-
gional Media Program, it did not seek to implement any standard global ap-
proach to its assistance activities but to remain highly responsive to the needs
and developments of the media in the different countries in which it was in-
volved.29

Training was just one of several planks in a multidimensional program. As
with other international agencies, upgrading regional media has been a major
priority. On the whole, the Soros foundations were more directly involved in in-
frastructural development activities, including both financial support and tech-
nical and capital provision to individual media outlets and to the sector at large.
Soros staff members consciously coordinated their training efforts to accompany
and reinforce the provision of technical equipment. For example, the Medianet
program not only supplied computers and Internet access to local media outlets
but provided training on how to use them. Likewise, in the process of fulfilling
its main objective of providing direct capital loans to select media outlets, the
Media Loan Development Fund provided extensive consultation in the devel-
opment of business plans (marketing, programming, advertising) so that even
executives whose outlets failed to qualify for loans gained improved professional
skills.30

The IREX Pro-Media Program, established in 1995 as a successor to the In-
ternational Media Fund to implement USAID’s media assistance programs, fo-
cused its efforts on infrastructural development, working predominately with in-
dividual media outlets but also with the sector as a whole. However, because
most of its support was public money from USAID (under a cooperative agree-
ment with IREX), there were political constraints on Pro-Media’s ability to pro-
vide direct grants of financial and technical resources.31 Instead, Pro-Media pur-
sued its goal of infrastructural sustainability indirectly, in part by providing
training seminars and workshops in finance, management, and advertising as
well as on-site consultations and short-term U.S. study tours for media man-
agers. These activities sought to expose media professionals to Western advertis-
ing and marketing ideas and techniques in a process-oriented effort to enhance
the practical business skills of media executives.

Initially, Pro-Media sought to conduct training in collaboration with local
partners, such as the Center for Independent Journalism, but by 1997 had dis-
continued this practice in favor of providing direct training to media outlets.32

Pro-Media activities were managed by in-country resident advisers, most of
whom have been Americans, but Pro-Media increasingly has brought in local
journalists in a consulting capacity. Overall, however, its strategy has tended to
be proactive—it had a relatively fixed set of goals and methods aimed at a niche
need—and was inspired by imported marketing and management ideas.
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M E D I A O U T L E T S
( I N F R A S T R U C T U R A L D E V E L O P M E N T)

Infrastructural assistance to individual media outlets consisted of programs de-
signed to strengthen media outlets’ overall technical endowment, financial pro-
file, and managerial skills, with the latter focused on developing the particular
skills, especially marketing and advertising, needed to become profitable. Al-
though upgrading the media outlets’ technology—both equipment and skills—
had been under way since the early phase of assistance, activities aimed at com-
mercial viability began later (in 1995 or 1996) and were developed in response to
the expressed needs of media outlets whose commercial development was too
slow and whose sustainability looked questionable, both to local media and to
foreign funders. One impediment to profitability derived from a media culture
in which everyone wanted to be a journalist and no one wanted to be a man-
ager, as well as a culture in which “selling news”—or even having the skills to
do so—had not been a high priority.33 By far the larger and more serious im-
pediments to commercial viability, however, lay in the broader economy, in-
cluding the slow pace of market reforms, the lack of local and foreign invest-
ment, and politically inspired attempts to control access to investors.

For these reasons this type of assistance was targeted at “gray-area countries”
such as Slovakia and was not undertaken where outside investment or access to
investors was relatively unproblematic, as in the Czech Republic. For example,
the Media Loan Development Fund did not provide loans to media outlets in
Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, or Slovenia, because the investment sit-
uation in these countries was relatively good, nor did the fund work in countries
where the political and legal environment was too crippling, such as Belarus.
Pro-Media considered as potential candidates media outlets operating in coun-
tries with a nascent pluralism and a permissive legal framework and that needed
cash but could get it nowhere else.

Similarly, Pro-Media focused its efforts in countries that were, for either po-
litical or economic reasons, still in the early or intermediate phases of transi-
tion.34 Like the Soros Regional Media Program, Pro-Media targeted the inde-
pendent regional media, mostly local radio and some local television stations; it
provided little support to national television or radio, whether state run or pri-
vately owned. The reasons for these exclusions varied but included a lack of
suitable partners in the case of state-run outlets, the high cost of giving mean-
ingful assistance to national television, and independent national broadcast and
print media that had better access to regular investment resources than did local
media.

In the early phase the International Media Fund and USIS, among others,
provided direct technical assistance through a series of equipment drops to local
print and broadcasting outlets. Typically, these involved recording, editing, fax,

Independent Mass Media in the Czech and Slovak Republics 107



and computer equipment donated by Western media outlets or purchased di-
rectly. By 1996 such direct technical provisioning was less common, although
the Soros Regional Media Fund, working closely with the local Soros founda-
tions, continued to arrange for small-scale technical aid grants (less than
$50,000 per outlet) on a case-by-case basis. In order to enable local Slovak tele-
vision stations to upgrade their technology, Pro-Media negotiated a discount for
purchasing digital production equipment for a group of stations and subsidized
as much as 20 percent of the cost to each outlet. The Soros Foundation’s net-
work, meanwhile, provided the innovative Medianet program, which supplied
computers and Internet access to local radio outlets in Slovakia. The outlets
were permitted to keep the equipment at no cost if they used it in demonstrable
ways, such to set up home pages, use the Internet as a supplementary news and
information source, and exchange information with other journalists.35 In a
similar effort to forge technical links to new information sources, Pro-Media ne-
gotiated an arrangement whereby local Slovak radio stations would increase
their use of the Independent Slovak News Agency and it would provide the sta-
tions with training on information access.

For both political and economic reasons direct financial subsidies to the Slo-
vak media were rare, although some agencies had undertaken this kind of sup-
port in other countries. More common were either direct loans or indirect sup-
port through management consultant and training programs. The largely
Soros-funded Media Loan Development Fund was the first in the region to un-
dertake a media loan program, acting essentially as a development bank to pro-
vide direct loans to eligible media outlets, to assist them in developing their own
broadcast or print facilities and sustainable business practices. Precisely because
it was in the business of making loans, the Media Loan Development Fund had
a highly selective strategy of picking winners, that is, of providing financing only
to those outlets that were independent of the state and of political parties, met
strict market-based criteria, and had developed a rigorous and viable business
plan. In practice this meant helping those independent outlets that demon-
strated good financial prospects but that were at risk of going under because
they did not have access to regular sources of investment and distribution. The
Media Loan Development Fund worked closely with applicants for three to fif-
teen months to help them restructure their operations and devise competitive
business plans.

The Pro-Media program sought to promote commercial viability indirectly,
by addressing the demand as well as the supply side; for example, Pro-Media
conducted workshops for local businesses to show them the benefits of advertis-
ing their products in the local media. Pro-Media also undertook the first sector-
wide market research study of Slovak radio, so that both the outlets and poten-
tial advertisers would have a firm grasp of audience demographics. Unlike the
Media Loan Development Fund, Pro-Media consciously avoided a strategy of
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picking winners among the independent media, instead seeking to sow the ben-
efits of its assistance as widely as possible. Given the saturated nature of the Slo-
vak media market, it was widely believed that by 2002 only half these outlets
would survive. Therefore Pro-Media sought to give all comers as much business
acumen as possible to meet the challenges of this competitive environment.

R E G U L A T O R Y A N D A S S O C I A T I O NA L F R A M E W O R K
(I N F R A S T R U C T U R A L D E V E L O P M E N T)

International efforts to help reform the legal and regulatory framework and
strengthen the development of indigenous professional organizations form the
third major category of assistance. In general, European-based organizations
such as PHARE, the British Know How Fund, the International Federation of
Journalists, Article 19, and Press Now were well ahead of U.S. actors in provid-
ing support for the development of the regulatory structure, although the U.S.
organizations increased their attention to this area after 1996. The primary strat-
egy consisted of instituting individual projects that were highly product ori-
ented, such as holding conferences or workshops that sought to acquaint local
journalists with the role of Western press associations. More sustained efforts to
effect a broader, long-term restructuring of professional associations emerged
only in the late 1990s, as NGOs and funders alike became increasingly con-
cerned with ensuring the sustainability of professional journalism.

Assisting the reform of the legal and regulatory framework involved direct ad-
vocacy by international press-monitoring groups, such as Article 19 and the
Committee to Protect Journalists, which sought to use public censure to pres-
sure governments to alter offending practices. It also involved indirect efforts to
strengthen the capacity of local media professionals to participate effectively in
the design and implementation of democratic media legislation. To this end in-
ternational agencies provided legal consultation in the drafting of media and
broadcast legislation, offered legal opinions targeting the deficiencies of existing
legislation, and sponsored a variety of conferences and publications on relevant
international legal instruments.36 Typically, both European and U.S. actors re-
lied on the expertise of foreign media law experts. Pro-Media, for example, em-
ployed the U.S. law firm of Covington and Burling to analyze controversial Slo-
vak media legislation and constitutional statutes, such as the May 1998
amendment to the Slovak election act that severely circumscribed political ad-
vertising and campaigning in the independent media.

International efforts to promote the development of professional media asso-
ciations typically went hand in hand with the promotion of overall regulatory re-
form. In part, this was because the establishment and enforcement of sector-
wide professional standards, while an important end in itself, was also seen as a
way to ensure that the media are both more responsible and more capable of
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defending their corporate interests while removing a pretext for politically moti-
vated forms of government regulation. Here, assistance efforts were of two main
types: those aimed at the organizational development of accredited professional
associations and those aimed at the creation of a common code of professional
conduct that these associations could implement and enforce. One strategy for
achieving these goals was to sponsor conferences and publications through which
local media professionals and state officials could become better acquainted with
international norms and practices regarding press councils, journalistic standards,
and associational models.37 Another was to offer direct institution-building sup-
port to indigenous media associations, primarily the Czech Syndicate of Jour-
nalists and the Slovak Syndicate of Journalists but later also professional trade
unions such as the Association of Regional Broadcasters, the Union of Televi-
sion Authors, and publishers’ associations in each country. In the Czech Re-
public, for example, PressNow provided money so that the Czech Syndicate of
Journalists could put out a monthly newsletter for its members, while the U.S.-
German Marshall Fund subsidized the publication of KMIT, a wide-ranging
monthly magazine aimed at media professionals that discussed recent media de-
velopments, press ethics, and new media technologies.

Most international assistance for organizational development took the form
of periodic consultations. For example, PHARE sponsored a comprehensive
survey of journalists in Slovakia by a local media analyst to get a picture of work-
ing conditions, career profiles, and professional needs, so that the Slovak Syndi-
cate of Journalists would have a firmer base for its own restructuring plans. After
1996 Pro-Media also created a long-term program to help transform the nascent
Slovak Syndicate of Journalists and the Slovak Association of Regional Broad-
casters into full-fledged professional organizations. One of Pro-Media’s main
goals was to help make these into national organizations, with fully equipped re-
gional offices that would bring regional professionals from all eight territorial
districts into the larger professional community and would promote the norm of
decentralized self-organization.

INFLUENCE ON CZECH AND SLOVAK MEDIA

International support had a positive influence on the norms and practices of the
postcommunist Czech and Slovak media, enhancing their professionalism and
their long-term viability and helping to integrate them in a larger transnational
media community. This assistance made a crucial difference to the professional
careers of individual journalists and, in the Slovak case, to the continued viabil-
ity of particular privately owned media outlets.

The relative importance of this support at the aggregate sectorwide level de-
pends in large part on wider progress toward democracy. In both countries, but
especially in the Czech Republic, strong indigenous impulses to reform the
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media sector in accordance with Western norms and practices already existed
and were reinforced and accelerated by international support. In Slovakia inter-
national assistance agencies were compelled to negotiate the dilemmas posed
by the profound division that high politics had created between the state and
privately owned media. In this case international assistance often went beyond
“facilitation” to provide resources that were otherwise scarce or lacking.

Whether media assistance actually contributed to the larger goal of support-
ing democracy is more questionable. Because so much of what constitutes
media independence lies in the wider economic, political, and cultural envi-
ronment, international donors and NGOs can do only so much in attempting to
fulfill their self-described task of promoting not just an independent media but
one that plays a supporting role in developing democracy. International actors
often treated these two goals as one, assuming that the mere existence of inde-
pendent media is, ipso facto, proof of its democratic performance. They have
been somewhat reluctant to recognize that much of any media’s democratic in-
fluence depends on the prevailing political culture and the degree to which
power holders are committed to democracy. Affecting this larger political and
societal framework is largely beyond the control of international assistance
agencies.38 The analysis that follows therefore seeks to assess the effects of media
assistance on the interim goal of promoting viable and professional indepen-
dent media.

H U M A N C A P I TA L D E V E L O P M E N T

International training efforts clearly helped to speed the development of profes-
sional and technical skills of working media professionals. Particularly in the
Czech Republic, and to a lesser extent in Slovakia, media outlets no longer
acted as the mouthpieces of particular political parties as they did in the early
years of the transition; by the mid-1990s few evinced strong partisan affiliations
with specific political parties. Journalists increasingly displayed reporting skills
in line with Western norms of accurate and balanced reporting of different
viewpoints. Indeed, some graduates of international training programs became
so accomplished that Western media outlets offered them jobs. Their reporting
displayed a greater separation of fact from opinion and greater effort to get the
facts straight. Some newspapers adopted the U.S. practice of having separate ed-
itorial pages. Again, just how much these improvements can be attributed to in-
ternational training is difficult to determine. One area that appeared to have
benefited directly from international training efforts was investigative reporting.

The relative effects of different strategies of training is always a controversial
topic. Most funders and some NGO administrators maintained that in-country
training efforts were the most effective, because they reached the greatest num-
ber of people with the most economical use of resources while enabling better
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coordination between human capital and infrastructural development. In con-
trast, journalists who participated in both in-country training and in foreign in-
ternships or university placements said that they gained much more profes-
sional expertise from the placements abroad—that nothing is more useful than
actually being in the newsroom or editing suite of a Western media outlet and
getting hands-on experience.

From the point of view of local journalists, the early training programs were
the least effective, primarily because they emphasized abstract and academic
lessons about the fundamentals of reporting. Given that training was the main-
stay of international media assistance, it is not surprising that many media pro-
fessionals throughout the region complained of “training fatigue” or of “being
overtrained.” They also evinced some resentment, again especially during the
early phases of support, about strategies that relied on—and were seen dispro-
portionately to benefit—quick visits by foreign trainers who lacked adequate
local knowledge. This perception had the unintended consequence of making
the putative beneficiaries less enthusiastic and receptive to the efforts of West-
ern trainers. With time, most international agencies altered their training pro-
files to offer more workshops and consultations on specialized practical topics
such as television news reporting, radio editing, and media management, and to
use more local trainers.

Moreover, especially in the earlier phases, what might have been appropriate
kinds of training were sometimes offered at inappropriate times or under inap-
propriate conditions such as training broadcasters to use new recording technol-
ogy to which they did not have access; offering training in English when most
journalists did not speak it well; offering workshops on television production in
areas that had no suitable local stations; or offering lessons on respecting inter-
national copyright laws, when other problems, such as coping with the threat of
financial collapse, were far more pressing.39

The main beneficiaries of media training programs were midcareer profes-
sionals, and increasingly those from regions outside the capital cities, where the
professional level had been lower to begin with. Although training the next
generation of media professionals received less support and attention at the out-
set, the teaching of journalism at the university level also improved noticeably.
The teaching of journalism was once the preserve of academics with little prac-
tical experience, but practical instruction by working professionals now receives
greater emphasis. As a whole, however, university-level training in this period
remained underdeveloped, lacking adequate equipment, textbooks, and in-
structors. The quality of training improved over time, as assistance agencies
shifted their focus from general (and reportedly often dry) seminars on the ba-
sics of reporting or radio broadcasting to more specialized technical and mana-
gerial topics, such as television news production or radio station marketing. At
the same time indigenous training capacities increasingly developed a solid in-
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stitutional base, although they remained highly dependent upon Western fun-
ders for financial support.

Two main environmental factors limited the overall effects of international
assistance to human capital development: the prevailing political climate and
the dominant indigenous norms that affect media culture. The political limita-
tions were acute in Slovakia, where the society-wide polarization of pro- and
anti-Meciar factions created a volatile, partisan climate that often tested jour-
nalistic professionalism. Precisely because the Czech Republic enjoys greater
democratic stability, the limiting effects of the prevailing media culture were
more evident. Slovakia too, however, shared this constraint, and Western pro-
fessional codes of conduct were slow to take full root in the media culture of
Slovakia. In any society normative transformation is a slow and complex process
that is the most difficult to effect by deliberate design—especially where those
norms are seen as alien to the local tradition. In these cases the corrupting ef-
fects of commercial competitiveness and, within the older generation, a linger-
ing dissident discourse that is highly value laden and resistant to regulation im-
peded the process.

M E D I A O U T L E T S
( I N F R A S T R U C T U R A L D E V E L O P M E N T)

Although the independent media outlets at this time still did not have state-of-
the-art technology, they were much better equipped than they had been five or
six years earlier, and international technical assistance was a major reason why.
Few media outlets, especially local ones, had the resources to secure this tech-
nology on their own. The production values of local radio and television pro-
grams improved significantly. Likewise, virtually all media gained regular access
to the Internet and established their own home pages. On the whole, these pro-
grams particularly benefited the regional radio and television media outside
Prague and Bratislava and thus helped them to become more competitive with
national outlets.

At the same time the provision of technology was not a smooth process in the
early phase of assistance. For example, donated Western equipment was often
somewhat outdated and incompatible with existing equipment and therefore
unusable.40 Another problem was that some funders put restrictions on which
brands of equipment the funders could underwrite. Following a standard
USAID requirement, for example, the International Media Fund was obligated
to provide equipment that was manufactured in the United States, sometimes at
greater expense and often involving additional compatibility problems.

It is still too early to tell how much of an influence international support has
had on the commercial viability of media outlets, in part because this type of as-
sistance is still relatively recent and aims for long-term sustainability.41 This
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said, as a result of Pro-Media’s market research initiative, the majority of local
Slovak radio outlets acquired a firm understanding of their audience share and
their expansion potential, as well as the data analysis software to update this in-
formation regularly. Pro-Media reports that of the thirteen participating local
radio stations, one has used this information to restructure its programming and
marketing profile, while another has seen its advertising revenues increase.42 A
Media Loan Development Fund loan played a crucial role in helping the inde-
pendent Slovak national daily SME finance the establishment of its own print-
ing facilities, thereby assuring its long-term survival, after the Meciar govern-
ment blocked its access to its regular printer.43

The major limitation of both strategies lies in their exclusive focus on the pri-
vately owned media. Given the Meciar government’s tight control of the state-
run media, as well as its effort to interfere with the commercial viability of the
independent media, this exclusion is understandable, even necessary. One un-
intended consequence, however, was that it tended to reinforce the commer-
cialization of media content. As elsewhere, the priority of selling squeezes out
less popular public interest programming, but in a country with a nascent and
highly polarized public sphere, this trend could prove detrimental to the wider
goal of developing democracy. Another is that the state media sector was de-
prived of the benefits of financial and managerial training that could prepare it
to compete in a pluralistic media marketplace as a democratically accountable
public service media in the post-Meciar era.

Ultimately, the viability of individual media outlets depends on a range of
factors that international actors cannot influence directly, such as the vagaries of
an oversaturated market and arbitrary political intrusions.44 In the case of Slova-
kia, for example, some of the most commercially successful operations were
precisely those that the Meciar government tried to shut down through punitive
taxes, denial of broadcasting licenses, or frivolous libel suits. International actors
had little power to protect individual outlets from such intrusions, but interna-
tional support for commercial viability did manage to negotiate these limita-
tions well, supplying the kind of support that most local media professionals de-
sired most.

R E G U L A T O R Y A N D A S S O C I A T I O NA L F R A M E W O R K
(I N F R A S T R U C T U R A L D E V E L O P M E N T)

Of all categories of assistance, support for regulatory reform and the develop-
ment of professional organizations appeared to have the fewest perceptible ef-
fects. Given the dependence of regulatory reform on domestic political factors
as well as the pervasive cultural bias against common journalistic standards, any
international effort to effect change in these areas was likely to encounter major
difficulties, regardless of the strategy chosen.
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Thus, despite the profusion of Western legal and technical consultations,
neither Slovak nor Czech journalists had yet succeeded in achieving new co-
herent press laws but remained governed by a hybrid of communist and post-
communist legislation. On a number of occasions, however, each group man-
aged to prevent undesirable legislation from being enacted, manifesting some
potential for collective action on behalf of their corporate professional inter-
ests.45 Meanwhile, both syndicates, as well as functional associations such as the
Czech Union of Publishers, the Slovak Union of Television Authors, and the
Slovak Association of Regional Broadcasters, managed to increase their access
to and influence on relevant parliamentary commissions and working groups
while improving their knowledge of media law in general.

The development of professional associations proceeded slowly. By 1997
most had become members of the relevant international professional bodies
and had established working ties across borders. The main problem lay in the
persistently low level of their internal consolidation. On the whole, the func-
tional associations, such as the Slovak Association of Regional Broadcasters, the
Slovak Union of Television Authors, and their Czech equivalents, made faster
progress than the journalists’ associations. Perhaps this was because they were
able to draw upon tighter and smaller social networks and because it is generally
easier to get consensus on the technical and legal issues with which these bod-
ies are concerned than with more the contentious issue of ethical reporting
standards. In 1997 the Czech and Slovak Syndicates of Journalists claimed for-
mal memberships of four thousand and twenty-three hundred, respectively. In
fact, most were members in name only.46

In both countries a stubborn bias against participation in organizations of
any kind was an abiding legacy of the communist era and one that even the
growing activism of the syndicates in defense of professional interests had diffi-
culty transcending. But there were other reasons why these organizations were
slow to develop. In the Czech Republic, where the syndicate in the mid-1990s
was still identified with the older “generation of ’68-ers,” young journalists were
highly unwilling to join because they viewed the older generation, whether dis-
sident or conformist, as tainted by their communist past.47 In the Slovak case the
prevailing political polarization, manifested by an organizational rivalry be-
tween the independent syndicate and the government-created Association of
Slovak Journalists, made many journalists reluctant to join.

The same problems bedeviled efforts to promote journalistic ethics and estab-
lish a common code of conduct by which members of the profession would hold
accreditation. The Czech Syndicate, for example, steadfastly rejected the idea of
a press council. Likewise, it was highly averse to the creation of an association-
wide professional code and criteria for membership, preferring instead to keep
membership open and to leave ethical issues to individual journalists to work
through for themselves. In principle, the Slovak syndicate supported both a
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common journalistic code and a European-style press council; in practice, how-
ever, it was slow to act on this commitment. Most working journalists did not
see much value in establishing an industry-wide professional code, and even
those outlets that did adopt their own journalistic standards kept them in the
bottom drawer. The prevailing attitude was summed up by the then director of
Nova Television, who in 1996 was quoted as saying, “We don’t need ethical
standards because we are professionals.”48

EVALUATING INTERNATIONAL 

ASSISTANCE STRATEGIES

As with all forms of democracy assistance, developing and implementing reli-
able methods of evaluation and self-evaluation for media assistance activities
has been a constant source of concern, as funders are understandably eager to
ensure that their resources are being used effectively. According to several local
NGO administrators and media beneficiaries, however, evaluation was often also
a source of difficulty. They appreciated the need for financial accountability but
often expressed frustration with funders’ reporting requirements, which frequently
changed from one reporting period to the next as funders’ priorities changed. This
forced local NGO administrators to engage in the time-consuming task of reeval-
uating their results according to changed standards.49

Another common complaint was that reporting requirements tended to
stress quantifiable results: how many journalists had been trained, how many
regional media outlets had participated, or how many workshops were held. As
a means of measuring the relative success of efforts supporting the economic vi-
ability of media outlets, quantitative indicators were considered appropriate.
However, where activities were targeted at more intangible goals, such as
human capacity development, local NGO administrators and media beneficiar-
ies viewed these quantitative measures as poor proxies at best, existing mostly for
donor consumption.

Overall, in evaluating qualitative change, local program administrators
tended to be wary of attempts to measure performance strictly according to pre-
conceived Western standards of professional journalism, such as the separation
of fact and opinion. Even in the West these standards are not uniformly shared
or practiced, and journalistic norms vary from culture to culture without nec-
essarily diminishing the reliability of media reporting or the quality of profes-
sional journalism. Typically, local NGO administrators tended to balance
ideal measures of media independence with an empirical appraisal of the ac-
tual progress that journalists and media outlets had made in adapting to the
manifold economic and professional challenges of their newly democratizing
societies.
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To their credit some Western funders of media assistance programs showed
increasing sensitivity to these local concerns and modified their evaluation
methods to include qualitative as well as quantitative measures. In 1998, for ex-
ample, Pro-Media began issuing quarterly reports on the basis of USAID’s stan-
dard results framework, which supplements quantitative criteria with a more so-
phisticated appraisal of the cumulative effect of activities on the quality and
performance of those media outlets that have received assistance.

In seeking to discover which assistance strategies NGO administrators and
aid recipients considered the most effective in promoting independent media, it
was necessary to get beyond the obligatory recitation of facts and figures. I asked
interviewees a series of open-ended questions, including: “Which of your proj-
ects or programs do you feel were most successful, and why?” “Which assistance
strategies do you feel were most effective in assisting the development of inde-
pendent media?” and “What type of training did you find most beneficial to
your professional development?” This approach had the advantage of eliciting
the respondents’ own criteria for success and effectiveness while allowing them
to speak at length about the qualitative effect of particular assistance efforts. Re-
flecting the relatively underdeveloped articulation of overall assistance strate-
gies mentioned earlier, however, respondents generally offered more detailed
comments on concrete activities and tasks than on the relationship that these
activities had to the broader goals of media assistance that Western donors typi-
cally espoused.

CONCLUSION: LESSONS LEARNED

The efforts to assist the mass media in these two transitional countries suggest
several practical lessons that may contribute to more effective media assistance
elsewhere. All international assistance agencies operate under the donor-driven
need to show results quickly. Often this sense of urgency precludes opportuni-
ties for proper planning and coordination of assistance activities, let alone a
clear understanding of the local political context and media culture to which
these activities are addressed. While such constraints are not likely to disappear,
the funders can strike a better balance between the desire for quick and visible
results and ensuring that assistance is optimally designed. In order to promote a
mass media that is both professional and supportive of democratic culture, fun-
ders should give special attention to distinguishing opposition media from inde-
pendent media, integrating media support with other efforts at civil society and
democratic development, and ensuring diversity within the mass media. To
their credit the more astute NGOs—having confronted realities in these coun-
tries—undertook midcourse corrections that incorporated many of these in-
sights to good effect.50
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S T R A T E G I C T H I N K I N G

NGOs need to engage in more careful, strategic planning before they begin
their assistance efforts: Too often, start-up projects scatter resources in all direc-
tions, duplicating the work of other agencies and providing generous support at
inappropriate times or in inappropriate circumstances. International actors that
may have a clear idea of the end goal have given less thought to the process and
methods of attaining it. Often they fall back on catchall programs. The ten-
dency for some donors to create new media assistance vehicles ex nihilo (such
as USAID’s Independent Media Fund), rather than adapting and deploying the
skills and knowledge of existing journalism NGOs, wasted time and resources.
In both countries that I surveyed, it took nearly six years to establish a coherent
division of labor among international media assistance actors.

Donors could avoid these problems by resisting the impulse to do everything
themselves. Instead, they might use a clear but flexible division of labor, in
which, for example, journalists take the initiative for training journalists
through their own national and international NGOs and professional associa-
tions; legal and regulatory reforms are left to the appropriate international and
local bodies, rather than to consultants flown in on an ad hoc basis; and finan-
cial and managerial support is provided by specialized grant and loan funds cre-
ated for this purpose and staffed with specialized practitioners of media man-
agement, production, sales, and marketing.

Of course, any division of labor presumes a high level of communication and
coordination among a variety of assistance actors, a condition that is not always
met. Over time, nearly all the major media assistance agencies surveyed did
manage to establish some informal coordination and sometimes even coopera-
tion. This learning curve could be shortened by expanding central Internet
databases (such as those launched by the International Freedom of Expression
Exchange, the International Federation of Journalists, and the Soros Network
Media Program), which could provide a clearinghouse of concise and compre-
hensive information for donors, NGO partners, and beneficiaries about who is
doing what, how, and where.

The experience of international media assistance in these countries under-
scores the need to undertake discriminating assessments of recipient needs from
the outset. In the early 1990s such assessments typically took second place to the
desire of international donors to get as much aid in place as quickly as possible.
This logic appears to be a central factor in the early reliance on training courses
by outside experts and indiscriminate equipment drops. These cases also high-
light the importance of taking into account the prevailing political and eco-
nomic conditions affecting media development in different countries and de-
signing strategies accordingly. In places where democracy is relatively well
established, and where the market generates enough investment resources,
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media independence is likely to be a less pressing issue than media profession-
alism. Here, as many international actors have since learned, assistance may be
most profitably directed to specialized training in new technologies, the devel-
opment of regulatory and associational frameworks that can help establish and
enforce codes of professional conduct, and the integration of local media into a
larger transnational information and professional community. In places where
the political and commercial environment is less secure, these activities should
be subordinated to efforts to provide individual media outlets with an adequate
technical and financial base.

P RO M O T I O N O F P RO F E S S I O NA L I S M,  
N O T P O L I T I C S

International actors must be extremely wary of the trade-off involved in mistak-
ing avowals of democracy for evidence of professionalism and of mistaking op-
position media outlets for independent professional media. In virtually any en-
deavor to promote democratic development in transitional countries, a natural
strategy is to seek out and support those indigenous individuals and organiza-
tions that most visibly ally with democratic ideals. However, opposition to the
state and commitment to democracy are not necessarily the same thing. More-
over, even those journalists and media outlets that embrace democratic norms
do not necessarily embrace or practice the norms of professional journalism,
and they can be just as prone to biased journalistic practices as any state-run
media.51 While such an approach may help to professionalize opposition
media, it risks perpetuating a highly partisan press, thereby compromising the
achievement of objective fact-based reporting and undermining the credibility
of assistance agencies as nonpartisan actors.

When society is profoundly polarized and governments are actively hostile to
the very existence of an independent media, such partisanship may be unavoid-
able, and international actors may have little choice but to work with the oppo-
sition media. If so, they should be careful to pick those individuals or outlets
that are, above all else, demonstrably committed to professional journalism. At
the same time international assistance should be directed at nurturing an insti-
tutional and normative infrastructure, for example, by assisting the develop-
ment of professional associations, which places an inclusive ethos of journalistic
professionalism ahead of partisan politics.52

I N T E G R A T I O N O F M E D I A S U P P O R T A N D O T H E R
F O R M S O F D E M O C R A C Y A S S I S TA N C E

Media support needs to be integrated with other democracy promotion activi-
ties, especially those aimed at strengthening civil society organizations and local
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government reform. Virtually all the major state and international donors
(USAID, PHARE, the British Know How Fund, the Soros network of founda-
tions) treated media assistance as part of their democracy assistance programs,
and international NGOs, such as Pro-Media and the Independent Journalism
Foundation, also justified their media projects in terms of their putative benefit
to democratic development.

Ironically, however, few if any projects explicitly linked the media with other
areas of democracy assistance.53 An effective way to reinforce both the positive
influence of the independent media and the capacities of civil society might be
to create media watchdog groups or media literacy programs that assist indige-
nous NGOs, local officials, and the general public in understanding the role of
the press in democratic conditions and help citizens to become critical con-
sumers and users of the mass media and the information that they disseminate.
By providing additional incentives for responsible and accurate journalism, such
projects would also help to overcome the profound lack of popular confidence
in the credibility of the mass media that pervades virtually all transitional soci-
eties. At the time this study was conducted, however, no such projects existed.

P RO M O T I O N O F D I V E R S E F O R M S O F M E D I A

There is a need to mitigate the corrosive effects of the commercial media in en-
vironments where a democratic public sphere is still nascent. While promoting
commercial viability is doubtless a necessary condition for a self-sustaining in-
dependent media, the goal of market success is often in conflict with the goal of
promoting a well-informed citizenry. The quest for revenues often comes to dic-
tate content, such as imported entertainment and sensational news at the ex-
pense of public interest items. In virtually all established democracies, the pub-
lic service media are a vital component of a pluralistic marketplace of ideas.54

While most European-based agencies did support efforts to transform the state
media into public service media, virtually all U.S.-based agencies, the dominant
actors in the media sector, ignored this area. One negative consequence of this
neglect is that the norms and practices of the public service media were poorly
developed, while the state-run media—which remained dominant in any
case—had little exposure to professional production and reporting values, con-
tinued to operate with poor management and technology, and were ill equipped
to assert managerial and editorial autonomy against political intrusion, to which
they remained the most vulnerable.

Finding appropriate partners and devising effective assistance to the state
sector can, of course, be problematic in conditions where the state-run media
are instruments of ruling governments hostile to press freedom. However, the
exclusion of this sector from the benefits of assistance risks perpetuating the
politicization of the media and undermining the creation of a coherent profes-
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sional identity for the media as the fourth estate. The neglect of the public ser-
vice media also undermines the human capital and infrastructural capacity for
the development of indigenous public interest and cultural programming that
can effectively compete with imported and commercial programs.55 One way to
extend the benefits of assistance to the state media sector while limiting the risk
of abuse is to support human capacity development. An approach worthy of
wider adoption is the British Know How Fund’s active, consistent, and assertive
efforts to include in journalism and management training programs individual
media professionals who worked in the state sector and to support their partici-
pation in inclusive professional associations.
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Since the mid-1980s foreign governments, multilateral institutions, and foreign
and international foundations have committed well over a billion dollars to ad-
dress environmental issues in the Russian Federation.1 By and large, foreign
and international funders have viewed these efforts as either democracy assis-
tance or technical assistance, quite distinct from the even larger sums involved
in economic assistance packages. While a billion dollars for environmental as-
sistance may sound impressive, its effect on environmental protection and nat-
ural resource management in Russia has been quite limited, even marginal.
However, its effect on the development of citizens’ environmental advocacy
groups in Russia is notable.

In this chapter I consider the assistance programs of foreign and interna-
tional foundations (nongovernmental organizations or private donor founda-
tions) that are actively providing environmental aid to Russia. I find that the
success of these assistance programs cannot be measured in environmentally
progressive change or in heightened concern among national or local decision
makers for environmental issues. Indeed, using those criteria to gauge the influ-
ence of these programs would lead to only one verdict: that they have been a
failure. However, these programs have succeeded in substantially assisting the
establishment and development of third-sector organizations in Russia. To some
degree they have helped to forge democratic channels between civil society and
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political society that previously did not exist and that allow Russians to express
interest and participate in environmental policy making.

Foreign and international foundations have granted nearly all their environ-
mental aid to the so-called third sector in Russia, as opposed to the state or com-
mercial sectors. This aid has empowered social actors, created communication
networks both horizontally and vertically, raised the level of public awareness of
both environmental and democratic issues, and helped to make civil society
groups more professional, organized, and strategic. This success has come by
way of imported Western ideas of communication, coalition building, strategy,
and professionalism that have taken hold firmly among many civic advocacy
groups in Russia. However, despite these successes, no significant alteration has
occurred in the state-society balance of power.2

Aid from foreign and international foundations has, as yet, had conspicu-
ously little effect on the environment or on the implementation of environ-
mental policy. The major reasons for this failure are the weakness of the post-
Soviet state, and of channels for societal participation, and the connection
between environmental and economic or industrial issues.

First, the Russian state not only has little control over industrial and com-
mercial interests but it has a difficult time policing itself: The state bureaucracy
has been a major violator of environmental law in Russia. Meager budgetary re-
sources and nearly continuous administrative and organizational flux—the con-
stant instability of elites and institutions—contribute to the state’s weak and in-
effectual nature vis-à-vis environmental protection and natural resource
management. Since his accession on New Year’s Eve 1999, President Vladimir
Putin has worked successfully to strengthen the state and now presides over the
first federal budget surplus; however, the state overall remains bloated and inef-
fectual in a number of areas.

Second, channels for societal participation are still weak. The state enjoys a
high level of autonomy: It lacks accountability, and democratic processes are
absent or malfunctioning. In addition, the party system is weak in a representa-
tional sense, both generally and with respect to environmental interests. Al-
though the larger parties pay lip service to environmental issues, even the
“green” parties (KEDR and the Green Party) are either green in name only or
politically powerless.

A third cause of failure is the inextricable link—as well as the undeniable ten-
sion—between environmental and economic or industrial issues. The sheer
magnitude of both problems and their connection to each other means that re-
solving environmental issues by addressing only one and not the other is impos-
sible. Industrial pollution, for example, is a problem that cannot be fully ad-
dressed without simultaneously tackling the health and reconstitution of the
economy as well as the industrial infrastructure of the country. Yet most Western
nongovernmental organizations that fund environmental aid programs do not
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address the economic or industrial sources of environmental problems. Eco-
nomic assistance is usually considered an issue area separate and distinct from
democracy or technical assistance. There are exceptions. For example, the Euro-
pean Union’s program of Technical Assistance to the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States attempts to combine environmental and industrial or commer-
cial issues in many of its assistance programs. However, such issue linkage is
absent from the strategies of most foreign nongovernmental assistance programs.

The Western nongovernmental funders that do use holistic programs and
build coalitions among environmental, economic, social, and state actors have
had a more substantive effect on both the development of third-sector groups
and the political-environmental process in Russia. Thus those Western founda-
tions whose sole goal is to assist in the development of the third sector, making
it in effect the third leg of the democratic stool, have achieved some level of suc-
cess. If the goals, however, are to improve Russia’s environment as well as its en-
vironmental policies and practices, assistance programs would be much more
effective if the grantors paid attention to building coalitions among the various
sectors rather than giving money only to third-sector groups.

The arguments that I make in this chapter draw primarily on interviews that
I conducted from June to August 1998 with representatives of most of the key
Western groups providing environmental assistance to Russia as well as with
those of many important Russian recipient groups. I conducted most in Russia
and many in the Russian language; a few took place in the United States. This
chapter is also informed by a nearly yearlong trip in 1999 during which I re-
searched environmental politics in Russia. Most of the assistance programs con-
sidered here commenced only in 1992–1993, after the breakup of the Soviet
Union, and thus had been active for less than ten years, making evaluation a
challenging task. Several foundations were involved with Soviet citizens’ groups
in the perestroika period but had been able to send money into the country and
cooperate in a substantive way only after the collapse of the Soviet system. Thus
while their involvement may predate the 1990s, their funding programs and un-
fettered collaboration do not.

The Western organizations that I chose for this study have a high profile in
the sphere of environmental assistance to Russia. Russian funding recipients
mentioned them repeatedly in conversation, and their names appear frequently
in the literature on Western interaction with the environmental movement in
Russia. In addition, I selected a relatively diverse set, ranging from those that
mainly work on advocacy (such as Greenpeace) to those that function mainly as
donors to local groups (such as the Initiative for Social Action and Renewal in
Eurasia [ISAR] and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation) to
those that engage at the highest political level as well as in worldwide scientific
movements (such as the World Wide Fund for Nature and the Green Cross).
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In this chapter I first trace the history of environmental politics in the Soviet
Union and Russia. I then go on to analyze the primary strategies used by West-
ern NGOs engaged in environmental assistance to Russian third-sector groups,
and I provide examples of each. Next I address the effects and limitations of
these assistance strategies, as well as several theoretical explanations for the
weakness of third-sector environmentalism in the post-Soviet context. I identify
the double-headed strategy of interactive cooperation and multisectoral coali-
tion building as having the greatest influence. Then I assess how Western
NGOs evaluate their own assistance programs, make some suggestions for en-
hancing this process, and consider several lessons learned. Finally, I bring read-
ers up to date on relevant political developments since I researched and wrote
this chapter.

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT:

TRANSITIONS AND ENVIRONMENTALISM

The case of environmental politics in Russia under conditions of democratiza-
tion presents compelling issues. First, the poor state of the environment in Rus-
sia, as well as in the entire former communist bloc, has become an international
cause célèbre.3 Environmental issues are, by their very nature, transboundary
and even planetary in consequence. Given the size of the territory involved in
the case of Russia, which spans a sixth of the earth’s landmass, environmental is-
sues are of concern to diplomats, scientists, activists, and the public everywhere.

Second, the environmental movement during perestroika was a powerful ve-
hicle for citizen protest and the promotion of sweeping political change. It of-
fered an entry point for Western foundations seeking to assist the development
of the third sector in the Soviet Union. Given the relative strength, reach, and
organization of the Soviet environmental movement in the late 1980s, Western
NGOs that wanted to work with citizen advocacy groups in the Soviet Union
were able to get started quickly with environmental groups, even when those
same Western groups had no experience in working on environmental issues.4

Third, the subsequent weakness of the environmental movement, as well as
of the third sector in general, in the post-Soviet context presents challenges for
scholars as well as practitioners. Given the vivacity and evident influence of the
Soviet environmental movement in the late 1980s and early 1990s, what ac-
counts for its dramatic decline?

Russians who are environmentally active often claim a long history for envi-
ronmentalism in their country, dating to tsarist times.5 Because of the controlling
and repressive nature of the Soviet political system, environmentalism in the So-
viet Union was for the most part either an outright fiction or a result of efforts by
the Communist Party leadership to turn what could have been an autonomous
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social organization into a state-sponsored and thus highly controlled activity.
Ecological groups in the Soviet period were allowed to address only nature con-
servation and uncontroversial scientific issues.6 Organizations such as the All-
Russian Society for the Protection of Nature (VOOP) were top-down constructs
that channeled citizens’ concerns for the environment away from overtly politi-
cal issues and toward a sort of benign, uncritical, nature-loving exercise.7

The Stalin-era rush to industrialize contained the seeds of the Soviet approach
to the environment, namely, that humans could and should be the master of na-
ture. Official Soviet ideology claimed that the socialist command economy—cen-
trally organized and rational—was incapable of disturbing the environment in
any significant way; disorganized capitalism disrupted nature with its polluting
and destructive environmental externalities. Under Stalin it became the norm for
Soviet industrial enterprises to be formally responsible for policing their own en-
vironmental impact and conformity with environmental regulations. Thus pol-
luter and police were one, and because the imperatives of industrial growth were
far stronger than environmental concerns, the environmental impact depart-
ments of industrial enterprises were exceedingly weak or highly corrupt.

Under Mikhail Gorbachev citizens were allowed to engage in autonomous,
self-organized activity free of state control. After Soviet authorities finally ac-
knowledged the extent of the 1986 explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear power
plant, and when Soviet citizens learned that their government had made a con-
certed effort to suppress information about what had happened, citizen protests
against nuclear power and other state-sponsored, environmentally questionable
activities (such as the infamous river diversion project in Siberia) burst vigor-
ously into the open.

In 1988 the state took its first step toward responding. The Central Committee
of the Communist Party and the USSR Council of Ministers adopted a resolution
called On the Radical Reconstruction [Perestroika] of Environmental Protection
Activities in the Country. As a result, the State Committee on Nature Protection
(Goskompriroda) was formed. Important in at least a symbolic way, its creation
was “a significant change from the traditional Soviet view of environmental prob-
lems as discrete technological issues . . . . The structure of Goskompriroda re-
flected a progressive, systemic approach to environmental protection in recogni-
tion of the fact that environmental degradation had grown in size and complexity
to become a regional, national, and international concern.”8 The Goskompriroda
created a public council that sponsored unprecedented open hearings on envi-
ronmental issues. During the first years of its existence, however, Goskompriroda
operated in a virtual vacuum with respect to environmental legislation, policy,
and practices.9 Only several years later, after the complete dissolution of the state,
would a more solid legal and regulatory environment be established.10

Since 1992 Russia’s environmental efforts have been chaotic. Frequent
changes in state environmental institutions, unclear relationships among these

130 leslie powell



institutions, their often overlapping responsibilities, and the shifting content of
environmental laws have produced a highly unstable and often perplexing set-
ting in which environmentally concerned citizens, advocacy groups, and deci-
sion makers must operate.

A telling example of such institutional instability is the history of Goskom-
priroda itself. Since its inception in 1988 this agency has undergone three major
face-lifts. Even before the breakup of the Soviet Union, it had already been trans-
formed from a state committee into the USSR Ministry of Ecology. In 1992 it be-
came the Ministry of Protection of the Environment and Natural Resources of
the Russian Federation. This transformation entailed the abolishment of seven
USSR ministries and four republican ministries and the partial merging of sev-
eral state committees.11 In 1992–1993 the new Russian Federation’s environment
ministry and the partially merged state committees engaged in a power struggle.
The result was a weak new ministry after the various state committees were able
to reclaim most of their former responsibilities. After Yeltsin’s reelection in the
summer of 1996, the ministry was demoted once again to the status of a state
committee and renamed Goskomekologia. In May 2000 Putin abolished the
state committee altogether and relegated its primary function—that of environ-
mental monitoring—to the Ministry of Natural Resources. Environmentalists
considered this move absurd, given that the Ministry of Natural Resources is, at
core, in the business of resource usage, not protection. The comments of an ob-
server speaking of an earlier time remained true: “The structure of executive
power is in a permanent state of reorganization, enlargement, disenlargement,
and even liquidation of some bodies, which have to be restored again later.”12

In addition, the overall political turmoil of Russia’s transition from authori-
tarian centralism adds to the confusion on the environmental front. As power
shifted from the center to the regions under the numerous and varying power-
sharing agreements that Moscow signed with the majority of the eighty-nine
“subjects of the federation” (including oblasts, krais, and republics), the locus of
power and responsibility for environmental issues became ever blurrier. Begin-
ning in the early 1990s, individual “subjects” began establishing their own re-
gional ecological departments, while the Russian Federation Ministry of the
Environment (later Goskomekologia) simultaneously created its own branch of-
fices in the regions. The relationships between these regional authorities were
not always clear and differed from region to region. By and large, Goskomekolo-
gia’s branch offices performed an evaluative, regulatory, and monitoring (kon-
trol’nyi) role, tracking polluters and payments of fines. Regional ecological de-
partments, on the other hand, tended to take a more active, executive
(ispolnitel’nyi) role, by disbursing funds for environmental projects and helping
to set regional environmental policy. In a few regions only one or the other
agency existed, in which case it wore both hats, further obscuring the lines of
authority. In Moscow in 1999 the head of the city’s environmental protection
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department and the head of the city’s Goskomekologia branch division were
one and the same man.

Many observers of and participants in Russian environmental politics agree
that power over environmental issues now resides in the regions, not the center.
Thus as a Russian sociologist of social movements noted, Goskomekologia’s
branch offices in many regions were no more influential than NGOs in the
sense of having little actual power in the regions and no funding to speak of.13

But given the varying power of regions vis-à-vis the center, as well as the varying
configurations of power and personalities within each region, such statements,
while generally true, were not universally so. Goskomekologia’s funding was cut
so drastically after 1998 that many regional and local branch offices had to lay
off a significant percentage of their staffs before dissolving them altogether.
Funding for the regional ecology departments, however, is more secure, as re-
gional administrations have direct control of these budgets.

Environmental legislation in post-Soviet Russia has also been in flux. Envi-
ronmentalists consider the 1991 Soviet Russian republic (RSFSR) law, On Pro-
tection of the Natural Environment, to be the most progressive piece of envi-
ronmental legislation produced by Russian lawmaking bodies to date. Many
consider it to be even more progressive than the Environment for Europe con-
vention adopted at the European Ministerial Conference in Aarhus, Denmark,
in June 1998 in the extent of its provisions for public participation in environ-
mental decision making. The 1991 Russian law provides for a significant role for
both individuals and NGOs to assist with monitoring and enforcement activities
and guarantees the rights to free association and access to information, to seek
legal redress for environmental degradation, and to make public demands for
and participate in environmental impact assessments (EIAs).14

Unfortunately, many laws that Russia has passed since 1991 have been less
forward looking in both ecological and participatory terms.15 A 1995 EIA law
does not provide for public participation in state EIAs and sets up procedures
and restrictions so complex that citizens’ groups usually cannot comply.16 One
long-time observer has called the 1996 Russian Federation law on public envi-
ronmental review “terrible, but better than nothing”; it requires state organs to
provide environmental materials associated with industrial projects to the pub-
lic for review but only “at the eleventh hour and fifty-ninth minute.”17 In addi-
tion, “a veil of secrecy surrounds the activities of the ministries and agencies as
they issue numerous regulations that often contradict laws and violate citizens’
rights”; even the most progressive laws are poorly enforced.18

STRATEGIES OF WESTERN NGOS

The programs of most foreign and international NGOs typically encompass a
wide range of activities and strategies, many of which have evolved over time
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and have been greatly influenced by the indigenous Russian groups with which
they work. Thus categorizing each foundation is nearly impossible. Nonethe-
less, we may compare the various strategies in play in several ways. Table 5.1 il-
lustrates one way. The foundations listed represent general types, not a hard-
and-fast match, and are meant as examples only.

The NGOs under consideration devote the overwhelming majority of their
assistance to third-sector actors, that is, nonstate, noncommercial actors. The di-
vide between grassroots and elite recipients is therefore in some ways a spurious
one. Elite in this context does not necessarily refer to state actors; instead, it may
refer to nongovernmental actors who are not focused on the masses. Whereas
the British donor Charities Aid Foundation provides assistance to community-
based initiatives, the MacArthur Foundation is committed to supporting intel-
lectual and academic efforts, especially when the projects proposed are policy
relevant. I call the latter focus elite.

Where assistance is provided to state actors (a small percentage of the total),
the more traditional conception of elite applies. The MacArthur Foundation
has on several occasions granted funds to the Russian Federation Ministry of the
Environment and to individual state-run nature preserves (zapovedniki). The
World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) assists regional and national parliaments
with the drafting of environmental legislation and has provided money, equip-
ment, and training to zapovedniki around the country. While zapovednik per-
sonnel may not enjoy a high level of decision-making authority, they are
nonetheless State Forest Service employees and are therefore more elite than
grassroots.

The divide between support for the third sector generally and support for en-
vironmental groups is much clearer (see table 5.1). Western NGOs have mission
statements or charters that set forth their overarching goals and thus determine
their strategies. Of the groups under consideration here, about half aid environ-
mental groups as a way to support the development of the third sector more
generally, and the others support environmental groups because they them-
selves are environmentally active. Thus, for example, the Pennsylvania-based,
nonprofit group Ecologia works exclusively with Russian environmental NGOs
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to promote high-quality monitoring of waterways, whereas the Charities Aid
Foundation supports environmental groups as part of its effort to support the de-
velopment of Russian nonprofit groups in general.

Table 5.2 illustrates another way to categorize strategies that the Western NGOs
use. Nearly all the NGOs use a combination of these strategies, and examples of
each (A, B, C, and D) are discussed below. An interactive strategy entails some
level of substantive, programmatic cooperation or collaboration between donor
and recipient, whereas project financing is limited to donations of money or equip-
ment without substantive participation by the donor organization in the project it-
self. Alternatively, the difference may be thought of as that between process-driven
and product-driven strategies, respectively, though the line between these concepts
often is blurred. Simply put, a process-driven strategy is one in which the funder is
engaged at some or all points between the start and end of a project, whereas a
product-driven strategy tends to be limited to only the start and end points.

A:  P RO J E C T F I NA N C I N G F O R I N D I G E N O U S I D E A S

Perhaps the clearest example of a strategy of project financing for indigenous
ideas was the massive funding program called Seeds of Democracy that was ad-
ministered by the U.S. nonprofit organization ISAR under a cooperative agree-
ment with the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) from 1993
to 1997. Seeds of Democracy awarded approximately five hundred small grants
(up to $5,000, for a total of about $1 million) to environmental NGOs through-
out Russia. The competition process required indigenous groups to submit
project proposals. All proposals that secured grants were indigenous ideas and
subject to minimal guidelines from ISAR (no commercial ventures, no purely
scientific projects, preference to projects that benefit the community at large or
have a policy angle). Over time, groups seeking funding through the Seeds of
Democracy project, having become aware of ISAR’s preferences, tended to tai-
lor their project proposals to include community-at-large or policy elements.
Thus indigenous and imported ideas eventually were mixed. ISAR itself did not
become substantively involved in any of the funded projects; it merely acted as
a funnel (albeit an interested party) for grant money.
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B:P RO J E C T F I NA N C I N G F O R I M P O R T E D I D E A S

In 1991–1992 Battelle Memorial Institute in Washington, D.C., established the
Center for Energy Efficiency (CENEF) in Moscow. Several U.S. government
agencies and U.S.-based foundations, including the World Wildlife Fund and
the MacArthur Foundation, provided seed money. The basic concepts underly-
ing CENEF—energy conservation by both industrial and household con-
sumers and promoting collaboration on energy issues among regional adminis-
trations, industrial energy consumers, the media, and the public—originated
primarily with CENEF’s U.S.-based founders. By the late 1990s CENEF had
become a self-sustaining nonprofit organization. CENEF spent most of its seed
money in the first few years of operation and developed a client-based, contrac-
tual approach to its subsequent financing. With several subcontracted projects
from Battelle (most of which originated with the U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency) and many new contracts with the World Bank, the United Na-
tions’ Environment Program, and—most important—various Russian regional
administrations and municipalities, CENEF has become a highly skilled non-
profit consulting group dedicated to energy and environmental issues.19 As
such, it stands as a positive example of a self-sustaining project that was origi-
nally created and financed with grants from Western sources.

C:  I N T E R A C T I V E A S S I S TA N C E F O R
I N D I G E N O U S I D E A S

In the late 1990s the U.S.-based nonprofit group Sacred Earth Network and its
Russian partner, Ekotok, responded to indigenous requests for assistance by de-
veloping a regional organization for the environmental movement all over
Eurasia. Until then, Sacred Earth–Ekotok had been in the business of giving
computers and communications equipment to more than four hundred envi-
ronmental NGOs in the former Soviet Union and running training seminars on
electronic communications. In regions such as the North Caucasus, Kam-
chatka, and southern Siberia, Sacred Earth–Ekotok trains regional environ-
mental NGOs that wish to cooperate and become better coordinated among
themselves. The goal is to create coalitions among NGOs, regional authorities,
and the public to better address environmental issues that cannot be solved by a
single organization.

D:INTERACTIVE ASSISTANCE FOR IMPORTED IDEAS

There are many good examples of interactive assistance for imported ideas. The
most obvious is the professional training performed by many NGOs, such as ISAR
and a Russian-American nonprofit organization called Golubka that specializes
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in NGO training. Such training consists of lessons in strategic planning, tactics,
and the identification and use of human, informational, and financial re-
sources. One indicator of the wholly imported nature of these ideas is that in a
popular handbook for Russian environmental groups, the terms strategic plan-
ning, fund-raising, and press releases are translated (transliterated) as strategich-
eskoe planirovanie, fandraizing, and press-relizy.20 Training of this kind has been
so widespread that some Russian activists, previously trainees, now specialize in
training others.

Another example of the strategy of interactive assistance for imported ideas is
the way in which Green Cross Russia (a chapter of the worldwide environmen-
tal advocacy organization Green Cross International [GCI] founded by Mikhail
Gorbachev at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit) has achieved a promising level of co-
operation with the Russian army and other state organs in Russia. One of GCI’s
global programs addresses the environmental legacy of wars, especially the cold
war. To this end GCI seeks to mitigate the social, environmental, and economic
consequences of chemical and nuclear contamination from military buildup.
Green Cross Russia, responsible for implementing this program in Russia, has
forged an official agreement of cooperation with the army, which subsequently
initiated its first public outreach program on environmental issues. Green Cross
Russia has also successfully concluded a cooperative agreement with the Min-
istry of Atomic Energy, which has, as a result, granted much greater public ac-
cess to information about Russia’s nuclear power and weapons industry. Other
NGOs and the public have thus all benefited from greater access to environ-
mentally sensitive information.

I N F L U E N C E A N D L I M I TA T I O N S

Citizen advocacy groups committed to environmental issues in Russia played
an uneven role in the transition to democracy during the 1990s. Before the mid-
1980s such groups did not exist in the Soviet Union. Gorbachev’s liberalization
policies allowed the first mass-mobilized, antistate protest movements to
emerge. Because of the confluence of the interests of environmentalists, na-
tionalists, prodemocracy activists, and others, Soviet citizens in the mid- to late
1980s came together, formed autonomous organizations, and helped bring
about transformative political and economic changes. Given environmentalists’
scientific bent, state authorities often viewed environmental groups as the least
overtly “political” and therefore the safest, of all protest groups. Nationalists,
human rights proponents, and others often joined environmental protest move-
ments partially out of shared interests but also partially as a cover for more
overtly political activities.21

Since the breakup of the Soviet Union, however, environmental advocacy
groups in Russia have dramatically weakened and are far less populist. Although
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thousands of environmental NGOs may now be active in Russia, most are local,
small, often short lived, and frequently oriented around only a single issue.22

The environmental movement in Russia has tended to be fragmented, weak,
and strapped for cash.

Since Putin’s ascendance, environmental NGOs in Russia have come under
increasing pressure from the federal authorities. Many groups have reported
being harassed by the Prosecutor General’s Office and by police and security
forces, taking their cue from Russia’s KGB-reared leader. In the summer of
1999, for instance, Putin made public statements charging, without evidence,
that Russian environmental NGOs were engaged in espionage.23

However ominous these developments are for the third sector and democ-
racy overall in Russia, the rise and rapid fall in influence of environmental
NGOs well predates most of the harassment of environmentalists by the federal
authorities.24 While this harassment has no doubt contributed to the weakness
of the environmental movement, the stark contrast between the vigor of the
movement in the late Soviet period and its decline in the post-Soviet period is
primarily attributable to numerous, mutually reinforcing factors, all of which
bear on the ability of Western NGOs to assist in the development of the move-
ment. These factors include a weak state, the economic crisis, “movement sur-
rogacy,” and the loss of many of the movement’s early leaders.

First, the state’s weakness has tended to stunt most third-sector groups in Rus-
sia. If the third sector is to develop into a robust network of institutions mediating
between state and society, it needs solidly institutionalized procedures for gover-
nance and advocacy. Citizens’ groups also need a coherent target audience
within the state to cooperate with or confront. If third-sector groups are to be able
to articulate their interests through established channels and acquire real influ-
ence over legislative and policy decisions, the state must be effective and institu-
tionalize procedures for governance. The weakness of the state therefore has
weakened many segments of would-be civil society in their efforts to participate
in government. Although not in anyway the goal, Putin’s efforts at strengthening
the state, including the empowerment of Federal Security Service (one of the
successors to the KGB) and the promotion of many individuals from the security
services, may inadvertently force environmentalists to be more organized.

Second, the economic crisis in Russia has undermined the environmental
movement’s public support. Most ordinary citizens who, a dozen or so years
ago, might have taken to the streets to protest the construction of a nuclear
power plant in Gorky (now Nizhni Novgorod) or a biochemical factory in
Kazan, have since become far more concerned with sustaining themselves and
their families through an economic depression. The crisis especially affects
towns in which a single (often polluting) factory employs the entire population.

Third, the early contributing factor of “movement surrogacy” has vanished.
When the environmental cause was considered relatively safe in the late Soviet
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period, nationalists, democracy and human rights advocates, and others often
folded their antistate activities into the environmental protest movement. Since
1992, however, with the breakup of the Soviet Union, nationalists and democ-
racy advocates either achieved their goals or no longer need the cover of the en-
vironmental movement.25 Thus the environmental movement in Russia today
has been greatly weakened by abandonment.

Fourth, the movement has suffered what has been called both “decapitation
through success” or “the green lift.”26 Many leaders of the environmental move-
ment who rose to prominence in the 1980s left to run for office or were ap-
pointed to executive positions in regional or national administrations. A notable
example is Boris Nemtsov, who was an environmental activist and later became
the governor of Nizhni Novgorod oblast, then a deputy prime minister under
Boris Yeltsin, and now is a Duma deputy and party leader. The loss of such ac-
tivists deprived the movement of some of its most charismatic organizers.

These factors affect not only indigenous environmental advocacy groups in
Russia but Western assistance efforts as well. While external actors cannot read-
ily address movement surrogacy and decapitation by success, they can address,
if not solve, the weak state and the economic crisis. Some Western groups seek-
ing to assist the development of Russian environmental advocacy groups do
take such broad-based issues into consideration, but many do not. Assistance
programs that do not explicitly consider these overarching political and eco-
nomic factors may be helping third-sector groups, but their influence, and that
of the third-sector groups they assist, is inherently limited.

I N F L U E N C E

All the Western NGOs under consideration, no matter which strategies they
used, helped to develop environmental NGOs in Russia. Whether they funded
projects, built capacity, provided training, dropped equipment, or engaged in a
cooperative activity, foreign donors greatly aided Russian environmental NGOs
to become more strategic, professional, and embedded in a network, both na-
tional and transnational. Without computers and communications equipment
from the West, for example, Russian environmental NGOs would continue to
work in isolation. Given that the vast territory of Russia stretches over eleven
time zones, the transportation and communications infrastructures are of poor
quality, and money for equipment is simply nonexistent, Russian environmen-
tal groups would still be working in a virtual vacuum were it not for foreign as-
sistance.27 While NGOs in other postcommunist countries also lack a good
communications system, the sheer magnitude of the Russian landmass, as well
as the historical emphasis on vertical communication between center and re-
gion at the expense of horizontal communication among regions, considerably
magnifies the problem.
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In the post-Soviet period interactive strategies have had the most influence
on both third-sector development and the environment by emphasizing strategy
and professionalism, coalition building among all sectors, and an overt environ-
mental agenda. Less important is whether the recipient groups are grassroots or
(nonstate) elite. An interactive, explicitly environmental strategy with imported
ideas affects both the development of third-sector groups and multisectoral en-
vironmental coalitions and environmental policies more directly than does a
general strategy of funding the projects of third-sector groups, including envi-
ronmental ones.

When asked to consider the counterfactual—what would be the shape of the
Russian environmental NGO community today without foreign assistance?—
representatives of several different Russian groups said that while the number of
indigenous NGOs would be much smaller, and their range of activity much
narrower, the absence of foreign aid would also eliminate the so-called grant
junkies or fictitious organizations.28 Such groups exist for the sole purpose of re-
ceiving foreign grants in order to carry out some minimal level of work that ap-
pears to justify their continued survival. The problem of the grant junkies is one
encountered mainly by foreign foundations engaged in project funding rather
than interactive cooperation. Western groups that team up with Russian NGOs
obviously have a much closer relationship with the indigenous groups and can
evaluate their utility and level of effort more critically and accurately.

Interactive cooperation also provides a more direct mechanism for transfer-
ring Western ideas, specifically the key concepts of strategic professionalism and
multisectoral coalition building. While funding noninteractive projects may
also encourage the transfer of such ideas into practice, a group that receives
money may give only lip service to such ideas in order to receive the grant. In an
interactive environment, on the other hand, the Western group is working
alongside and influencing the practices and ideas of the recipient group.

When Ecologia, for example, first introduced to its Russian recipient groups
the concept of building coalitions—among NGOs, local or regional govern-
ment organs, industrial enterprises, and others—the groups treated it as an alien
idea, preferring instead to work almost exclusively either with other NGOs or
with like-minded intellectuals and scientists. After several years of cooperative
activity, however, plus Ecologia’s practice of having its Moscow office work only
with NGOs willing to engage in such coalition building, the recipient NGOs
now treat regional coalition building as standard operating procedure. In con-
trast, large-scale noninteractive grant programs, while typically able to distribute
aid to many more organizations, have less direct influence over the recipient
groups’ ideas and operations.

Coalition building begins to address some problems associated with the po-
litical and economic transformations occurring in post-Soviet Russia. Of the
four factors that limit the influence of Western NGOs on the environment in
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Russia, coalition building addresses three: the weakness of the state with respect
to industrial and commercial interests, the autonomy of the state with respect to
its citizenry, and the link between economic and environmental problems. To
some degree each Western NGO engaged in a specifically environmental
agenda espoused a coalition-building approach, with the exception of protest-
oriented groups such as Greenpeace or the Rainbow Keepers. Foreign funders
with agendas oriented toward the third sector in general tended not to stress the
importance of coalition building to the same degree as those with environmen-
tal agendas. This may be a result of the less targeted, more diffuse goal orienta-
tion of organizations assisting third-sector development versus the more tar-
geted and specific orientation of organizations assisting the environment.

A representative of the World Wide Fund for Nature, for instance, explained
that the WWF is trying to change the overall attitude toward environmental
protection in Russia. Instead of treating the environment as a set of discrete is-
sues solvable on a technical level by a single responsible actor (such as a pollut-
ing factory or a regional environment department), the WWF is promoting
“ecoregion-based conservation,” a more holistic approach in which all sectors—
state, industry, media, the public—cooperatively engage in environmental
strategizing and problem solving. Thus WWF strongly encourages the local
NGOs with which it works, usually in an interactive way, to adopt such a holis-
tic, coalition-building approach.

Similarly, the Green Cross promotes the idea of “cooperation, not con-
frontation.” The executive director of Green Cross Russia noted that this is an
international idea. Originating at Green Cross International headquarters in
Switzerland, the concept has filtered into Green Cross Russia through interac-
tive cooperation and even out into the hinterland of Russia to affect the behav-
ior of other Russian environmental NGOs.29 Green Cross Russia thinks of itself
as an intermediary between public and state and thus as a spearhead of the so-
called pale green movement in Russia. Its cooperation with the authorities does
not go uncriticized, however. Some environmental groups that prefer protest
to forming multisectoral alliances have branded the Green Cross and other
coalition-building groups “collaborators.”

Coalition building is being promoted at the local, regional, and national
level. Regionally, for example, Ecologia’s Volga River monitoring network links
six or seven areas along the Volga. In each area Ecologia has given NGOs
portable water-monitoring equipment that provides immediate in-field results.
It has required the recipient NGOs to work collaboratively with local munici-
palities, local enterprises, and each other. The Green Cross and the WWF also
engage in coalition building at the national level. For example, representatives
of the Green Cross and WWF are key participants in a series of regular round-
table meetings in Moscow on environmental and political issues. High-level
state decision makers, such as the head of the former Goskomekologia, Viktor
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Danilov-Danilyan, and members of the Duma ecology committee, frequently
attend these meetings. Such participation involves the Green Cross and the
WWF in the national and even international policy-making process.

The concept of strategic professionalism is another key imported idea and one
that practically every training program sows in the third sector. Because this con-
cept affects the operation of indigenous NGOs at the most minute as well as the
broadest level, its successful adoption requires specific training. Western groups
involved exclusively in project financing have little or no influence on the strate-
gic thinking or professionalism of recipient groups, beyond perhaps favoring pro-
posals from organizations that appear to be more strategic or professional. While
such a preference may, over time, make itself known to the grant-seeking NGO
community and may therefore encourage NGOs to become more strategic and
professional, a more direct and influential way to foster strategic professionalism is
through interactive training programs or internships at the foreign funders.

L I M I TA T I O N S A N D
U N I N T E N D E D C O N S E QU E N C E S

The most important limitations on the success of Western NGOs with respect
to environmental issues in Russia derive from the weakness of the state, citizen
participation channels that remain unstable and unestablished, and economic
and environmental problems that are bound together. If assistance to indige-
nous environmental NGOs is understood to comprise two separate but related
goals—the development of postcommunist third-sector groups and the progres-
sive resolution of environmental issues—it is manifestly clear that greater
progress has been achieved on the first front than on the second.

Western assistance has had many unintended consequences, some of which
are unique to the environmental community (or even unique to the environ-
mental community in Russia) and some of which all advocacy communities
presumably share.

Among the unintended consequences that most assistance programs share,
regardless of issue orientation, is that of resentment of recipient groups when
aid programs do not consider local realities. This reflects the shortcomings of
importing a single blueprint from abroad. An example of such a blueprint was
the Regional Environment Center (REC), established in Budapest in the early
1990s with money from the European Union, foreign governments, and private
foundations. The REC is an information clearinghouse and central organizing
point for environmental advocacy groups and citizens’ initiatives throughout
Central and Eastern Europe. While not without its critics, the REC has be-
come a key actor in regional environmental politics.

In 1995–1996 Western donors, led by the European Union, began to talk
about establishing a REC-like organization in Moscow that would coordinate
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nonstate environmental activities in the former Soviet Union. The idea of a
Russian REC provoked considerable resistance from the Russian environmen-
tal NGO community. Several well-known representatives of the Russian envi-
ronmental NGO community explained that simply importing an idea that
worked in Budapest in the early 1990s to Russia in the late 1990s would not
work. The two settings, they argued, were different; whereas the Central and
Eastern European societies of the early 1990s embraced the organizing ability of
the REC (as well as that of the international community in general), the Rus-
sian environmental community of the late 1990s was already quite established
and organized and did not feel the need for a centrally controlled external or-
ganizer. For instance, it already had the Socio-Ecological Union, an indige-
nously established umbrella group for citizens’ environmental initiatives
throughout the former Soviet Union. In addition, Russian environmentalists
strongly opposed the design proposed for the Russian REC: It was to be partially
administered by Goskomekologia, which many Russian NGOs thought was not
NGO friendly and was far from being a neutral arbiter. The former chairman of
the board of the nongovernmental Biodiversity Conservation Center in
Moscow noted, “The REC was a good idea ten years ago in Eastern Europe, be-
cause the third sector there was still in the early stages of development, but this
is no longer the case in Russia. Establishment of a Russian REC is a matter of
contention, fiefdoms, and overlapping activities now . . . . It would be better to
use already existing organizations rather than to create a new semi-governmental
bureaucracy.”30

Another common unintended consequence arises from a paradox associated
with using indigenous expertise. Representatives of nearly every Western NGO
as well as government aid programs spoke of the necessity, often learned the
hard way, of using local experts in their in-country activities. Russian NGO rep-
resentatives too noted that all too often well-paid Western consultants, flown in
to administer programs in regions they knew little or nothing about, spent the
vast majority of their time learning the local realities, writing reports, and send-
ing information back to the home office, meanwhile contributing nothing of
significance to the actual project or the region.

Given the necessity of using indigenous expertise, it was therefore striking
that many indigenous NGO representatives also sounded bells of caution when
asked about the way in which Western groups used local expertise. Sometimes
this vitiates the local experts’ intellectual independence: Local experts may be
so happy to be paid for their labor that they may say precisely what their foreign
funders want to hear. Even the possibility of this may lead local state or indus-
trial organizations to distrust Western-funded indigenous experts, thereby de-
priving them of the very influence that they seek to develop.

More frequent is a problem encountered by Western groups that use local
experts on their grant-making boards. Local experts who are called upon to
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make decisions on grants and awards are generally well connected to the local
advocacy community and may be biased. Such partisanship may lead to resent-
ment and splits within the grant-seeking NGO community. Foreign funders en-
countering this problem of peer review have had to find ways of stemming par-
tisanship while still drawing on local expertise. For example, ISAR has five to
eleven local members on the boards of each of its regional offices but rotates
board membership regularly to avoid cliques and bias.

Among the unintended consequences unique to the environmental commu-
nity is the problem of science-oriented environmentalists who are opposed to
using the approach of strategic professionalism. In the perestroika era many en-
vironmentalists were affiliated with Academy of Sciences institutes, industrial
branch ministry institutes, or universities that stressed scientific, not political,
orientations to environmental problem solving. In the 1990s, however, when
many Western NGOs were training Russian environmental NGOs to become
more professional, politically strategic, and organized, a subset of the environ-
mental movement opposed what it perceived as the abandonment of traditional
scientific approaches to environmental protection. Because the Western groups
were the most visible and active trainers in Western management techniques,
this subset of the environmental movement began to view much of the contact
and assistance from the West as superficial and ill spent. The rift in these two
sets of groups has, however, more recently diminished, as communications have
expanded and those on both sides have learned from each other.

Another common unintended consequence arises where regional or territo-
rial systems of administering assistance inhibit environmental effectiveness.
Many environmental issues are by their very nature transboundary. Thus many
NGO representatives noted that establishing horizontal communications net-
works is critical and that NGOs in different locales must work together. Western
NGOs, as part of a transnational network, have been successful at fostering hor-
izontal communications networks by donating computers and communications
equipment to groups all over Eurasia. However, indigenous NGOs feel that the
administration of foreign aid programs by region or territory may inhibit interre-
gional and even international cooperation. For example, USAID gave ISAR two
separate grants for its Seeds of Democracy program, one for the Moscow office
and one for the Vladivostok office. Each office administered its own grant pro-
gram in its own region and received its own funding. Though both offices have
since become legally independent not only from ISAR headquarters in Wash-
ington, D.C., but from each other, some grant recipients expressed concern
that the territorial divisions of the grant administration system encourages
groups to be active and collaborative only within their own region.

The same logic holds for funding programs that are administered according
to country borders. To skirt this problem an active transboundary environmen-
tal association has formed in the Leningrad and Karelia regions of the Russian
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northwest, incorporating participant groups from Scandinavia, the Baltic coun-
tries, and neighboring regions within Russia. Transboundary associations can
compete for funds from a growing number of sources, pool their resources, and
work more effectively on environmental problems that ignore borders.

H O W W E S T E R N N G O S E VA L U A T E
T H E I R O W N A C T I V I T I E S

Asked how Western NGOs evaluate their own assistance programs, nearly every
respondent noted the extreme difficulty of evaluation. It tends to be performed
along two axes: according to the terms of the original project proposal itself and
according to the broader criteria set by the funding organization. The first sort of
evaluation is more straightforward. Western groups engaged in noninteractive
project financing have required funding recipients to submit reports upon com-
pletion of their projects or at the end of the funding cycle, for instance.

What is more difficult is taking account of the broader concerns of each or-
ganization. For example, Charities Aid Foundation tries to analyze each proj-
ect’s influence on its region. ISAR looks for indications of information sharing
across groups and the creation of linkages among groups. Ecologia analyzes the
level of influence on public participation and decision making in the regions in
which it works. While all the organizations also evaluate projects strictly ac-
cording to the terms of the original project proposal, these broader concerns
reach closer to the core of the Western groups’ raison d’être. Yet they are often
too intangible to evaluate at such close range, and several respondents argued
that even a decade in the field is not enough time for evaluation.

Evaluation of noninteractive project-financing programs by their funders
tends to be more formal than evaluation of interactive projects. Recipients gen-
erally submit reports, and the Western group’s board or staff meets regularly to
review the reports and discuss evaluation criteria. Interactive activity tends to be
evaluated more informally and irregularly. The head of an NGO using interac-
tive strategies (Ecologia) noted that, since concrete results often appear well
after submission of the final project report, evaluation has to be flexible and
long term. Any evaluation in search of tangible short-term results is an exercise
in futility. This is partly a result of the nature of the activity being funded (envi-
ronmental advocacy), partly a result of the transitional political and economic
context in which Russian NGOs work, and partly because of the short amount
of time that these assistance programs have been running.

Short-term evaluation in search of concrete tangible results was not com-
mon; I did not find a single pure example of such thinking among the organiza-
tions that I researched. All the Western groups that I considered sought some ev-
idence of concrete results and incorporated their own broader social or political
concerns into assessment. Donors’ self-evaluations could be more useful if they
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factored in considerations of more holistic, coalition-building strategies of ben-
efit to both environmental and sociopolitical objectives. In other words, current
self-evaluation systems work as well as possible, given current strategies. How-
ever, were strategies changed to incorporate the suggestions made in this chap-
ter, evaluation systems would benefit from criteria for measuring successful
coalition building and the influence of such coalition building on both envi-
ronmental and sociopolitical issues.

LESSONS

One of the clearest lessons from the environmental movement in Russia is that
citizen initiatives that promote the onset of democratization do not necessarily
promote the consolidation of democracy. A common pair of objectives of West-
ern NGOs (excluding those organizations that are purely protest groups) is, first,
to help indigenous NGOs to develop into well-managed organizations in their
own right and, second, to help them forge new, stable channels for citizen par-
ticipation in the political system, thereby helping to consolidate the new Rus-
sian democracy.

These intertwined objectives, especially the first, have met with some degree
of success in Russia. Russian environmental groups in the first years of the
twenty-first century are far more strategic, professional, networked, and sophisti-
cated than they were just a few years earlier, and foreign aid in multiple forms
and from multiple sources is partly responsible for the transformation.31 Ob-
servers interested in the future of the Russian environmental NGO community
will have to wait and watch, however, given the relatively more repressive atmo-
sphere of the early Putin era. Notwithstanding the recent acquittal of military-
officer-turned-environmentalist Alexander Nikitin, who was charged with espi-
onage for publicizing the environmental hazards associated with Russia’s
decommissioned nuclear submarines around the Kola Peninsula, an apparently
increasing suspicion of environmentalists may be the wave of the future in Rus-
sia. An inauspicious sign may be the rule announced in May 2001 by the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences that Russian scientists must report to academy offi-
cials all contact with foreigners.

It remains unclear whether Russians really have established new stable chan-
nels of citizen participation and to what degree foreign aid is responsible. Because
most Western NGOs have been active in a substantial way in Russia only since
1993, evaluation of their influence on the political process is difficult because it is
better measured in decades or even generations. The future of Russian democ-
racy is by no means a given. Despite Putin’s high popularity ratings, the ordinary
Russian citizen still greatly mistrusts the government regardless of who is in power
and has suffered harsh economic consequences as a result of the quasi transition
to market capitalism that is associated with the quasi transition to democracy.
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Despite these inhibiting factors, citizen participation channels are being
forged at both regional and national levels. Western groups have been at least
partly responsible, particularly those engaged in interactive programs of coali-
tion building and working to achieve their goals within the political system it-
self, rather than resorting to protest from outside. One of the most promising cit-
izen initiatives is a Russian nonprofit environmental law group called Ecojuris,
which in 1998 celebrated the first-ever supreme court victory for public ecologi-
cal interests over an organ of the Russian state that was violating its own laws
(the Federal Forest Service). The success of such legitimate means for citizens
to express their interest demonstrates that channels for participation are taking
root. However, the process of establishing such channels is still in the early
stages.

The obvious objective of helping to improve Russia’s environment has met
with far less success. The weakness and corruption of the state with respect to
powerful industrial and commercial lobbies, the continual instability and flux
of state institutions and elites, and the link between environmental and eco-
nomic issues all constrain the influence of Western groups seeking to affect en-
vironmental conditions in Russia. Aid programs that explicitly factor these is-
sues into program design are more likely, in the long term, to have a direct effect
on improving the environment in Russia.

EPILOGUE

The evolving realities of the Putin era serve to underscore precisely why the
strategies identified here as the most effective—in particular, multisectoral
coalition building, especially at the regional level—will continue to be so; in-
deed, they are perhaps even more crucial now than during the Yeltsin era.
Many observers note that Putin has presided over an increasingly illiberal
regime. Indeed, in a recent survey two-thirds of all Russians interviewed had dif-
ficulty labeling their society democratic.32 Crackdowns on NGOs of all types, as
well as the independent media, are increasingly common.

Since Putin’s ascendance, many advocacy groups have reported being ha-
rassed by police, security, and tax agents, some of whom have been known to
barge unannounced into NGO offices and confiscate files while dressed in ski
masks and bearing assault weapons. In late 1999 authorities detained several en-
vironmentalists for questioning in connection with the bombings of Moscow
apartment buildings; these people reported being “interrogated for hours and
urged to ‘confess’ links to terrorists.”33 Though environmental activists had been
a target of systematic, but usually low-level, harassment for several years before
the Putin era, the pattern has become clearer and more common since he took
office. Most observers, both inside and outside the country, believe that this is
occurring not because Russian officials necessarily think that environmental ad-
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vocates are terrorist bombers or foreign spies but because they “see the strength-
ening of civil society as a security threat” more generally.34

Bureaucratic obstacles have also increased for Russian NGOs. According to
Russian law, all NGOs, charities, religious organizations, and other societal as-
sociations must register with the Ministry of Justice, and they must re-register
periodically. In the late 1990s, during a phase of re-registration representatives of
these civil society organizations lodged numerous complaints with the Ministry
of Justice and in the media regarding the near impossibility or even the outright
impossibility of complying with the onerous re-registration requirements. By
some estimates fewer than half of all national organizations were able to re-
register with federal authorities, and the widespread perception is that the pro-
cess is designed to weed out groups critical of the government.35

If this pattern of harassment continues for the foreseeable future, or gets
worse, the future of Russia’s third sector may be in jeopardy, but the authorities
would have to significantly step up the harassment to squelch the third sector as
thoroughly as in Soviet times. It is worth noting that the number of third-sector
organizations has continued to grow, their international and domestic con-
nections have continued to thrive, and the many cases of groups unable to re-
register with the Ministry of Justice do not seem to have seriously repressed the
functioning of the sector as a whole. In other words, while government harass-
ment of the third sector has probably slowed the growth of the sector or mini-
mally curtailed its activities, it does not seem to have arrested its growth alto-
gether or put a stop to its activities. So despite the obstacles, and in the absence
of a complete reversal of the laws allowing Russian citizens to engage freely in
societal associations, the third sector indeed seems to be holding its own. Per-
haps it would be stronger and more effective were the state supportive and mo-
bilizing, but even in the face of adversity it has not vanished.

Parts of the third sector have perhaps grown even more determined. In the
fall of 2000 Russian environmental NGOs, assisted by several Western NGOs,
organized the largest, most widespread, and most visible action since the anti-
nuclear protests of a decade earlier. In response both to Putin’s abolishment in
May 2000 of the State Committee on the Environment and to the Ministry of
Atomic Energy (MinAtom) plan to import as many as twenty tons of nuclear
waste from around the world in order to finance the construction of new nu-
clear power stations, environmental and public health advocates, along with
Yabloko Party activists and numerous schoolteachers from across Russia col-
lected 2.5 million signatures in more than sixty regions to force the Russian gov-
ernment to hold a referendum. Importing nuclear waste required a change in
Russian law by the Duma. The activists concerned about the poor safety record
of and history of obfuscation by the Russian nuclear energy sector believed they
had collected more than enough signatures to comply with the 1995 Law on
Referendum, which requires at least two million. Numerous regional and
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Central Election Commission officials, however, upon reviewing the petition
and signatures in November 2000, invalidated more than 600,000 of them,
thereby reducing the number of valid signatures to 1.9 million, just short of the
number required to get a referendum on the ballot.

As of mid-2001 there were no indications that Putin would reinstate the State
Committee on the Environment, and the Duma had approved MinAtom’s plan
to import nuclear waste, which Putin ultimately supported.However, approval
by the Duma was difficult—its second reading was postponed twice—in part be-
cause of the public’s evident and vocal objections. In addition, Putin sacked his
minister of atomic energy, Yevgeny Adamov, who was under a cloud of corrup-
tion allegations.

Did the activists win? From a policy perspective, clearly not. But from a
longer-term perspective, one could argue that the Russian people are more
aware of the proximate environmental issues; that environmental NGOs all
over Russia joined forces for a common cause, thereby enhancing their levels of
communication and cooperation; that a news story that the domestic and for-
eign press might once have largely overlooked received more coverage than it
would have otherwise; and that the public sent a message to decision makers in
Moscow, whether they chose to heed it or not. Indeed, by postponing the sec-
ond reading of the bill, the Duma unexpectedly acknowledged that it had heard
the message, even if it eventually ignored it. Several Western NGOs con-
tributed to this effort, and while the outcome was surely not the one desired,
Western assistance nonetheless contributed to the long-term factors just men-
tioned. While the realities of the Putin era clearly make successful assistance by
Western NGOs more difficult, those that engage in multisectoral coalition
building and that emphasize strategic professionalism are less likely than others
to see their efforts marginalized.
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International democracy-building efforts have increasingly focused on promot-
ing local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in the successor states of the
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe and have done so by orchestrating the active
involvement of Western nongovernmental organizations. As part of the democ-
ratization process, Western liberal democracies perceive that local NGOs can
serve as building blocks of a civil society. This raises two sets of questions that we
seek to address in this chapter. First, what is the nature of these efforts? More
specifically, what strategies do Western NGOs use to help develop local NGOs
in particular and promote democratization in general? Second, and more im-
portant, what are the net results of these efforts thus far? To what extent can we
say that, several years into the transition from state-sponsored socialism and
Communist Party rule, local NGOs are evidence of an emerging “democratic
culture”? Are they indeed contributing to the wider process of democratization
in the former Soviet Union?

We shed light on these issues by examining the strategies and activities of
environmental Western NGOs and local NGOs in Kazakhstan, with a specific
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focus on the energy sector. The environment is an appropriate vantage point
from which to investigate the status of local NGOs since independence for two
reasons. The first is its legacy as a “safe,” and therefore particularly salient,
issue area for political mobilization in the last few years of the Soviet Union.1

Second, a variety of Western NGOs—including ISAR (Initiative for Social Ac-
tion and Renewal in Eurasia)—have actively supported the development of
local environmental NGOs in Kazakhstan since the breakup of the Soviet
Union.2

The proven resources of the Caspian Sea may rival those of the North Sea,
with additional reserves that remain unexplored offshore. The Caspian Sea
holds 18 to 34 billion barrels of proven oil reserves with the potential to yield an-
other 235 billion barrels. Significant gas reserves—243 to 248 trillion cubic
feet—also exist within the Caspian basin, with the potential of 328 trillion cubic
feet more, making the Central Asian states some of the largest gas producers in
the world.3 This is a situation ripe for the emergence (or reemergence) of local
NGOs in support of environmental protection in Kazakhstan. The public al-
ready is widely aware of the environmental risks to the especially fragile ecosys-
tems of the Caspian. And energy exploration elsewhere, in countries as diverse
as Nigeria, Ecuador, and the United States, has been a rallying point for local
environmental and political activism. Since independence in 1991, Kazakhstan
has invited a large number of foreign companies to help develop new and exist-
ing oil and gas fields. A few existing projects are joint ventures, such as the Ten-
gizChevroil project. Other exploratory projects such as OKIOC (Offshore Ka-
zakhstan International Operating Company) involve a broader consortium of
foreign companies, including Agip, Total, British Petroleum/Statoil, and Mobil.4

We therefore would expect to see the greatest development of local NGOs in re-
lation to offshore oil and gas exploration in the Caspian basin.

However, we found that both local NGOs and Western NGOs deliberately
ignored the energy sector immediately after independence and opted instead
for small-scale environmental education programs on global topics such as bio-
diversity and desertification. While the government of Kazakhstan considers en-
vironmental regulations pertaining to offshore drilling, and its contracts with
foreign firms specify liability for any losses to the “natural surroundings and
habitats” in the area under exploration, it is not clear whether, to what extent, or
in what form Western NGOs and local NGOs have played a role in establishing
regulations and assigning liabilities in Kazakhstan. If Western NGOs and local
NGOs are not pushing for environmental protection, what is the origin of such
initiatives?

We also inquire into the role of local NGOs in Kazakhstan more generally.
Our chief concern is whether environmental organizations are simply part of an
“associational culture” that has developed in response to foreign aid or are actu-
ally an indication of democratization and the creation of a viable civil society.5
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We found that local NGOs have played a declining role in environmental
policy making since independence. We argue that this is a result of the failure
of the Western NGOs to address a set of domestic and international constraints
under which both Western NGOs and local NGOs must operate in post-Soviet
Kazakhstan. At the domestic level local NGOs face institutional obstacles in a
political system that has become more restrictive since 1994, and they lack ac-
cess to organizational resources because of the continued decline in economic
growth. At the international level the interests and strategies of the multiple in-
ternational actors involved—including Western NGOs, international donor or-
ganizations, foreign oil companies, and foreign governments—often hinder
local NGOs in promoting environmental protection in the energy sector. The
strategies of Western NGOs thus far have reinforced rather than alleviated the
effects of these domestic and international constraints on local NGOs, by en-
couraging their atomization and depoliticization. As a result, while the number
of local environmental NGOs in Kazakhstan has grown because of the financial
encouragement of Western NGOs, their size and political influence have de-
clined. Western NGO strategies for developing local environmental NGOs
have in fact, if inadvertently, hindered the development of a civil society in
Kazakhstan.

We base our findings and conclusions upon extensive research in Central
Asia. Both of us have spent a decade studying Central Asian politics, history,
and languages and conducting fieldwork throughout the region. In this chapter
we draw upon research that we carried out in the energy sector in Kazakhstan in
March 1997 and December 1997, and it is informed by several trips to the region
since that time. Erika Weinthal has examined questions of environmental secu-
rity and natural resource management in the Aral Sea basin, and Pauline Jones
Luong has studied ethnic relations, regionalism, and institutional design in
Central Asia.

To explain the ways in which Western NGOs’ efforts at strengthening local
NGOs and building democracy in Kazakhstan were ineffectual immediately
after independence, we proceed as follows. First, we establish that environmen-
tal NGOs in general, and the energy sector in particular, are an especially ap-
propriate window into the role of local NGOs and their contribution to the pro-
cess of democratization in Kazakhstan. Then we outline the goals and strategies
of both local NGOs and Western NGOs in Kazakhstan in order to illustrate the
overall shift away from pursuing overt policy advocacy and toward an emphasis
on more apolitical endeavors. Next we analyze the extent to which Western
NGOs have contributed to democracy-building efforts through the develop-
ment of a civil society. Then we explore the causes of the declining role and ef-
fectiveness of local environmental NGOs in Kazakhstan’s “post-Soviet transi-
tion.” Finally, we conclude by offering several policy recommendations for
Western NGOs operating within Kazakhstan.
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ORIGINS AND SIGNIFICANCE OF 

ENVIRONMENTAL NGOS IN KAZAKHSTAN

We have focused on environmental movements in Kazakhstan because they
provide a useful gauge for measuring the progress of both local NGO develop-
ment and democratization in Kazakhstan since independence. Environmental
movements were among the first nongovernmental or independent organiza-
tions to emerge throughout the Soviet Union as a consequence of opening up
political life under Mikhail Gorbachev’s liberalization policy known as glas-
nost.6 In Kazakhstan environmental activism centered on protest movements
against nuclear weapons testing. Since August 29, 1949, the Soviet government
has conducted more than four hundred nuclear explosions at the Semipalatinsk
test site (polygon) in Kazakhstan. Before 1963 many of these tests were con-
ducted above ground. In response to these tests and the environmental damage
that they caused, the well-known Kazakh poet Olzhas Suleimenov helped to
spearhead an antinuclear movement in the 1980s similar to several other antinu-
clear movements in Russia, Lithuania, and Ukraine that arose during the glas-
nost period.7 In Kazakhstan this movement, known as Nevada-Semipalatinsk,
gathered thousands of signatures and organized demonstrations in numerous
cities with the goal of halting nuclear testing. In August 1991 public pressure was
strong enough to force the closure of the Semipalatinsk test site.8

During the glasnost period the environment offered a politically safe and ef-
fective issue through which intellectuals could criticize the Soviet regime as a
whole and ambitious republican leaders could launch drives for greater sover-
eignty. Because Soviet policy makers viewed the environment as apolitical,
elites with nationalist aspirations could use environmental issues as cover for
promoting a political agenda without seeming overtly threatening to the Soviet
regime.9 Nursultan Nazarbaev, then the republican head of Kazakhstan, was
able to safely lend his support to the growing numbers within his republic that
were demanding compensation from Moscow for nuclear testing.10

Following the breakup of the Soviet Union, it seemed reasonable to expect
that environmental movements with a strong grassroots base would persist and
even strengthen their activities in post-Soviet Kazakhstan. The political climate
relaxed considerably in the first few years of independence. Kazakhstan wit-
nessed a proliferation of independent organizations in various issue areas, in-
cluding human rights organizations such as the Kazakh-America Bureau on
Human Rights, as well as the active mobilization of Soviet-era organizations,
such as the revitalized trade unions led by Leonid Soloman. However, the envi-
ronmental concerns that initially mobilized a large proportion of Kazakhstan’s
population actually became more acute after independence. The government
had yet to effectively address the known environmental problems, and new
threats emerged as a result of its drive to develop its vast energy reserves in the
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Caspian Sea basin. By the early 1990s oil pollution—from transportation of oil
and dumping by the oil-processing industry—was already a serious problem
near the Ural River delta in Kazakhstan and along its coast.11 Another indicator
of environmental degradation of the Caspian is the noticeable decline in stur-
geon stocks. The Caspian contains 90 percent of the world’s sturgeon, and seis-
mic exploration for offshore oil reserves in the Caspian poses a direct threat to
the fish harvest.12

During the Soviet period scientists and policy makers alike had discovered
that the northeast Caspian contained fragile ecosystems. At that time the gov-
ernment declared this area a protected zone in which the only economic activ-
ities allowed were fishing and shipping/boating; no offshore oil exploration was
conducted in Kazakhstan before independence. Despite the public and scien-
tific awareness of the environmental sensitivity of the Caspian, at independence
Kazakhstan had no environmental legislation or regulations that would both
protect the ecosystem and allow for oil exploration.13 This, in and of itself, cre-
ated a need as well as an opportunity for environmental activists to become en-
gaged in drafting regulations for the energy sector.

The energy sector is an appropriate focus of investigation because it is the
most important sector for Kazakhstan’s future economic and political develop-
ment. Issues of the environment, economic development, and state security are
closely intertwined. According to the ISAR representative for Central Asia from
1996 to 1998, “Considering issues of development and democratization, the en-
vironment is the most significant [in Kazakhstan] because it affects everyone.”14

If the environment is misused, the health and economic viability of local popu-
lations are likely to suffer. Under such circumstances local groups may mobilize
in response to state-sponsored oil and gas exploration, which has the potential to
harm local communities in energy-rich regions. This has already occurred in
Nigeria, where the indigenous population in Biafra has protested the Nigerian
government’s energy policies in its territory. Accordingly, we focus on the
Caspian Sea region in order to shed light on the overall growth and form of en-
vironmental movements in Kazakhstan.

GOALS AND STRATEGIES 

OF ENVIRONMENTAL NGOS

When the Soviet Union broke up, Kazakhstan had a fairly well developed local
environmental NGO sector with organizations such as Nevada-Semipalatinsk.
This sector continued to grow in the first few years of independence. Other
local NGOs prominent at that time included Green Salvation in Almaty, Green
Cross and Crescent International, and the Association for Ecological Enlight-
enment. Following independence, Western NGOs with an interest in the envi-
ronment became active in Kazakhstan.
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Independence removed obstacles that had prevented Western NGOs from
actively cooperating with local NGOs during the Soviet period. During glasnost
some Western NGOs had made inroads into the Soviet Union, but most of their
activities had involved establishing initial contacts with local NGOs and orga-
nizing conferences. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Western NGOs—in-
cluding ISAR, Counterpart Consortium, and American Legal Consortium (run
by a for-profit consulting firm)—were able to assume a more direct and active
role by channeling financial and informational resources to nascent local
NGOs in Kazakhstan. These groups, all of which received funding through the
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), sought to enhance the
local NGO sector at large by targeting the environmental sector for NGO de-
velopment.15

Although local NGOs and Western NGOs have embarked upon cooperative
endeavors that are unprecedented in Kazakhstan, each has its own assortment
of goals and strategies with respect to the environment and vis-à-vis each an-
other. In general local NGOs want to receive short-term Western financial and
technical assistance so they can implement small-scale projects without direct
interference from the international community. But as part of the Western
NGOs’ broader efforts to develop civil society and build democracy over the
long term, they seek instead to create local environmental NGOs that will ulti-
mately be self-sufficient.

L O C A L N G O S I N K A Z A K H S TA N

Two important trends have occurred in Kazakhstan’s NGO sector since inde-
pendence. The sheer number of local NGOs has increased, while their size has
declined—although these organizations have proliferated, their base of support
has contracted. Large-scale populist movements such as Nevada-Semipalatinsk
have essentially disappeared. The memberships of most local NGOs are in the
low double digits or smaller. Also, in devising their goals and strategies, many
local NGOs have become increasingly disengaged from Kazakhstani politics,
focusing on global rather than local issues. Rather than promoting certain poli-
cies, for example, the majority of local NGOs have chosen to concentrate their
efforts on providing environmental information and education and promoting
awareness. Local NGOs have turned their attention toward environmental is-
sues with high visibility internationally, such as biodiversity and desertification,
rather than those that are local.16 Thus while many local environmental NGOs
agree that the development of the Caspian poses a great danger to local popula-
tions and ecosystems, most are not actively involved in either opposing this de-
velopment or advocating strict environmental regulations to govern it. In De-
cember 1997 several Western oil company representatives who had been
working along Kazakhstan’s Caspian coastline and in nearby oil fields since
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independence remarked that they had not yet witnessed any activism on the
part of local NGOs around the Caspian. (They, as well as a number of USAID
contractors and gas company representatives in Kazakhstan, agreed to speak
with us only on condition of anonymity.)17

The majority of local NGOs in Kazakhstan see as their main objective the
raising of environmental awareness among the general population in regard to
local and international environmental issues. Ecocenter in Karaganda focuses
on biodiversity issues; Central Asian Sustainable Development and Information
Network’s Center supports sustainable development; and Greenspace in Temir-
tau aims to increase awareness of pollution, especially industrial pollution.
Their second, related goal is to prevent further environmental degradation in
Kazakhstan and to clean up environmentally damaged sites. Third, a few
groups, such as Green Salvation in Almaty, say that their primary goals are to
place environmental issues on the policy agenda and to encourage the govern-
ment to promulgate environmental protection legislation.18 Fourth, with the
loss of funding from the center in Moscow and the state of impoverishment in
the country, a universal goal among local NGOs in Kazakhstan is to gain access
to Western funding as a means of ensuring their survival.

Local NGOs are following certain general strategies for carrying out these
goals. Since 1992 most small groups have become engaged primarily in activi-
ties that promote general awareness about the environment and provide some
form of environmental education. Many local NGOs have produced children’s
books, pamphlets, and newsletters. The East Kazakhstan Green Party has estab-
lished its own environmental information center to disseminate materials and
to reprint important environmental laws and regulations.19 At the international
level some local NGOs have contributed to electronic mail publications. The
Law and Environment Eurasia Partnership publishes a monthly journal,
Ecostan News, in both Russian and English in order to reach both a local and
international population.

To prevent further environmental degradation and to clean up existing prob-
lems, some groups have focused their efforts on data collection to monitor
changes in the natural environment. For example, Ecocenter in Karaganda has
undertaken a comprehensive assessment of environmental, social, and health
effects in rural areas near the Semipalatinsk nuclear test site.20 A few have en-
gaged in more direct forms of environmental activism. For example, the local
NGO Green Cross and Crescent International in Kazakhstan’s new capital city,
Astana (formerly known as Tselinograd and more recently called Akmola), has
sought to improve the water quality in the River Nur in the Temirtau region.21

Whereas Nevada-Semipalatinsk organized mass rallies in opposition to nu-
clear testing, in the post-Soviet period most local NGOs have pulled back from
tactics that involve popular mobilization and political confrontation. Except for
Green Salvation, few politically motivated groups have attempted to influence

158 weinthal and luong



legislation. The latter lobbied members of the Kazakhstani parliament (the
Majlis) elected in March 1994 (and dissolved in March 1995) to be able to par-
ticipate in the drafting and review of legislation related to the environment. And
Green Salvation is really the only organization that still engages in some form of
political activism that is directly aimed at government policy or practice.

In order to raise money from Western NGOs, all local NGOs undertake var-
ious activities aimed at improving their grant-writing skills and networking op-
portunities. Chief among these is active participation in special seminars and
conferences organized by Western NGOs. These groups also expend an in-
creasing amount of time and energy developing special relationships with par-
ticular international organizations. The Kokjiek Society for Aral Sea Problems,
for example, works closely with the United Nations Development Program
(UNDP) to develop grant-worthy projects and raise money from donors.22 An-
other strategy aimed at attracting Western support is the adoption of Western
language and buzz words such as biodiversity and sustainable development, even
if they are detached from local circumstances.23

W E S T E R N N G O S I N K A Z A K H S TA N

Like local NGOs, the main goal of Western NGOs with respect to Kazakhstan’s
environment is to promote environmental awareness among the public and
government officials and in the private sector. Western NGOs such as ISAR also
seek to encourage environmental protection, which they consider to be an inte-
gral part of their larger goal of “sustainable development.” Western NGOs want
to help local NGOs solve environmental problems in their own communities,
and Western NGOs strive to foster a viable environmental movement as a way
of promoting democratization in Kazakhstan. They see the creation of local
NGOs in the short term as a tool for developing a viable civil society in the long
term. The American Legal Consortium sought to develop a legal sector that
would be conducive to the growth and expansion of local NGOs. Fostering a
healthy NGO sector in Kazakhstan is part of its overarching goal “to strengthen
legal knowledge, resources, and institutions in order to help the rule of law
function as an effective framework and foundation for democratic, market, and
social transitions.”24

Western NGOs use several different strategies to cultivate a viable local
NGO sector. They promote infrastructural development by providing local
NGOs with small grants and technical support, often acting as the distributor of
money that they have received from USAID or other government development
agencies. For example, between 1994 and 1996, the American Legal Consor-
tium awarded $1.1 million (from USAID) in small grants to fifty-four NGOs
across Central Asia.25 ISAR directed the Seeds of Democracy program from
1993 to 1997, which primarily entailed holding a series of competitions for
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grants to provide assistance to either individuals or groups working on environ-
mental issues. ISAR’s Almaty office awarded $480,000 in grants of as much as
$3,000 each to more than 360 NGO projects in Central Asia.

Western NGOs also help local NGOs to collect information and disseminate
it. Many grants have been used to buy computers and establish Internet access
for local NGOs. Because travel costs are often prohibitive, e-mail connections
have provided a useful alternative for maintaining contacts across political bor-
ders. Other Western NGOs, such as the Netherlands Organisation for Interna-
tional Development Cooperation, have helped organize conferences in which
representatives from local NGOs throughout Central Asia can exchange ideas
and information about environmental issues and discuss the political and orga-
nizational problems that they face. In practice, however, the conferences rarely
foster solutions to these problems.

To empower local actors and communities to address their own environ-
mental problems, Western NGOs also teach local NGOs decision-making
techniques. This is of particular concern in Central Asia where local actors
and communities have little experience in this regard; during the Soviet pe-
riod they often relied upon the republican leaderships and Moscow for tenta-
tive solutions to environmental problems. Thus ISAR seeks to target small-
scale projects that emphasize community participation. ISAR has attempted
to achieve both goals by creating a board of directors made up of representa-
tives of local environmental groups to help run Seeds of Democracy; the
board decides which groups receive grants. ISAR has also used this method to
teach local actors how to evaluate projects as they award grants. In contrast to
the Soviet-era practice of relying upon personal networks, ISAR deliberately
has attempted to teach local NGOs to award grants on the basis of merit. Al-
though local NGOs have learned how to make collective decisions, the pro-
gram has not been able to get rid of the old Soviet practice of relying on pa-
tronage ties.

Western NGOs also have pursued strategies to strengthen human capital.
They conduct seminars and hold conferences to teach local NGOs in Central
Asia grant-writing skills while developing informational networks among them.
Both tasks are designed to help local NGOs continue to achieve international
recognition and to acquire international support. Because most local NGOs are
dependent upon international sources of funding to carry out their programs, it
has become crucial for them to learn how Western foundations and grant-giving
organizations work. They have also needed to learn and adopt the environmen-
tal discourse of Western NGOs. Many international actors, for example, such as
the World Bank and the UNDP, target biodiversity and sustainable develop-
ment for grants. As a result, Western NGOs like the American Legal Consor-
tium eventually turned away from legal advocacy and toward organizing train-
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ing seminars “to help [local] NGOs gain knowledge and skills to attract the nec-
essary [international] attention” to allow them to survive.26

Most Western NGOs, then, focus on working at the grassroots level and cre-
ating links to local NGOs. By emphasizing global issues, Western NGOs are ex-
porting new ideas and salient issues for local NGOs to work on without coming
into conflict with government authorities in Kazakhstan. Topics such as biodi-
versity and deforestation are less politically sensitive than nuclear testing and oil
exploration. Yet this strategy neglects local NGOs’ need to build relationships
with local and national officials as well as with their own communities. Western
NGOs have also dissuaded local NGOs from choosing those domestic issues
with the greatest potential environmental impact, such as the development of
the energy sector in general and the Caspian Sea in particular. The Western
NGOs have thus forged a strong connection between the local and global levels
in Kazakhstan while engendering a sharp disconnect between grassroots organi-
zations, the local community, and government officials at all levels. Moreover,
by not encouraging local NGOs to address the energy sector, Western NGOs
have discounted a key environmental issue with local, regional, national, and
international ramifications.

THE EFFECTS OF ENVIRONMENTAL NGOS:

NONDEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES

Although local NGOs’ initial goals and strategies were generally inconsistent
and potentially in conflict, this has changed as they have adapted to the Western
NGOs’ goals and strategies. Local NGOs have become engaged in more edu-
cation and outreach to the international community and less political activism
and confrontation with local authorities and the central government. They have
deliberately turned their attention away from local and politically sensitive is-
sues and their efforts away from lobbying the government. Instead, they focus
on promoting issues such as biodiversity through educational projects so they
can avoid confrontation with government elites and instead attract attention as
well as support from international donor organizations. This is not to say that
they do not criticize government policy but that they do so primarily in newslet-
ters directed at the international community rather than through activities di-
rected at government officials.27

The question, then, is to what extent these strategies are effective. In other
words, are local NGOs and Western NGOs able to meet their respective goals?
Are they contributing to the development of a civil society and therefore to the
broader process of democratization? We contend that these strategies are not con-
sistent with their original goals. Local NGOs and Western NGOs are not solving
local environmental problems or serving domestic needs. While they provide
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general information about the importance of biodiversity and sustainable devel-
opment, these are really long-term goals achieved through local activism and gov-
ernment participation. The NGOs could immediately address more direct dan-
gers to human health that affect peoples’ daily lives, such as water and soil
contamination. Yet they are not mobilizing the population to demand that these
local environmental issues receive greater government attention.

Most important, grants from Western NGOs do not appear to have fostered
democracy or other forms of civic activism that could signal progress toward
building civil society. These NGOs can be described and/or understood as a
form of “associational culture.” According to the ISAR representative Megan
Falvey, “One of the greatest weaknesses of NGOs in Kazakhstan is that they
have no direct link or contact with the local population. They do not function
as [NGOs do] in the West, as a mediator between the government and the peo-
ple. They function independently from both government and the people.”28

Many local NGOs were begun by a group of close friends, colleagues, and
family members and never developed a real support base in the population.
Some have even fewer members now than when they started. This increases
their drive for international recognition because it increases their dependence
upon international sources of funding. Without expanding their membership
local NGOs cannot rely on local dues to support their programs. Instead, they
have turned to the foreign donor community for money. Ironically, this is mutu-
ally reinforcing, because the perception is that if the local NGOs were to grow,
the money and equipment from Western NGOs would be divided among a
greater number of members.

The disconnect between local NGOs and the local population has had two
concrete effects: It has produced what we call “spin-off NGOs” and NGIs, or
“nongovernmental individuals.” Local NGOs in Kazakhstan often splinter into
several smaller NGOs. This especially popular tactic has been highly successful
in both implementing local NGOs’ programs and procuring foreign donor as-
sistance. By forming several spin-offs, more individuals become eligible to ob-
tain grants. For example, the leader of Ecocenter in Karaganda encouraged and
helped scientists closely affiliated with Ecocenter to form the Karaganda Eco-
Museum.29 In other cases a popular and experienced NGO leader can use his
or her influence to enable friends to secure a grant for a project and thereby en-
courage the formation of a yet another small NGO. This has occurred, for ex-
ample, among those serving on the board of directors of ISAR.

Thus many NGOs are shrinking rather than growing. In many cases they are
run by a single individual. It appears that these two effects are integrally related.
The spinning-off of new NGOs, combined with the general resistance to increas-
ing membership or expanding their support base, has kept the composition of
local NGOs in the hands of a few local activists who are closely connected. There
is a disincentive to increase membership because it dilutes resources. Moreover,
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the existence of resources spurs the creation of new groups whose founders hope
to get start-up money, rather than encouraging older groups to build upon and
strengthen their base. For example, ISAR board members cannot participate in
ISAR’s grant competition or receive grants but can help to ensure that friends or
relatives are eligible for the grant competition. This legacy of helping “friends of
friends” impedes ISAR’s objective of helping to strengthen social capital.

In some ways, then, local environmental NGOs in Kazakhstan have become
the equivalent of small business enterprises or corner grocery stores. They orga-
nize for profit and are willing to supply what is in demand. In particular, they sup-
ply what the international community demands, which is in part the creation of
more local NGOs. They quickly learn and adopt the issues and tactics that the
foreign donor organizations favor. As in the Soviet period, the environment re-
mains a safe issue for political mobilization. However, the environment no longer
serves as a vehicle for protesting against the government or as a means for under-
taking real public advocacy. Rather, it serves as a vehicle for individual profit. Per-
haps, then, such local NGOs are a better source of entrepreneurism from which
to breed capitalism than they are a source for greater democratization.

THE SOURCES OF NONDEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES:

STRUCTURAL CONSTRAINTS AND WESTERN 

NGO STRATEGIES

Why have local environmental NGOs in Kazakhstan chosen strategies that
seem to undermine rather than promote their own domestic strength and polit-
ical importance, and why have Western NGOs chosen strategies that under-
mine the development of civil society and democratization? The explanation,
we argue, stems from a set of structural constraints in post-Soviet Kazakhstan at
both the domestic and international levels. Rather than addressing these con-
straints, Western NGOs’ strategies have tended to exacerbate them. As a result,
local environmental NGOs have developed much more slowly and in a differ-
ent form than initially anticipated. In particular, these constraints and the fail-
ure of Western NGOs to overcome them illuminate why local NGOs have not
focused on energy issues, even though these are crucial issues for the economic
development and political stability of Kazakhstan.

D O M E S T I C C O N S T R A I N T S

In Kazakhstan both local NGOs and Western NGOs must operate under essen-
tially the same set of domestic legal and political constraints, which limits the
range of strategies that both local NGOs and Western NGOs can pursue. The
most striking example is Kazakhstan’s civil code, which restricts NGOs from
pursuing political goals by defining nonprofits as organizations that are engaged
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purely in social and philanthropic activities.30 This stipulation also prevents
Western NGOs from promoting politically active local NGOs.31

The political climate is also unfavorable to the development of an active
NGO sector. Overall, NGOs face significant difficulties in Kazakhstan because
of the limited degree of democratization that has taken place in the system as a
whole since independence and the country’s general retreat from democracy
since the end of 1994. The resulting structural constraints for NGOs include re-
strictions on press freedom, political mobilization, and access to government of-
ficials, although these constraints are not as severe as under the Soviet system. A
concrete example of this change in the political climate is the nature of the par-
liament elected in December 1995. According to Green Salvation, some
deputies in the parliament elected in March 1994 (and dissolved by President
Nazarbaev in March 1995) were sympathetic to environmental issues and will-
ing to work with local organizations.32 Several had ties with ecological groups
and supported their interests in drafting and adopting legislation. Even so, the
parliament has operated thus far as a rubber stamp for Nazarbaev’s policies,
leaving these environmental groups without any effective representation of
their interests. Thus NGOs’ goals and strategies are constrained by the very gov-
ernment that they are trying to influence.

By deliberately weakening the national legislature and delegating political
and economic authority to the regional administrations, Nazarbaev inadver-
tently strengthened the regional akims (governors). Michael Boyd, an environ-
mental consultant with the Harvard Institute for International Development in
Kazakhstan, noted that “what the center decides is not clearly meaningful in the
regions unless it is what the akim wants to support.”33 Thus it is not surprising
that the former minister of ecology Nikolai Ivanovich Baev preferred to be ap-
pointed akim of the Mangistau oblast, an oil-rich region in western Kazakhstan,
rather than retain a ministerial post.34

This decentralized political atmosphere has reinforced local NGOs’ depen-
dence upon the international community and their attempts to foster ties
abroad rather than at home. For example, local NGOs feel a need to talk about
biodiversity and other high-profile international environmental issues both be-
cause they are less politically sensitive and because the Kazakhstani govern-
ment tolerates organizations such as the UNDP and the World Bank that sup-
port such programs. Local NGOs orient themselves toward projects that the
international community is willing to fund. This gives them a means of partici-
pation that the government regards as legitimate. Western NGOs have encour-
aged this response by local NGOs because they too are reluctant to overtly chal-
lenge the Kazakhstani government. Because of their reluctance they have
reduced their support for local environmental NGOs that push causes that
could threaten domestic political and social stability; the Western NGOs in-
stead have advocated causes of global concern.
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Another set of domestic constraints stems directly from the Soviet legacy.
Soviet-style communism precluded the development of a civil society; most
local NGOs that appeared after the USSR’s collapse lacked experience in form-
ing autonomous and self-sufficient organizations. Even the local NGOs that
arose under glasnost were, at least initially, unfamiliar with Western methods.
For example, we found no local NGOs in Kazakhstan that follow common
Western strategies for increasing membership or winning support for a particu-
lar cause, such as by canvassing door to door. This is exacerbated by a general
unwillingness by post-Soviet citizens, who were compelled to join public orga-
nizations under the Soviet system, to voluntarily join social and political groups.
Local NGOs lack the social capital necessary to foster cooperation among their
communities.35

One element of social capital that is crucial for community building is a
sense of trust among members of society. Part of the Soviet legacy, however, is
distrust between the government and its citizenry, because the Soviet govern-
ment was usually unresponsive to the needs of its populations. In Kazakhstan,
for example, the Soviet government overlooked the environmental and health
consequences of nuclear testing for decades. This legacy of distrust continues as
more and more environmental ills are revealed to the general population and
remain unresolved. Thus, not surprisingly, many Kazakhstanis are skeptical that
the current leadership will address their environmental problems. Because of
the history of censorship and secrecy, individuals are suspicious of most infor-
mation that they receive, even if it is from the international community. Indi-
viduals do not trust their representatives in government, and the representatives
do not seek to establish ties with their constituencies, even those that want to
participate in formulating legislation. Interviews with members of Green Salva-
tion confirm this observation. At the end of glasnost this organization sought to
influence legislation through the Kazakhstani parliament. Although it was per-
mitted to comment on the 1991 environmental bill, its recommendations were
not included in the final draft.36

Another Soviet legacy is the way in which the Soviet government viewed the
environment and is reflected in the legislation that regulated the use and allo-
cation of environmental resources. Soviet planners promulgated environmental
legislation not to protect the environment but to ensure its exploitation to gen-
erate income. The environment was a resource to be used for economic pro-
duction, without regard for long-term effects on human health and safety or the
protection of species and natural habitats. The governments of Western democ-
racies in the 1970s responded to the demands of citizens by instituting environ-
mental regulations that made polluting costly. In contrast, in the Soviet Union
it was less expensive to pollute than to introduce more environmentally friendly
technologies. Like other post-Soviet states, Kazakhstan did not inherit a strong
regulatory and legal culture in regard to the environment.
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Local NGOs and Western NGOs also are limited by the deteriorating eco-
nomic situation. Local NGOs must rely upon international funding sources to
survive. Internal sources of funding are largely nonexistent because the general
population is unaccustomed to paying membership dues and lacks the money
to do so. This is compounded by the local NGOs’ loss of their tax-exempt status.
Moreover, many local NGOs are comprised of former scientists (e.g., biologists,
chemists, and zoologists) who can no longer survive on their salaries and whose
survival depends on international funding of NGOs.

Local NGOs’ dependence on Western NGOs and foundations for financial
support has induced them to adapt their goals and strategies to these Western
NGOs’ goals and strategies. This is how international organizations such as the
UNDP and World Bank transfer their ideas of environmentalism, which are
tied directly to financial backing. The proliferation of environmental NGOs
since Kazakhstan’s independence is probably more the result of the availability
of environmental grants than the safe haven that the environment offered for
political mobilization.

Finally, the energy sector itself has a crucial role in Kazakhstan’s future eco-
nomic growth, and it acts as an important domestic constraint. Unlike other parts
of the world, where indigenous people have mobilized to halt oil drilling for envi-
ronmental and economic reasons, in Kazakhstan local populations and the local
and regional akims generally view the exploitation of the Caspian basin favorably
because they expect to benefit financially. Thus they also have a favorable view of
the international oil companies that are directly contributing to this develop-
ment.37 According to Oleg Starukhin, a local safety and health expert for Kazakh-
stan CaspiShelf, a consortium of foreign companies that undertook seismic explo-
ration in the northern Caspian, Nevada-Semipalatinsk was the exception among
local NGOs in Kazakhstan.38 Environmental damage in eastern Kazakhstan had
a direct effect on the local population, and local residents viewed nuclear testing
as a policy that promoted only outside interests (Moscow’s). The issue of nuclear
testing thus provoked the emergence of a powerful local NGO with strong ties to
the population. This differs dramatically from the situation surrounding the
Caspian Sea, where people are much less concerned with the environmental
consequences of developing the oil and gas reserves than they are with the great
economic potential. The Caspian, they believe, is their ticket to “health and
wealth.”39 Even Western NGOs were reluctant to touch this subject after inde-
pendence because so many people believed in the promise of Caspian oil.

I N T E R NA T I O NA L C O N S T R A I N T S

International actors bring their own sets of constraints for local NGOs and West-
ern NGOs. One results from Western NGOs’ dependence upon external fund-
ing sources that have their own particular agenda in Kazakhstan. Another con-
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cerns the direct role that international actors such as USAID are playing in
Kazakhstan’s energy sector. These two constraints have shaped the nature of
local NGOs and hindered their development.

By providing information and promoting environmental legislation concern-
ing the development of the Caspian Sea basin, international actors have essen-
tially usurped the traditional function of local NGOs. Western NGOs in Ka-
zakhstan are often compelled to conform to the goals and strategies of their
funding sources. For example, USAID heavily underwrote ISAR’s activities in
Kazakhstan through Seeds of Democracy, a USAID program that provided
start-up money to local NGOs to help create a viable civil society in the former
Soviet Union. These Western NGOs are also constrained by the timeframe of
USAID and other organizations, which tend to target short-term projects. For
example, Seeds for Democracy funding was available to local NGOs for a max-
imum of two years.

In Kazakhstan USAID is one of the key international actors that provides as-
sistance to both the NGO sector and the energy sector. One of USAID’s main
goals is to promote democratization by fostering the development of civil soci-
ety, which was largely absent in the former Soviet Union. In this regard, the rule
of law is essential to ensure that the government respects basic individual and
human rights and guarantees freedom of association and of the press. Another
goal of USAID is to encourage the transition to a market-based economy. This
requires restructuring an economic system based upon centralized planning
and creating a hospitable domestic environment open to foreign investment, es-
pecially in the energy sector. The rule of law also plays a crucial role here, serv-
ing as the foundation for contractual relations, protection of privately owned as-
sets, and assignment of liability.

To achieve these goals USAID has pursued a multipronged strategy of fund-
ing projects at different levels. On one level it is encouraging privatization. For
example, it funds organizations such as Winrock International (the Farmer to
Farmer program) to teach farmers in Kazakhstan how to organize and manage a
profitable private farm. On another level USAID is funding NGOs such as the
U.S.-based National Democratic Institute (NDI) to assist with elections
throughout the former Soviet Union. In regard to legal and regulatory reform in
the energy sector, USAID has contracted with Hagler Bailly (a U.S.-based con-
sulting firm) to help draft new environmental, safety, health, and technology
laws to govern oil and gas development in the Caspian. Hagler Bailly is also
helping to draft oil and gas laws to promote and sustain foreign investment in
the energy sector as a whole. In addition, USAID has provided funding to the
American Legal Consortium, ISAR, and Counterpart Consortium to help cre-
ate a civil society by helping local NGOs.

USAID’s goals and strategies hinder local NGOs and Western NGOs in re-
lated ways. First, these goals and strategies often conflict with and undermine
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one another, and many of their funding strategies are therefore counterproduc-
tive. While USAID is funding NGOs in the hope that they will produce a
healthy civil society, the agency is usurping the role of NGOs by sending in con-
sultants to draft legislation and advocate regulatory regimes in the energy sector
without NGO involvement. Consider the Hagler Bailly project to create envi-
ronmental, health, safety, and technical regulations for the Caspian Sea basin.
This is a natural opportunity to include NGOs in the legislative process as rep-
resentatives of local interests. Instead, USAID has emphasized the role of for-
eign consultants, who work only with local industry and their counterparts in
government ministries and do not invite local environmental NGOs to partici-
pate in drafting laws or even consult them.40

Before foreign companies could start exploration studies and drilling in the
northeastern part of the Caspian, an environmentally sensitive region, the gov-
ernment had to pass a new law to override the Soviet one that had declared it a
protected zone.41 Subsequently, foreign oil companies and the Kazakhstan state
oil company formed the consortium known as OKIOC to study the environ-
mental effects of undertaking a seismic study in this part of the Caspian and to
examine the effect of oil exploration upon the sturgeon stocks, seal population,
and flora.42 Contrast this with what happens in the United States when oil com-
panies push for the right to drill off the coast of Alaska. Fearing oil spills and
contamination, local NGOs organize a campaign to lobby Congress to prevent
the opening of Alaska’s pristine wildlife to oil exploration. Such an action was
unilaterally preempted in the case of the Caspian by the foreign oil companies
and governments. Moreover, even the most active local NGOs (e.g., Green Sal-
vation) have little influence because the political and legal climates do not tol-
erate litigation and political activism. Without such a climate local NGOs can-
not play the role that, for example, a Natural Resources Defense Council or
Environmental Defense Fund plays in the United States.

In short, because both the Kazakhstani government and Western govern-
ments view oil development in the Caspian basin as essential for economic de-
velopment and to secure the international energy supply, they have essentially
excluded local NGOs from the legislative and regulatory process. Rather, oil
companies and ministries appear to be regulating themselves. Since 1994 the
foreign oil and gas companies working in Kazakhstan have formed the Kazakh-
stan Petroleum Association. As of December 1997, the association had thirty-two
member companies. They formed a subcommittee on the environment to ne-
gotiate directly with the Kazakhstani government on all new environmental reg-
ulations for the Caspian basin.43

Also, USAID has increasingly stressed economic development over democ-
racy building. The unequal weight given to these two goals has indirectly re-
sulted in the weakening of the nascent local NGO sector that was emerging
after the breakup of the Soviet Union. During the first few years of indepen-

168 weinthal and luong



dence, USAID concentrated on helping to establish democratic regimes in
Central Asia. Elections and human rights, for example, were high-priority is-
sues. Yet over time USAID has shifted its focus away from democracy building
and toward economic issues surrounding the Caspian basin. This change seems
to have coincided with Nazarbaev’s own shift away from democratization in
order to push through market-based reforms that were unpopular in the first
elected parliament.44 As it became clear that the Kazakhstani government was
less interested in building democracy than in revitalizing its economy through
foreign investment, USAID became a more overt advocate of “economics first,”
particularly in the energy sector. Because the Caspian basin is considered both
a crucial future source of economic growth for Kazakhstan and an alternative
energy supply for the West, it has become the primary focus of international at-
tention and activity.45

Western NGOs reacted to these changes by slowing their efforts at so-called
democracy-building programs. Following the disbanding of parliament in
March 1995, for example, the American Legal Consortium pulled out and the
National Democratic Institute limited the scope of its activities. ISAR contin-
ued to stress educational activities among local NGOs. In effect, Western
NGOs accepted the contracted domestic political situation instead of working
with international actors, the national government, and local NGOs to over-
come these political obstacles.

Another significant international constraint is the other international actors
that are playing a direct role in the environmental and energy sectors. The ex-
tensive role of the oil companies in the local communities with oil and gas re-
sources has decreased the demand for and appeal of environmental activism in
post-Soviet Kazakhstan. For example, early on, foreign oil companies as well as
Kazakh CaspiShelf have held town meetings to promote support for the devel-
opment of the Caspian. At the end of the first phase of the exploration in the
Caspian in May 1995, OKIOC held a public meeting to explain and present the
results of its work and to discuss prospects for the future. Both the general pub-
lic and the press attended the meeting. Perhaps not unsurprisingly, the oil com-
panies have not sought to engage local NGOs or Western NGOs in discussing
oil exploration in the Caspian but to circumvent them. According to one com-
pany that belongs to the consortium, it received no negative feedback from the
local communities.46 Overall, because the oil companies have pursued a strat-
egy of engaging the local population directly, rather than through local NGOs,
they have lessened the role of local activists. The companies have instead at-
tempted to give the local population a perceived stake in order to prevent mobi-
lization of opposition later.

The foreign oil and gas companies are also popular among the local popula-
tion because they are seen as solving acute economic and social problems; they
are not seen as creating potential environmental problems. This defuses any
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potential support that local NGOs might have in opposing the development of
the energy sector in general and the activities of the oil companies in particular.
The representative of only one local NGO (Green Salvation) with whom we
spoke commented that Chevron was destroying the environment through its
production of the Tengiz oil fields. However, the news shots of oil spills that
Green Salvation used to back up this remark were actually the result of Soviet
methods of drilling. Chevron had been asked to clean these spills up as part of
its deal with the Kazakhstani government but had refused.47 Local populations
view Chevron and other foreign oil companies such as Hurricane Hydrocar-
bons as “heroes” because these companies have been channeling substantial
amounts of money directly into the regions in which they are operating—so
much that the local and regional akims have not had to turn to the government
for money. For example, in a five-year period Chevron allocated US$10 million
each year to support the social sector in the Atyrau oblast—money for improv-
ing the local water system and power supply and building schools, hospitals,
and housing.48 In addition, Chevron and other oil and gas companies make di-
rect contributions to the budget through tax payments. Both the local govern-
ments and the labor unions have insisted upon higher pay and a lifetime guar-
antee of employment for their workers. Because the labor unions are among the
most important political interest groups in post-Soviet Kazakhstan, the oil com-
panies have had to employ a larger labor force than necessary.49

The Kazakhstani government has addressed social and environmental prob-
lems in part by selling off oil and gas companies in those regions that have been
hit hardest by the Soviet Union’s demise. The first Soviet oil and gas company
that was sold to foreign buyers, Yuzhneftegas, is located in Kazakhstan’s poorest
region, the Kyzl-Orda oblast. To buy Yuzhneftegas, Hurricane Hydrocarbons
had to agree to pay all the social obligations and economic costs of the company
and surrounding area. As a result, Hurricane Hydrocarbons spent US$4 million
a month on local labor costs alone, because Yuzhneftegas twice increased the
number of employees on its payroll before it was bought. The employees are
also better paid than the average Kazakhstani worker, at about US$750 a month,
compared to the average of US$150.

Hurricane Hydrocarbons’ experience is not unique. An examination of sev-
eral contracts with foreign companies active in the energy sector reveals a con-
sistent pattern of foreign companies’ adopting all the social and economic bur-
dens in the regions, cities, towns, and villages surrounding the fields to which
they have bought rights to explore and produce oil and gas. These responsibili-
ties include maintaining full employment and paying back wages and a wide
range of social services, such as contributing to pension funds, building schools
and hospitals, and supporting local sports teams. In fact, the process for negoti-
ating and winning contracts is, to a large extent, predicated upon the willingness
and ability of international companies to provide such services. The oil compa-
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nies are able to buy off local opposition by providing a broad base of social ser-
vices to the population at large. In this way the oil companies are able to avoid
interacting with local NGOs.

The oil and gas companies’ goals and strategies are more compatible with
USAID goals and strategies than with the NGOs’ goals and strategies. For ex-
ample, both USAID and the oil companies stress economic development over
political development, and both want legal reform to create an appropriate or
“safe” atmosphere for foreign investment. Since the dissolution of parliament
USAID has pulled back from trying to impose democratic norms and institu-
tions in Kazakhstan. Instead, it has focused on programs that will facilitate so-
cial and political stability within Kazakhstan and within Central Asia on the
whole. The Kazakhstan government has also made it clear that it prefers eco-
nomic development to political development in the short run and as a result has
sought to curtail local NGO activity that is political.

Western NGOs have not succeeded in their overall goal of building a viable
civil society in Kazakhstan because they have not tried to address the structural
constraints at both the domestic and international levels by providing appropri-
ate guidance and incentives. Instead, they have encouraged local NGOs to re-
spond to this situation by adopting politically safe or nonthreatening goals and
strategies that target international rather than domestic constituencies. As a re-
sult, Western NGOs have contributed directly to the atomization and depoliti-
cization of local NGOs in Kazakhstan immediately after independence.

Overall, Western NGOs need to reconcile the contradiction inherent in
strategies that focus at the grassroots yet are directed at the interests and con-
cerns of the international community. This can be achieved by encouraging
local NGOs to forge links with their national government and local communi-
ties as well as to interact more closely with local and regional officials in an ef-
fort to increase government responsiveness. In short, Western NGOs should do
more to spur political activism among local NGOs. The environment and the
energy sector provide a particularly appropriate arena for this change in strategy.

First and foremost, Western NGOs should intensify their efforts at building
a civil society in Kazakhstan by promoting local NGO development. Since we
did our research in 1997, ISAR has begun to focus its attention on the Caspian
region; with financial support from USAID and the UNDP, ISAR initiated a
three-year program in April 1999 to strengthen cooperation among NGOs in
the Caspian basin countries—Azerbaijan, Georgia, Iran, Kazakhstan, Russia,
and Turkmenistan. ISAR has succeeded in forcing the oil and gas companies
to deal with local NGOs and not just official government representatives in
making decisions. Specifically, in September 2000 ISAR organized a seminar,
NGO Interaction with Transnational Corporations, that attracted participation
from about forty NGOs and ten companies that operate in the Caspian region
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in a roundtable discussion of ways to enhance cooperation.50 Whereas prior
NGO activity focused on environmental education, many Caspian programs
today are turning toward issues of monitoring. Although this initiative is top-
down rather than “bottom up,” ISAR has helped to strengthen local NGOs in
the Caspian basin, resulting in the creation of environmental watchdogs.51

ISAR’s Caspian program has provided opportunities for local NGOs to monitor
the operations of the oil and gas companies and then to publicize environmen-
tal violations.

Western NGOs also need to encourage local NGOs to look to their own gov-
ernment officials to respond to environmental problems, particularly at the
local and regional levels, because these people have become the real sources of
authority over the environment. Local NGOs and their local and regional gov-
ernments need information and technical support designed to help them build
links with one another. Training seminars for local NGOs, for example, could
focus on negotiation skills, lobbying, and other forms of policy advocacy. At the
same time local and regional officials must be persuaded that they have a stake
in local NGOs’ efforts to address environmental issues; they should be invited
to participate in training seminars that address their concerns.

In addition, Western NGOs should encourage local NGOs to foster links
with their local communities. This includes funding local NGO initiatives that
focus on issues of local importance and rewarding local NGOs that seek to in-
crease their membership and expand their support base. For example, training
seminars could focus on strategies for recruiting new members and finding do-
mestic sources of funding, rather than on how to obtain Western funding.
Grants could require matching funds gathered from the local community and
could provide support for organizing public hearings and other forms of out-
reach. Encouraging local NGOs to focus on local issues will build links to their
community and eventually to their local and regional governments. Funding
should also be directed at programs to build trust among local NGOs, the local
community, and government officials by targeting small short-term projects that
require local NGOs to orchestrate the participation of the community and local
government. This is a concrete way to demonstrate to the local community that
both local NGOs and the government can play a positive role in their daily
lives. ISAR has established a separate program on environmental and health is-
sues in Atyrau in western Kazakhstan, which is one of the main oil and gas re-
gions in the country.

Finally, Western NGOs should have programs in Kazakhstan that encourage
foreign companies and consultants to include local NGOs in the drafting and
monitoring of environmental regulations and to use them as an intermediary in
the Western NGOs’ dealings with the national and regional governments. In ad-
dition, Western NGOs could provide training programs to help local NGOs de-
velop the capacity to monitor compliance with environmental regulation, par-
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ticularly concerning the gas and oil sectors. During glasnost the U.S.-based Nat-
ural Resources Defense Council provided legal training seminars in the former
Soviet Union to prepare environmental lawyers. The same could be done in
Central Asia. Likewise, Kazakhstan needs economists and policy advocates
trained in environmental economics. Michael Boyd of the Harvard Institute has
a few such programs under way to help Kazakhstan understand the economic
implications of the overreliance on oil wealth.

These efforts all would help create a legal culture in which citizens have the
opportunity to challenge government policies through institutional channels
rather than through street protests alone. The key is to convey to local commu-
nities, domestic authorities, and international actors alike that the development
of a burgeoning civil society is in their best interest in the long term. This can be
conveyed most clearly in the energy sector, wherein the costs of environmental
damage can certainly outweigh the expected benefits. Local communities and
government officials do not yet seem to understand that a well-developed local
environmental NGO sector, particularly around the Caspian Sea, can serve to
limit these potential costs by monitoring the activities of foreign companies. At
the same time international actors are shortsighted in their attitude toward local
NGOs as inimicable to a favorable investment climate in the energy sector.
This presents Western NGOs with an overwhelming burden that could be re-
duced by active and well-funded local NGOs. Moreover, unless local activism
is fully encouraged at the earliest stages of Caspian Sea development, the local
community is likely to claim at later stages that its interests were never consid-
ered or served by foreign companies.
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Chapter 7

international democracy assistance 

in uzbekistan and kyrgyzstan:  

building civil society from the outside?

Fiona B. Adamson

Since the Central Asian republics gained independence from the Soviet Union
in 1991, foreign governments and Western NGOs have spent tens of millions of
dollars to promote democratization in the region. In 1998 alone the U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID) spent more than $11 million
on democratic transition programs in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan.1 In addition,
international organizations, Western European governments, and private orga-
nizations, such as the Soros foundations, have all been involved in promoting
democracy in the region. Much of the money finances strategies and programs
that are designed to strengthen civil society, particularly the creation of an inde-
pendent third sector in the region, composed of local advocacy NGOs such as
professional organizations, women’s organizations, and environmental groups.
The logic behind these assistance efforts is that funding local and independent

An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the annual convention of the International
Studies Association, Los Angeles, March 14–18, 2000. The findings are based on field research, in-
cluding more than sixty interviews, that I conducted in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan in September
and October 1998. The names of my sources appear in the original report, “Building Civil Soci-
ety from the Outside: An Evaluation of International Democracy Assistance Strategies in Uzbek-
istan and Kyrgyzstan,” which I will make available upon request.



advocacy NGOs helps to build independent interest groups in civil society that
in turn can provide the impetus for democratic reforms or transition.

In Central Asia these democracy assistance programs have produced a num-
ber of notable achievements. Both the government and the population now in-
creasingly recognize a burgeoning third sector in the region as a legitimate po-
litical player, and many NGOs supported by democracy assistance programs
have attained a high degree of success. Democracy assistance programs have
empowered local women’s groups, such as the Women’s Resource Center in
Tashkent, Uzbekistan, to engage in community organizing and to publish origi-
nal research.2 Democracy assistance programs also provide computers, Internet
access, and other infrastructural improvements in the region and sponsor edu-
cation, training, and exchange programs that are producing a new Westernized
elite. Independent local NGOs, such as the International Center Interbilim
clearinghouse in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, act as hubs for grassroots organizing on a
variety of issues, such as legal reform. And a number of independent interna-
tional NGOs such as the Soros Foundation and the Christian organization
Central Asia Free Exchange (CAFE) provide education, training, and skill de-
velopment to sectors of the youth population.

Democracy assistance programs, however, have not been as successful in ef-
fecting large-scale structural changes in the region or strengthening grassroots
democracy beyond individual local successes. It is increasingly clear that Cen-
tral Asian states are not on a track toward anything resembling liberal democ-
racy. Instead, the trend is toward consolidation of authoritarian or semiauthori-
tarian rule in the region, coupled with the strategic incorporation of some
institutional features and discursive trappings of democracy, resulting in little
change in the overall structure of power relations within society and continued
economic stagnation and underdevelopment.3 Despite attempts by interna-
tional actors to strengthen civil society in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan by sup-
porting the development of a third sector and independent civic advocacy
groups, popular opposition to authoritarian regimes in the region comes not
from a vibrant Western-style NGO sector but from religious movements or eth-
nic mobilization. Islamist movements in particular have gained strength as ex-
pressions of popular opposition to existing regimes, and Central Asian state
elites view these movements as posing a threat to existing power configurations
in the region.4

Why have international democracy assistance strategies generally been so in-
effective in building a working and politically engaged civil society in Central
Asia? One reason is certainly the challenging economic and political conditions
under which international actors operate in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. Given
the concrete challenges that local field offices face in implementing programs
there, the success rate of the individual programs supported by democracy assis-
tance efforts in the region is surprisingly high. This attests to the dedication and
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persistence of many international actors. At the same time, however, the ideal
end points that many of these programs and strategies are designed to achieve
stand in severe contrast to the reality in which international actors carry out
their programs. In part, this may indeed be due to a failure by some interna-
tional assistance organizations to incorporate an understanding of variations in
regional conditions into the design of their strategies. As Sarah E. Mendelson
and John K. Glenn point out in the first chapter of this book, democratization
strategies designed to be applied to “thickly integrating” states are unlikely to
have the same effect in “unintegrated states.”

At the same time, however, Mendelson and Glenn’s discussion of levels of
integration into the international community implies but does not address a
deeper issue that is at stake here. They define integration as embracing “norms,
ideas, and practices common to the democratic states of Western Europe and
North America.”5 The norms and practices that democracy assistance programs
are promoting have developed within specific cultural and institutional con-
texts. It is therefore necessary to address not only the relationship that exists be-
tween strategies and ideal results but also between the ideal results and local
conditions. In other words, evaluations of democracy assistance programs must
move beyond an approach that adjusts strategies to fit local conditions and in-
stead incorporates a more fundamental and open discussion regarding the pre-
conditions and assumptions inherent in the notion that exporting a stylized ver-
sion of liberal democracy to diverse local settings is either possible or desirable.
Are the seeds of liberal democracy likely to spawn the same offspring under all
conditions? This question suggests that more attention needs to be paid to the
interaction between institutions and political culture or, more specifically, the
relationship between transplanted and indigenous political institutions.6

In this chapter I discuss some challenges facing democracy promotion in
Central Asia and suggest reasons why such a gap exists between the vision of de-
mocracy that international actors are promoting and the actual results that de-
mocracy assistance programs in the region produce. To do this I draw attention
to microlevel processes and dilemmas that shape interactions between interna-
tional assistance organizations and local actors, and I juxtapose the macrolevel
goals that shape democracy assistance programs with the microlevel political
conditions that local field offices of democracy-promoting agencies and interna-
tional NGOs encounter. International democracy assistance programs, how-
ever well intended, have not reached broad segments of society in Central Asia
and have not resulted in macrolevel democratic outcomes in Central Asian
states. In fact, many programs have interacted with the local environment in
ways that unintentionally aggravate a number of conditions, such as corruption,
income inequality, and dependence on foreign aid. These results, however,
should not be taken merely as a sign that the strategies that actors use to pro-
mote democratization in the region have failed—because many individual
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success stories indeed exist at the local level. Rather, they should serve as a re-
minder that democracy promotion activities, despite great imbalances in power
between international and local actors, do not occur within an institutional or
cultural vacuum at the local level but are characterized by two-way interactions
between international and local actors. The outcome is shaped as much by the
local environment into which democracy assistance programs are inserted as it
is by the strategies that international actors use to promote democratization.

Local actors draw upon international democracy assistance programs to pur-
sue their own interests, just as international actors in the region represent a cer-
tain set of interests to which they are implicitly or explicitly bound. When these
interests coincide or can be coordinated, individual programs are likely to be
successful. The majority of international assistance organizations have their
headquarters in advanced industrial democracies; their overall organizational
structure, mission, macrolevel strategies, and programs reflect this context.7 The
goals of international assistance organizations operating in Central Asia reflect
the larger geopolitical context within which they operate. Democracy promo-
tion is a key component of U.S. foreign policy, and a large number of democ-
racy assistance organizations in the region are funded by USAID or other gov-
ernment agencies and international organizations.8 A number of independent
international NGOs operate in the region and do not receive government fund-
ing, yet the majority of democracy promotion activities in the region are ulti-
mately government funded. There are thus clear limits to the extent to which
democracy promotion activities by government-funded international NGOs
can be directly compared to the activities of transnational advocacy networks
and issue networks that originate predominately from nonstate societal interests
rather than the policy interests of powerful states.9

Much of the ineffectiveness of democracy assistance strategies in post-Soviet
Central Asia is attributable to the challenges that international assistance orga-
nizations face as they attempt to operate simultaneously in two or more different
institutional environments. Many strategies and programs carried out by inter-
national NGOs and other assistance organizations are designed at their head-
quarters and applied to a variety of local settings. Local branches of interna-
tional assistance organizations must operate under different conditions in
Central Asia and must adapt to these conditions in order to survive. This results
in internal incoherence and inefficiency in organizations, as international ac-
tors cope with and try to reconcile the contradictory demands of the different
environments in which they are embedded. Indeed, the most effective interna-
tional NGOs are those that operate independently, are flexible, and are able to
develop reactive strategies based on local needs, as opposed to proactively im-
plementing strategies imported from abroad. In the former case small interna-
tional NGOs engaged in grassroots work attempt to meet and articulate local in-
terests. In the latter case international actors arrive with their own interests and
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goals and attempt to shape local society to fit these end points. In practice, of
course, international actors apply a mix of proactive and reactive strategies in
their interactions with the local environment. In principle, however, democracy
promotion and the building of civil society are to some extent inherently proac-
tive strategies.

The concept of international actors who promote “grassroots” civil society
and democratization in Central Asia is therefore filled with practical and, in-
deed, philosophical contradictions. To what extent can projects that are run,
funded, and administered by international actors really bring about local forms
of democratic participation? What is the version of democracy that such actors
are promoting? Is this vision appropriate to local conditions? What is the rela-
tionship between international democracy assistance and the larger interna-
tional geopolitical context, and how does this play out at the local level? In
countries such as Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, what should be the balance be-
tween basic economic development programs and programs that are designed
to promote democratization and civil society? In this chapter my purpose is to
provide a context for thinking about the larger issues raised by these questions,
as they relate to international democracy assistance in the region.

First, I examine the political context of democracy assistance in Uzbekistan
and Kyrgyzstan. Despite their differences, the two countries share a number of
characteristics as “unintegrated states” that provide similar challenges to inter-
national actors in designing effective democracy assistance strategies. Second, I
present an overview of the international actors, strategies, and programs in the
sector of civil society development in Central Asia. I focus primarily on the ac-
tivities of U.S.-based international donor NGOs, many of which are largely gov-
ernment funded, and I pay particular attention to the ways in which the strate-
gies of international actors have adapted to local conditions. The empirical
examples in the chapter are designed to give the reader a sense of what democ-
racy assistance activities look like in Central Asia, how they relate to the local
environment, and the inherent dilemmas that local field offices face when they
are caught between the conflicting interests of democracy promoters in indus-
trialized states and local actors who are pursuing their own interests. In the con-
clusion I address what the successes and failures of democracy assistance in
Central Asia imply for the overall project of democracy promotion in the region
and the power and limits of NGOs that are engaged in this project.

THE POLITICAL CONTEXT OF DEMOCRACY

ASSISTANCE IN UZBEKISTAN AND KYRGYZSTAN

The post-Soviet republics of Central Asia can be described as “unintegrated
states,” given that these states are far from adopting the institutional practices
and political cultures that define Western European and transatlantic political
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communities. This should not be surprising, given the states’ geographical loca-
tion, historical legacies, cultural orientations, and low levels of economic devel-
opment. Indeed, state elites in the region look only partially to the West as a
model for political development. Turkey, Iran, Russia, Saudi Arabia, China,
and other East Asian states have all shown interest in the region, and various
parties in Central Asia have held many of these countries up as appropriate role
models for Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan.10

Within the Central Asian context Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan appear to pro-
vide examples of two contrasting types of political environments that have at-
tracted democracy assistance. Uzbekistan has an authoritarian regime, a largely
state-controlled economy, and severe restrictions on freedom of expression and
association, while Kyrgyzstan has institutionalized many of the formal institu-
tions of democracy, adopted a policy of economic liberalization, tolerated a rel-
atively independent press, and generally places fewer restrictions on freedoms
of expression and association. While these differences do matter for understand-
ing the effect of democracy assistance, more significant are the shared charac-
teristics of the two countries. In addition to their common Soviet institutional
legacies, the two countries have similarly high levels of corruption; both are
marked by a disjunction between formal and informal political and economic
institutions; both have low levels of economic development, accompanied by
an uneven distribution of wealth; and both are characterized by a weakened
public sector infrastructure, especially in realms such as education, health, and
social security.

U Z B E K I S TA N:  AU T H O R I TA R I A N I S M
A N D S TA T E-R U N E C O N O M Y

Uzbekistan is in many respects less democratic today than during the glasnost
period of the late 1980s. During the 1988–1989 period of liberalization in
Moscow, widespread political opposition movements such as Birlik (Unity) and
Erk (Will, or Freedom) were allowed to operate and hold mass demonstrations.
Following Uzbekistan’s independence in August 1991, however, President Islam
Karimov increasingly strengthened his grip on power and ensured state pene-
tration into almost all areas of social, political, and economic life. The political
context of democracy assistance in Uzbekistan cannot be understood without
taking into account the sweeping powers of Karimov and the cult of personality
that surrounds him and his office.

Karimov has advocated a gradual, rather than rapid, transition to a market
economy, arguing that rapid economic transition would be too disruptive. He
makes a similar argument with respect to transformation in the political realm.
As justification for his political and economic policies, Karimov has in the past
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pointed to the relative stability in contemporary Uzbek society, especially when
compared to the economic collapse in Russia and the civil wars in the border-
ing countries of Tajikistan and Afghanistan. Indeed, despite the February 1999
bombings in Tashkent, Uzbek society still has a level of stability that gives Kari-
mov’s policies a strong measure of legitimacy with the population, which ap-
pears to place greater value on economic and political stability than on in-
creased democratization.11 At the same time, however, evidence exists that the
increasingly repressive policies that Karimov’s regime has been using to deter
the rise of political Islam in the region may be creating conditions that breed
the very instability that they are supposedly designed to curtail.12

While the pace of political and economic reform has been slow, the imple-
mentation of nationalizing policies such as language reform have been fast.
Uzbekistan quickly made Uzbek its single official language and is well on its
way to the adoption of a Latin alphabet. The country eliminated Soviet symbols
in the space of a few months, when in 1996 Karimov ordered the renaming of
“administrative-territorial and other objects,” arguing that “the names of objects
that serve the old order and communist ideology deflect the people from the
concept of independence.”13 Uzbekistan has consistently been the most anti-
Russian of the Central Asian republics, and it has almost eliminated the Russian
language from public view. The state has shut down most Russian cultural
groups, with the result that there is little overt opposition to Uzbekification poli-
cies. Despite this process, however, Russian still remains the lingua franca
among elites.

On paper Uzbekistan has some formal institutions of democracy. Indeed,
the constitution, official government documents, and speeches by Karimov are
often full of the terminology of liberal democracy. The constitution, for exam-
ple, guarantees a number of civil and political rights, including freedom of the
press and freedom of association. These rights are not, however, recognized in
practice. The government owns most printing presses and can easily withhold
printing supplies and time slots. Bureaucratic red tape and loopholes can im-
pede registration of nongovernmental organizations within the state. Nomi-
nally, Uzbekistan has held parliamentary and presidential elections, but restric-
tions on political party formation and bureaucratic impediments have
prevented open and democratic multiparty elections.14

K Y R G Y Z S TA N:  E C O N O M I C A N D
P O L I T I C A L L I B E R A L I Z A T I O N

In contrast to Karimov in Uzbekistan, President Askar Akaev of Kyrgyzstan em-
braced policies of economic and political liberalization immediately after inde-
pendence. Determined to win favor with the international community, he
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began to promote a nominally free press, private political associations, and a
market economy. Kyrgyzstan quickly gained recognition in the West as an “oasis
of democracy” in Central Asia, and by the end of 1993 Western donors had
pledged almost half a billion dollars in foreign assistance to the tiny republic.15

Kyrgyzstan’s acceptance into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1998—
the first newly independent state of the former Soviet Union to gain admit-
tance—demonstrates the extent to which Kyrgyzstan has made neoliberal eco-
nomic reforms.16

Kyrgyzstan has been less insistent than Uzbekistan on ridding itself of the
symbols of the Soviet past. Kyrgyzstan’s laws give Russian the status of language
of “inter-ethnic communication” and make it an official language in some
areas.17 Kyrgyzstan still universally uses the Cyrillic alphabet, and no one has
torn down or replaced Soviet monuments, as in Uzbekistan. Ethnic minorities
have been generally free to organize and form associations, although, as in the
rest of Central Asia, repression of Islamist organizations has increased since the
late 1990s.

The differences between the official policies of Karimov and Akaev are strik-
ing. Yet while economic and political reforms have gone further in Kyrgyzstan
than any other Central Asian republic, it was clear by the mid-1990s that any
transition to democracy and a market economy was not to be a linear process.
Kyrgyzstan was plagued with problems of corruption, an inefficient bureau-
cracy, economic decline, and increasing social divisions. In the first four years of
independence productivity fell by an average of 18.5 percent per year, and un-
employment soared. The industrial sector virtually collapsed under the pressure
of market reforms, and it is estimated that the country’s 1995 national income
was only 25.9 percent of what it was in 1990.18 By 2001 the country was in an eco-
nomic crisis and straddled with a foreign debt that is one-third higher than the
annual gross domestic product and requires monthly service payments of $12
million to $15 million, leaving only $3 million per month for socioeconomic ex-
penditures by the government.19

In 1994 Akaev began to take antidemocratic measures such as closing down
newspapers and shutting down parliament. In the 1995 parliamentary elections
“fraud, corruption, and public anomie reigned.”20 Since 1995 Akaev has taken
steps to consolidate power in the executive branch of government. More re-
cently, the upsurge in popular support for the Communist Party, intensified
crackdowns on independent media outlets by the state, and the emergence of Is-
lamist insurgency groups in parts of the country have called into question the
image of Kyrgyzstan as a bastion of liberalization in Central Asia.21 Kyrgyzstan
faces numerous obstacles to a transition to a Western-style liberal democratic sys-
tem and indeed transitional may be too optimistic a description of the current sit-
uation. Alexander Cooley has observed that “what is currently transpiring in . . .
Kyrgyzstan is less institutional transformation, and more the creation of dual or
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hybrid institutions, where old established practices tend to coincide and fuse
with, rather than be replaced by, new institutions based on Western models.”22

P O L I T I C A L C O N T E X T A N D D E M O C R A C Y
A S S I S TA N C E S T R A T E G I E S:  U Z B E K I S TA N

A N D K Y R G Y Z S TA N C O M PA R E D

Important differences between Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan affect the work of in-
ternational actors in the region. For example, repressive government policies in
Uzbekistan directly influence the decision of international actors to devote less
attention to programs that emphasize human rights or freedom of the press and
more attention to programs that are less politically threatening. This has not
been as much of a problem in Kyrgyzstan. On the other hand, some interna-
tional organizations claim that implementing programs in Uzbekistan is often
easier than in Kyrgyzstan, because the centralized government functions better.
Kyrgyzstan has severe problems of corruption and miscommunication between
different levels of government, which may be partially attributed to “democra-
tizing” reforms that have emphasized the devolution of power to local authori-
ties. Apart from these differences, a number of other factors affect international
democracy assistance strategies and outcomes in the region. Some factors are
specific to one or the other country; many are common to both Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan. They include levels of economic development, pervasive corrup-
tion, a disjunction between formal and informal institutions, levels of press free-
dom, societal divisions, and political culture.

The economies of Central Asia are facing not simply problems of “economic
transition” but also severe challenges of basic economic development.23 The
low levels of economic development found in both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan
affect democracy assistance strategies in a number of ways. Democracy assis-
tance programs that are appropriate for more economically developed societies,
including many countries in Eastern Europe, are simply not appropriate for
Central Asia.24 For example, the development of self-sustaining local NGOs
with membership fees is not a realistic goal where the average monthly income
is approximately $25 to $35.25 Similarly, many democracy assistance programs
do not resonate with the goals of the government or the needs of local people,
who are more concerned with economic survival than following an idealized
Western model of how to be a good citizen. A 1995 survey published by the
United States Institute of Peace showed that building a democratic society was
low on Central Asians’ priority list, compared to achieving economic growth
and maintaining social and political order in the region.26

Another problem is that most people view the newly rich sector of the popu-
lation in Central Asia as corrupt and, in the case of Kyrgyzstan, see the wealth
and the corruption as products of democratic reforms (the label “democrats,” as
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applied to them, is meant to be disparaging).27 “Democratization” is associated
with structural changes that have simultaneously led to the destruction of Cen-
tral Asian economies, the loss of social safety nets, and an increase in economic
inequality in the region. This creates a problem for international actors that
began to work with newly privileged elites and later tried to expand services to
reach a wider spectrum of the population.

Corruption is perhaps the biggest obstacle facing international actors in both
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, and it affects democracy assistance strategies in nu-
merous ways. First, international actors must find a way to operate on an every-
day, practical basis in a system in which corruption is the norm. International
actors may either not have an official policy for this or may have an official pol-
icy that is difficult to adhere to. In either case the de facto policy is likely to be
in the hands of the local country director. For example, the director may decide
that paying a bribe to get phone lines installed is acceptable, but paying a bribe
to get a local NGO registered is not acceptable. Or the director may decide that
paying a bribe to get an NGO registered is more reasonable and efficient than
going through two years of red tape. Corruption is so entrenched in the region
that it is difficult, or maybe even impossible, to operate at the local level without
making compromises and arriving at a modus vivendi that straddles the abstract
political goals of international actors and the pragmatic means used to promote
them. This dilemma is one that is rarely acknowledged or addressed openly by
those who are engaged in goal setting and planning at the headquarters of an in-
ternational assistance organization, leaving the local country directors with al-
most unresolvable dilemmas that lead to internal contradictions in the imple-
mentation of local programs.28

In Uzbekistan inconvertibility of Uzbek currency compounds such dilem-
mas, as do black-market foreign exchange rates that are many times higher than
official rates. Some international NGOs prefer to bypass official channels in
their financial transactions, arguing that the grassroots organizations that they
support can put the money to better use than the government can. Organiza-
tions that adhere to a policy of using official channels for financial transactions
do so at a high price. The director of one major international NGO estimated
that it lost more than $45,000 a year in Uzbekistan by using official financial in-
stitutions for currency exchange.29

Corruption limits the overall effectiveness of international democracy assis-
tance programs. Grant money donated to local groups may be treated as per-
sonal funds; donated equipment might be sold on the black market; and local
leaders often insist on skimming money off projects. While an element of mu-
tual exploitation is involved in democracy assistance projects in the region, un-
derstanding the dynamics behind corruption is impossible without taking into
account the important role that social networks play in all aspects of life in the
region.30 International actors may eventually cancel funding programs, but sur-
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viving in Central Asian society without membership in strong reciprocal social
networks is impossible. It is thus highly rational for local actors to choose to use
external resources to strengthen their indigenous support system and survival
networks, rather than put themselves at risk by alienating support networks and
playing by rules that are not of their making and are relevant to what may only
be short-term transactions. Of course, international actors, at the same time,
have to ensure that resources are not misappropriated, yet attempts at doing so
have other undesirable consequences, such as creating overwhelming levels of
paperwork for local NGOs, limiting the autonomy of groups and impinging
upon their ability to make independent decisions, or reinforcing the cultural
barriers that exist between local and donor organizations.31

Finally, corruption undermines the fundamental logic that informs many
democracy assistance strategies. For example, giving professional training to de-
fense lawyers is of little use if the usual way to resolve a case is to bribe the pros-
ecutor or judge. Similarly, educational reform programs, such as instituting
competency tests for teachers, do not have the desired effect if bribery pervades
all aspects of educational institutions, from admissions procedures to grading to
the awarding of degrees. Sending officials on trips abroad may not lead to
greater respect for the rule of law but to a heightened desire for expensive West-
ern products that can only be filled by demanding bigger bribes. Democracy as-
sistance programs designed to promote reform must take into account the un-
derlying logic of how local institutions function in practice, rather than assume
that an idealized version of an institutional arrangement can be transplanted
into a new environment without being affected by local realities.

Corruption is a symptom of the disjunction that exists between formal and
informal institutions, but other examples exist of discrepancies in how things
work on paper or in their formal institutional design and how things work in re-
ality.32 One example is the discrepancy between written legislation and its ac-
tual application. International assistance organizations may take a long time to
understand the distinctions between the formal institutions of society and where
the real power lies, because informal networks of patronage or personal influ-
ence are difficult for outsiders to access. The obvious result is that international
actors find it difficult to operate in the local society on an everyday basis: to
know which channels to go through for permits and permissions, to know with
whom they are really working, or to know how to evaluate the genuineness of
grant applications.

In both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan independent NGOs are a relatively new
phenomenon and have provoked suspicion on the part of both local and na-
tional government officials. Many practitioners in the NGO sector say that offi-
cials understand the term nongovernmental organization to mean antigovern-
ment organization.33 While this problem is common to both countries, it is
more marked in Uzbekistan than in Kyrgyzstan. In Kyrgyzstan establishing
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good relations between local NGOs and the government has been an ongoing
challenge for third-sector actors but has achieved mixed degrees of success.34 In
Uzbekistan government suspicion of NGOs is compounded by its repeated at-
tempts to control the NGO sector by a number of means, including establishing
“government NGOs”; attempting to install government personnel as leaders of
grassroots NGOs; using threats, sanctions, or bureaucratic red tape to prevent
the setting up of local NGOs; and monitoring NGO events.

The Western NGO community in Uzbekistan has engaged in considerable de-
bate about how best to interact with the government and government-organized
NGOs (known as “GONGOs” or “quasi NGOs”). Some Western donors have a
policy of not providing direct financial assistance to government NGOs,
whereas others give assistance to a wide variety of both governmental and non-
governmental organizations.35 In general, the Western donor community agrees
that it must do more to address the issue of relations between international or
local NGOs and government officials at the local or national level. But whereas
some outside observers view improved NGO-government relations as a much
needed step, others are suspicious of what they view as “kowtowing” to govern-
ment officials.

In both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan the regulatory framework for NGOs pro-
vides a number of challenges. In Uzbekistan, for example, “public associations”
must register with the Ministry of Justice. This process can be extremely bu-
reaucratic and relatively expensive. Registration fees are the equivalent of
twenty monthly salaries for national organizations and ten monthly salaries for
local and regional organizations. The organization has to submit its by-laws,
which are subject to approval by the ministry. Tax laws in Uzbekistan and Kyr-
gyzstan make it difficult for local NGOs to finance their activities. For example,
NGOs are taxed for any income-generating activities in which they engage,
even if these are designed to provide money to underwrite NGO programs. Ad-
ditionally, contributions to NGOs from private business are not tax exempt.36

In Kyrgyzstan relations with government officials have generally improved in
the past years, with local governments giving some NGOs land or office space
or offering NGOs contracts to perform some social services. However, in some
cases problems have arisen, and “the distinction between government and
NGOs is blurred.”37 Local governments or parliamentarians have been known
to establish NGOs in order to get Western money to carry out local government
initiatives and to line their own pockets.

The level of press freedom is considerably different in Uzbekistan and Kyr-
gyzstan. The press has almost no freedom in Uzbekistan, and finding foreign
publications is difficult. Kyrgyzstan has had a fairly high degree of press freedom
(with important exceptions), and there are several independent newspapers. In
Uzbekistan NGOs have had mixed success in getting into the press, publicizing
their events, and publishing their opinions, such as critiques of new legislation.
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When they do gain press coverage, it is mostly superficial but not negative. The
typical press coverage of international NGOs consists of a story about a cere-
mony to initiate a new program or a conference that portrays the event as a sign
that Uzbekistan is a modern state. Some international NGOs also use the press
to promote and announce grant competitions. In Kyrgyzstan both international
and local NGOs have less difficulty getting access to the press, but corruption,
scandals, and misappropriations of funds have brought them a great deal of neg-
ative publicity from both the government and independent press. At times the
government press has made a concerted attack on specific NGOs.

In addition to these concerns, numerous societal divisions affect democracy
assistance strategies in Central Asia. These include ethnic, linguistic, and clan
or tribal divisions, rural versus urban divisions, and intraelite divisions. Distribu-
tion of resources such as humanitarian aid, microcredit lending programs, and
NGO grants can easily play into ethnic or local divisions. This has occurred re-
peatedly in southern Kyrgyzstan. In some cases international NGOs have also
increased tensions between ethnic groups in the region by hiring staff of only
one ethnic group or by working with only one group in the local population.
This has usually occurred inadvertently, from a lack of knowledge or sensitivity
on the part of external actors regarding salient cleavage lines.

Language divisions also influence the effectiveness of international NGOs.
Most local elites in Central Asia are Russified; most foreigners coming to Cen-
tral Asia are more likely to know Russian than a local Turkic language, and Rus-
sian is still the lingua franca in urban areas. This means that much of democ-
racy assistance is conducted in Russian with Russified elites. This is changing,
and democracy assistance organizations are making an effort to publish materi-
als in local languages and provide simultaneous translation at conferences, but
the gap is still wide: Many programs operate in Russian despite the large per-
centage of the population that does not know Russian.

The language problem intensifies the effects of rural-urban divisions in the
administration of democracy programs. The first wave of democracy assistance
in the region was concentrated in the cities of Central Asia; little assistance
reached rural areas, where 80 percent of the population live and where it is
most needed. This was a result not only of language issues but of other problems
in the ability of international actors to distribute information and monitor rural
organizations. The situation has improved somewhat since the late 1990s.

A lack of understanding of the local culture or political culture can in many
instances undercut the effectiveness of international NGO strategies in Central
Asia. One example comes from work with women and women’s organizations:
Organizing discussion groups will not be an effective strategy in areas where
women are unable to leave the home, nor will seminars on birth control options
for young women be effective if participants will be ostracized by the commu-
nity. Home craft production, which might appear to provide an independent
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source of income to women, will not have the desired result if women must
hand over all their earnings to the men in the family. Promoting Western-style
women’s rights may create a negative reaction in areas where it looks like a
continuation of forced Russification/Sovietization or the suppression of local
traditions.38

DEMOCRACY ASSISTANCE STRATEGIES FOR

BUILDING CIVIL SOCIETY IN CENTRAL ASIA

In both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan much of the democracy assistance provided
by international actors is designed to strengthen civil society in the region. This
has been in response to the limited political openings that exist in the region, as
well as a general trend to focus assistance efforts on projects that will promote
democracy from the bottom up.39 A surprisingly wide variety of actors are in-
volved in democracy assistance in Central Asia. In addition to international
NGOs, these include international organizations and multilateral assistance ef-
forts such as the United Nations Development Program, the World Bank, and
the European Union’s Tempus and TACIS (Technical Assistance to the Com-
monwealth of Independent States) programs; government foreign aid programs
such as those run by USAID, the U.S. Information Agency/U.S. Information
Service, British Know-How Fund, Swiss Aid; and local NGOs such as the
Tashkent Center for Public Education, and International Center Interbilim.40

The degree of overlap between the various actors and their strategies is high.
For example, distinguishing the interests of a local NGO from the interests of a
donor organization is often difficult. Some international NGOs act as contracting
organizations for government foreign aid programs, and some local NGOs act as
contracting organizations for the development programs of international organi-
zations and international NGOs. A number of different types of actors may work
together on specific projects. Actors at all levels can simultaneously pursue a vari-
ety of strategies that may at times be contradictory. For example, USAID promotes
programs that simultaneously support privatization and democratization—
although in some instances these two goals are mutually exclusive.

Table 7.1 provides an overview of the strategies that international actors use
to strengthen civil society in the region. Supporting local advocacy groups and
an independent third sector is key to their overall strategy. Yet it is only one as-
pect of the multipronged approach that they pursue in the region. The far left
column of table 7.1 suggests the variety of strategies that external actors use to
strengthen civil society in Central Asia. The middle column, Methods and Pro-
grams, provides a survey of the actual programs that are implemented and
funded in the region. The far right column, Actors, lists the organizations en-
gaged in each strategy. In parentheses is the affiliation or funding source of each
organization.
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table 7.1 Building Civil Society in Central Asia: 
Strategies, Methods and Actors

Strategy Methods and Programs Actors

Create and support • Provide seed money to • Counterpart International 
independent advocacy establish civic-oriented (USAID)
groups; foster the develop- NGOs • Eurasia Foundation (USAID)
ment of a local NGO sector • Provide training to • Soros

individual NGO leaders • INTRAC
• Provide grants to local • NOVIB (largely Dutch gov’t.)

NGOs for specific projects • EU’s TACIS Program
• Strengthen independent • American Bar Association

interest groups (USAID)
• Create and work with local • Aid to Artisans (USAID)

NGO support centers. • Citizens Network for Foreign 
Affairs, Inc. (USAID)

• Save the Children
• Center Interbilim (Local 

NGO clearinghouse, Bishkek)

Expose elites to Western ideas; • Fund and organize long-term • IREX (USIA/USIS)
educate elites in the practices and short-term academic • ACCELS (USIA/USIS �
of democracy exchange programs Central Asian governments)

• Fund and organize trips • EU’s TACIS and Tempus
abroad programs

• Organize partnerships • Soros
between local and Western • Konrad Adenauer Stiftung
organizations (German gov’t.)

• Provide seminars and • Goethe Institute (German 
conferences on democratic gov’t.)
principles • British Council (British gov’t.)

• Provide technical assistance Civic Education Program
and consulting. (largely Soros)

Increase public access to • Provide computers and • IREX (USIA/USIS)
information and ideas internet access • Soros

• Provide internet training • ACCELS (USIA/USIS)
• Provide language training • CAFE
• Sponsor and organize • American Bar Association

conferences for exchange (USAID)
of information between • INTRAC
various sectors

• Sponsor regional conferences
• Provide journal subscriptions
• Establish information centers 

and libraries.

(table continues)



192 fiona b.  adamson

table 7.1 (continued )

Strategy Methods and Programs Actors

Change the institutional • Advise government and draft • American Bar Association
structure within which civil laws in the areas of NGO (USAID)
society operates development, human rights, • International Center for

and other reforms. Not-for-Profit Law (USAID)
• NDI (USAID)
• UNDP
• CAFE

Transform political culture • Provide textbooks and civic • Soros
in society education training materials • NED (U.S. Congress)

• Provide pedagogical training • CAFE
to teachers • Peace Corps

• Provide foreign instructors • Junior Achievement
• Fund and organize youth • Tashkent Center for Public

events (e.g., debate camps Education (local NGO)
and mock parliaments) • Kyrgyzstan Peace Research

• Support cultural events. Center  (local NGO)

Promote community • Conduct community needs • Crosslink International
development at the assessment • NOVIB
grassroots level • Community empowerment • Mercy Corps International

projects • (USAID)
• Support and organize local • UNDP

development projects. • Peace Corps
• Aid to Artisans (USAID)
• Farmer to Farmer (USAID)
• CAFE 

C R E A T I N G I N D E P E N D E N T A DVO C A C Y G RO U P S

The independent NGO sector in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan is an interesting ex-
ample of both the successes and failures of democracy assistance in Central Asia.
The millions of dollars that USAID- sponsored donor organizations, such as
Counterpart International and the Eurasia Foundation, have spent on seed
money, grants, and training have made a significant difference. Whereas Central
Asia had few, if any, independent civic-oriented NGOs when Counterpart began
its work, many people in the region now know what an NGO is, and there are
hundreds of NGOs, both registered and unregistered. Of these new NGOs, how-
ever, only a small percentage are active organizations. The majority are inactive
or were set up simply to acquire Western grant money (the so-called BONGOs,
or business-oriented NGOs). This means the discrepancy between the “on
paper” success story of NGO development in Central Asia and the actual state of



the sector is quite big, as I explain later. Two other problems are the donor-driven
nature of the sector and a “brain drain” from the public sector to NGOs.

As a measure of its success, USAID counts the number of NGOs created in
a year. For example, in 1998 it listed 157 new NGOs created in Kyrgyzstan.41

What USAID counts as a success, however, others view as problematic: The
British International NGO Training and Research Centre asserts that “new
NGOs continue to be established at a sometimes alarming rate.”42 Many, or
even most, of the new organizations are likely to be BONGOs, which makes the
USAID claim to success rather suspect. Quantitative criteria are not the only
evaluative criteria that USAID and its NGOs use, but institutional pressure to
measure successes largely in quantitative terms—number of NGOs founded,
number of grants distributed, number of people trained—is strong.43 In order to
have their USAID funding renewed, international NGOs have an incentive to
distribute as much grant money to as many organizations as quickly as possible.

This quantitative approach to NGO development is slowly changing, but its
effects on the sector appear to have been lasting. Seed grants for NGOs of
$15,000 or more—a considerable sum in the local economy—constitute a large
incentive for the misappropriation of funds.44 Examples abound of what reap-
pears on the black market—everything from computer equipment to school
textbooks and donated heating oil. Commented one observer, “Most of the
funds from humanitarian organizations that finds its way there [to Kazakhstan]
turns into Mercedes, Ford Explorers, and new houses for the rich and politically
connected.”45 Stories of NGO leaders who suddenly buy houses after receiving
a grant or are spotted flying first class are equally common in Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan.

The problem of misappropriation of funds undermines the effectiveness of
the whole NGO sector. When individuals first learned that they could obtain
seed money and computer equipment after attending an NGO training session,
both countries saw a rush to continually establish new NGOs at the expense of
undertaking long-term programming work. Many were resentful when the rules
of the funding game began to change. Even when donors are aware of problems
of misappropriation, they face an organizational imperative to distribute grant
money but lack the organizational resources to work closely with every grantee.

Misappropriation of funds also undermines the credibility of the NGO sec-
tor as a whole and is an issue that legitimate local NGOs have repeatedly com-
plained about.46 The local NGO sector, in the words of one observer, is com-
posed of “both efficient energetic activists and lazy, greedy frauds.”47 Not only
do legitimate organizations have a more difficult time being taken seriously in
society but they may also be forced to pay for the sins of others. They find them-
selves overwhelmed with paperwork when donors, attempting to prevent misap-
propriation, increasingly require them to keep close track of finances, go
through official banking channels, obtain receipts for all purchases, submit
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quarterly reports, and the like.48 On the surface this is a reasonable way of trying
to get the misappropriation problem under control. However, what are standard
procedures in the West can easily take on burdensome dimensions for small or-
ganizations where bureaucracy is relentless and receipts are the exception. Fur-
thermore, paperwork can easily be falsified and does not, in and of itself, pre-
vent misappropriation.

One side-effect of misappropriation is that well-known legitimate local
NGOs quickly become overextended. They are overburdened with paperwork
and find that every international donor organization wishes to work through
them. This is a danger for the best local organizations in both countries. Some
successful organizations are able to manage this challenge and either expand
slowly or turn down project and grant offers. Others may find that their effec-
tiveness decreases as they become answerable to more and more different inter-
national donors.

A further problem with the NGO sector in Central Asia is its donor-driven
nature. Local NGOs receive almost 100 percent of their funds from interna-
tional actors and can easily become almost 100 percent donor driven. A 1997
survey of the third sector in the region acknowledges that “many of the lessons
learned in other countries about creating NGO dependency on donor strategies
appear not to have been taken account of here in Central Asia.”49 In some cases
international donors implicitly or explicitly expect local NGOs to administer
programs that do not necessarily match local needs. A common complaint by
local NGOs is that donors are more interested in their own agendas than those
of the region and that they take an approach of handing out money and then
asking for reports from local NGOs, rather than providing core management or
organizational support relevant to the local context.50

Local NGOs also point to problems with funding cycles. Many local NGOs
find it difficult to cover their operating costs, since most grant money available
is to support start-up costs or specific projects. Grants rarely cover salaries and
overhead. Expenses such as international phone and fax bills can quickly
mount as local NGOs become more successful and make contact with overseas
organizations. Local NGOs also have a sense of uncertainty because they are
aware that they are financially dependent on donors and can never be sure that
international NGOs will not pull out of Central Asia and stop funding their
projects. This is not a feature unique to Central Asia, but the uncertainty re-
garding long-term commitments in the region, combined with the larger sense
of economic uncertainty produced by rapid transition and economic decline,
further contributes to the problem of misappropriation of funds.

One unintended consequence of the emphasis on developing a local NGO
sector is the continued brain drain from the public sector to the NGO sector.
This is good news in some respects for the NGO sector and bad news for the
public sector. Ula Ikramova and Kathryn McConnell write that many women

194 fiona b.  adamson



who have started and led Central Asia’s NGOs are professionals with experience
in problem solving—scientists, physicians, lawyers, engineers, teachers, admin-
istrators, artists, museum workers, architects, and advocates.51 This is a positive
aspect of NGO development, as highly qualified people often head the bur-
geoning sector. The problem is that many of these people may turn to the NGO
sector as a means to earn an income that is simply not attainable as, for exam-
ple, a university professor or high school English teacher. This creates, for the
public sector, a serious deficit of qualified professionals. It may also create a
problem for the NGO sector, because many may be doing jobs for which they
are not ideally suited (e.g., they are academics who would prefer to be doing re-
search but are obligated instead to produce newsletters). Some view NGOs sim-
ply as a means to support their own research or their main line of work and may
thereby lack a deep commitment to the sector.

E X P O S I N G E L I T E S T O W E S T E R N
I D E A S A N D M O D E L S

A second strategy used by international NGOs in Central Asia has been to ex-
pose local elites to Western ideas and institutions by bringing Central Asian
elites to Western countries on short trips or for academic exchanges and by
bringing Western ideas to Central Asian elites via conferences, seminars, tech-
nical assistance, and partnership programs.

Academic exchanges were institutionalized in Central Asia before the
breakup of the Soviet Union, but since that time they have expanded and at-
tracted more participants. The major challenge for the biggest academic ex-
change organizations, IREX (International Research and Exchanges Board)
and ACCELS (American Council for Collaboration in Education and Lan-
guage Study), has been to disburse information about exchange programs, at-
tract qualified applicants, and ensure that the selection process is fair and trans-
parent. One notorious problem has been that academic exchanges and trips are
viewed as a form of patronage. The long-term effects of academic and profes-
sional exchanges are difficult to measure. Most returnees have good English
skills and are therefore in high demand in Western firms or international orga-
nizations. In theory academic and professional exchanges provide training and
open up new possibilities for work or research. However, many participants
have a difficult time making use of their training when they return to their
home countries and may face challenges in reintegrating into their old work en-
vironment, often leaving it soon after to work for a Western organization. Nev-
ertheless, many have gone on to make significant contributions in their fields
and are able to act as a bridge between local and Western organizations.

The regime in Uzbekistan routinely uses access to externally funded semi-
nars, conferences, and trips as a form of patronage. A certain number of slots are
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allotted to government-chosen participants in USAID-funded trips and confer-
ences. Similarly, the attendees of seminars on democracy sponsored by groups
such as the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung are almost wholly apparatchiks. A similar
problem exists with the European Union’s Tempus programs, which pair local
and Western educational institutions. Trips abroad may increase not only pro-
fessional aspirations but also consumer appetites. One critic argues that trips
abroad for government officials lead to greater corruption, because they develop
new consumer tastes that their civil servant salaries cannot support, and this in-
creases the incentives for corruption.52

Exchange programs and travel are a crucial aspect of democracy assistance
in the region. If political change in the direction of democratization, liberaliza-
tion, and increased openness is to occur in the region as a whole, it will likely
come from a Westernized elite that has participated in exchange programs and
established ties with foreign institutions. At the same time, because of the lan-
guage and other skills required for participation, these are programs geared to-
ward a small percentage of the country’s elite, not the general public. Given the
severe inequalities that have arisen in the region since independence from the
Soviet Union, it is important that programs such as exchanges and trips abroad
be balanced with assistance that can strengthen the basic educational infra-
structure in the region.53

I N C R E A S I N G P U B L I C A C C E S S T O I N F O R M A T I O N

A third strategy of international actors has been to provide increased access to
information and ideas in Central Asia. One popular method for facilitating ac-
cess to information has been to provide computers, Internet hookups and ac-
cess, and training. Primarily because of the work of international NGOs and
substantial financial support from the U.S. government, Internet access in Cen-
tral Asia has increased from virtually none in the early 1990s to the current level
with several national and local providers; most educational institutes and local
NGOs are on line. In addition, public access sites are numerous, although most
of the local population does not use them. As of 2001 only a very small portion
of the total population (approximately 0.2 percent) used computers and had ac-
cess to the Internet.54

Despite efforts by international actors to promote Internet usage in the re-
gion, the five post-Soviet Central Asian republics have earned a reputation for
having some of the least connected and tightly controlled areas of Internet ac-
cess in the world. Together they comprise one-quarter of the world’s “enemies of
the Internet,” according to the 2000 Annual Report of Reporters Sans Frontières;
three out of five republics require Internet connections to be run through the
government.55 In Uzbekistan the government is attempting to catch up with the
implications of Internet access and is now requiring Internet providers to regis-
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ter and sign agreements pertaining to the content of information to be distrib-
uted. Government concerns about Internet access in Uzbekistan focus on both
political and moral issues. A particular government concern is that the Internet
will become an organizing tool for Islamic fundamentalists and other opposi-
tion groups. While international actors were the first to promote Internet access
in the region, and access has certainly grown since the early 1990s, early predic-
tions that Internet access would lead to greater democratization in Central Asia
have proved to be overly optimistic. Instead, governments in the region are
adapting to the Internet and at times using it to their advantage to monopolize
political control and raise revenue by instituting access fees.56

C H A N G I N G T H E D O M E S T I C
I N S T I T U T I O NA L C O N T E X T

Several international organizations are working for legal reform in areas such as
NGO laws, human rights, and women’s issues. NGOs have had some success
with legal reform in both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. The Foundation for In-
ternational Legal Cooperation, International Center Interbilim, and the Krygyz
Bar Association were all part of an NGO coalition that was influential in devel-
oping a new regulatory framework for NGOs in Kyrgyzstan. Some claim that
this “may be the only genuinely successful case of effective legislative lobbying
by domestic NGOs in the region.”57 A consortium of international assistance or-
ganizations in Uzbekistan also drafted new NGO laws in 1998. The government
initially rejected them, but several months later President Karimov announced
that Uzbekistan, as a “modern country,” needed to revise its laws on associations
to allow for more freedoms for NGOs. He established a working group to draft a
new NGO law, and in late December 1998 the Uzbek parliament unanimously
approved a new NGO law with Karimov’s support. In April 1999 Uzbekistan be-
came the first country in the region to adopt a completely new law aimed only
at NGOs; the new law allows for the establishment of philanthropic founda-
tions and simplifies registration procedures.58

These examples point to the influence that international and local NGOs
have had in achieving both legal reform and symbolic changes in governments’
attitudes toward NGOs. The extent to which the new law will substantively af-
fect the NGO sector in Uzbekistan remains to be seen. Richard Remias writes,
“Most commentators on the new legislation agree that ultimately the law will
prove itself in the way it’s implemented and enforced by the authorities.”59 If
past instances of legal reform provide any indication, only a minimal de facto
change is likely to occur. Legislation that was adopted in the area of women’s
rights, for example, was not implemented. This is a problem that affects legal re-
form in all areas: The process of reform is slow and time consuming, and any
written changes are likely to be open to a broad range of interpretation or even
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ignored in practice. Still, legal changes provide symbolic openings that both
local and international actors can draw upon to expand the role of nonstate ac-
tors in the region.

T R A N S F O R M I N G P O L I T I C A L C U LT U R E

Another broad strategy for building civil society is to promote civic education,
educational reforms, and cultural events. Kyrgyzstan has seen much more activ-
ity in this area than Uzbekistan has because of the continued government re-
strictions there. Promoting civic education includes teacher training and pro-
viding civics and history textbooks and training materials. In Kyrgyzstan civic
education programs have been widespread and successful, but they appear to
have been quite divisive because they have been done without the participation
of the Ministry of Education. A number of local groups in Kyrgyzstan compete
to provide civic education textbooks (and receive grants for the provision of text-
books), leading to confusion about the motives of the different organizations,
the content of the different textbooks, and a hostile and less than civil atmo-
sphere surrounding the whole enterprise.

In Uzbekistan civic education programs are at a very early stage of develop-
ment. The government has tighter control of education and the content of text-
books. The sector is small, with groups working together rather than competing.
Providing civics textbooks and training has a limited effect because teachers, es-
pecially in rural areas, are surviving on low salaries and therefore have little in-
centive or motivation to devote time and resources to adding a new field of
study to their curricula.

P RO M O T I N G C O M M U N I T Y D E V E L O P M E N T
A T T H E G R A S S RO O T S L E V E L

A number of international actors are engaged in what could be termed “grass-
roots community development work.” Small community development projects
appear to be among the most successful forms of democracy assistance in the re-
gion. However, few organizations are flexible enough to work at the local level
and respond to local needs. Such community development work is labor inten-
sive and will affect only a small number of people initially but may have a more
enduring and greater influence than larger projects. Such small-scale projects
reach sectors of the population that are difficult to reach in other ways. The
most successful projects are run by dedicated volunteers with a strong personal
interest in the region and are cemented by personal relationships with members
of the community. They do not necessarily include the direct transfer of finan-
cial resources or equipment. That personal relationships form the basis of these
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projects is more in tune with local norms and appears to lead to better results
than projects that are run in a more “rational-bureaucratic” style.60

The grassroots approach has had mixed results when administered by larger
organizations. Observers count the USAID-sponsored Aid to Artisans program
as one of the most successful democracy assistance programs in the region and
has resulted in the development of strong, independent, and financially self-
sustaining regional artisan organizations engaged in making traditional handi-
crafts. Several artisan organizations have independently contested local govern-
ment policies by organizing petition campaigns. Artisan organizations have also
been successful both at getting grants from outside donors and at collecting
membership fees from their constituencies. The reason for this success is that
the programs’ design gave participants a strong personal financial stake in the
success of the organization, and they received tangible economic benefits; for
example, association members could participate in local crafts fairs that were
targeted at the Western expatriate community in Central Asia. In contrast, an-
other USAID program, which was designed to foster the development of inde-
pendent farmers’ associations, had to shut down after a massive misappropria-
tion of microcredit funds that further entrenched local divisions, inequalities,
and corruption. Part of the explanation is that the farmers’ associations were not
bringing their members direct financial benefits, and the programs were in rural
areas, which are more difficult for the central administration to monitor.

My purpose here has been to provide examples of how democracy promotion
activities function in “unintegrated states” that are characterized by semiau-
thoritarian or authoritarian regimes. I discussed features of the Central Asian
setting that influence the effectiveness of international democracy assistance
programs, and I described and evaluated various strategies that international
actors use to build civil society within such an environment. By highlighting
both the successes and failures of democracy assistance in the region, I have
highlighted the power and limits of international NGOs as actors that can ef-
fect significant political changes in the region. Despite many individual suc-
cess stories, and some promising trends, the overall effect of democracy assis-
tance in the region has been largely limited to the development of an
externally funded third sector and has not brought about large-scale political
changes leading to greater democratization.

One point that I want to emphasize is the disjunction between visions of de-
mocracy as promoted by many international actors in the region and the actual
social, political, and economic conditions in Central Asia. This means that
local branch offices of international NGOs are involved in a continual struggle
to reconcile competing demands from their head office and local constituen-
cies. In the case of democracy assistance to Central Asia, international actors
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often rely on fixed meanings of democracy, civil society, and NGOs that bear lit-
tle relation to the realities of the local environment. In addition, local structures
constrain international actors in their work—the means of promoting democ-
racy are at times less than democratic—often because of the structural contra-
dictions between the two environments (headquarters and local office).

International actors need to explicitly take into account the effect of infor-
mal processes and institutions on their strategies and programs and pay as much
attention to these factors as to the formal institutional environment. These in-
clude patronage networks, ethnic cleavages, the local political culture, and in-
formal networks. Legal and other reforms will be unsuccessful, and will lead
only to the creation of hybrid organizations, such as patronage-based NGOs, if
such processes and institutions are not taken fully into account. The best de-
mocracy assistance programs can be quickly undermined if they are not de-
signed with an eye for how they will interact with informal processes and local
power configurations.61

The model of promoting democracy by creating parallel Western-style insti-
tutions and organizations, rather than by strengthening and working with exist-
ing structures and institutions, has its limits. An internationally funded “democ-
racy sector” that has no deep roots in local society, and interacts little with
indigenous institutions and structures, is in danger of exacerbating tensions be-
tween the small elite that is able to benefit from international assistance and the
majority of the population, which is struggling for economic survival and, in-
creasingly, the right to religious expression. The hostility of the region’s govern-
ments to most forms of political Islam has contributed to the increased politi-
cization of religion as a form of opposition to authoritarian regimes. At a
minimum international actors must be willing to work with a variety of local
groups in the region, including religious organizations and institutions, but also
extending to government-organized NGOs as well as to traditional local com-
munity structures, such as the neighborhoods associations (mahallas) in Uzbek-
istan. The latter have been co-opted by the state but nonetheless still provide
the basis for communal life in many areas. If international actors work exclu-
sively with the so-called independent NGO sector—which is largely an artificial
creation of foreign assistance organizations—they will continue to reach only a
small sector of society, which may be more attuned to international funding
trends than local political needs.

Following an early period of enthusiasm and optimism about the prospects
for democratic transition in the region, the growing consensus is that the lan-
guage of transition is increasingly counterproductive for addressing the core
problems facing Central Asian states.62 Moving beyond the language of transi-
tion and reevaluating the goals of assistance programs in this light may provide
a means for international assistance organizations to reconcile the discrepancies
between their mission statements in the region and the political context faced
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by local field offices. If democracy assistance is to be context specific in Central
Asia, this may mean less democracy assistance and a greater emphasis on grass-
roots economic and local community development projects. Democracy assis-
tance efforts that are appropriate for the level of economic and political devel-
opment in Eastern Europe and Russia are not necessarily appropriate for
Central Asia. While democracy assistance programs geared to NGO develop-
ment and civic education have had notable successes in the region, they cannot
be expected to expand in areas where basic economic and educational opportu-
nities are limited. Any effective strategy of democracy assistance in Central Asia
must focus first and foremost on programs that promote human development
and redress social and economic inequalities in the region.
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Chapter 8

international ngos in bosnia-herzegovina:

attempting to build civil society

V. P. Gagnon Jr.

Of all the former socialist states of East-Central Europe and Eurasia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina has suffered the most in the post–cold war period. The war in
Bosnia-Herzegovina, fought from 1992 to 1995, resulted in the deaths of more
than 200,000 people; half the population fled or was expelled; the economy col-
lapsed; and power accrued to antidemocratic extremist forces that had actively
participated in the violence. Because of the international community’s leading
role in ending the war and establishing stability in the postwar period, Bosnia-
Herzegovina also has more international NGOs—more than 250—than any
other country in Eastern Europe.

In addition, numerous international organizations and more than twenty
thousand troops from various countries and the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) are in Bosnia-Herzegovina. The focus of attention of the United
States and the major European powers, Bosnia-Herzegovina is in many ways
under a kind of protectorate. International actors make crucial decisions, deter-
mine electoral laws, run the central bank, sit on the constitutional court, and
decide where the money flowing into the country should go.1 The international
community thus has a large stake in rebuilding Bosnia-Herzegovina as a demo-
cratic country and preventing the outbreak of conflict, goals shared by the vast
majority of Bosnians.



With this kind of attention, and with hundreds of millions of dollars pouring
into the country, Bosnia-Herzegovina is in many ways a good test case for the ef-
fectiveness of international NGOs. They play key roles in running the programs
of the major donors and funders, and their strategies are crucial to the success of
the overall goals of the international community. In this chapter I therefore
focus on international NGOs whose activities are meant to construct civil soci-
ety in Bosnia-Herzegovina.

My findings are based on research that I have been doing on the region since
the mid-1980s, as well as a visit to Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia from May 27
to June 17, 1998, two visits to Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1996, previous fieldwork in
the region in 1994–1995, and by my ongoing research on the former Yugoslavia.
During the 1998 trip I conducted twenty interviews, whose subjects included
representatives of eight international NGOs, four international organizations,
and two groups that function as forums for international NGOs and local NGOs.

I discuss in detail five international NGOs that are working toward the broad
goal of building civil society. They are pursuing four general kinds of strategies:
trying to directly change the political structures and institutions of postwar
Bosnia-Herzegovina by building political parties and conducting civic educa-
tion; building local nonpolitical party NGO capacity; and using reconstruction
and development to strengthen community and civil society. These NGOs in-
clude those receiving the largest amounts of funding, and they are representa-
tive of the range of strategies being used by international NGOs in Bosnia-
Herzegovina.

A review of their work suggests that the most effective international NGOs
are those that see their work as a two-way process, wherein the international
agencies help local NGOs to determine their priorities, and personnel of the in-
ternational agencies see locals as equal partners. The most effective strategies
are those that integrate concrete projects and an inclusive decision-making pro-
cess to build community and civil society locally, a strategy that allows local ac-
tors, communities, and NGOs to determine priorities, projects, and directions.
This seems especially important for international NGOs that are seeking to
strengthen local actors and networks as participants in civil society.

International NGOs that focus on “nonpolitical” elements such as housing,
infrastructure repair, and economic revitalization, rather than on formal poli-
tics (the usual target of democratization efforts), help create alternative sources
of stable employment and resources, thereby lessening the economic domi-
nance of existing political parties and power structures. Perhaps more impor-
tant, strategies that combine construction projects and the local community’s
participation in identifying and executing them contribute in crucial ways to re-
building communities and civil society. Reconstruction projects undertaken by
private international companies—a policy that is increasingly pursued by the
United States—do not include this civil society component and thus would not
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produce the kinds of change that the international community claims to be
seeking. In short, donors can get more bang for the buck by funneling recon-
struction and development money to international NGOs that are committed
to a particular process—one that is sensitive to the experiences and needs of the
local society, that works with locals as equal partners in determining priorities
and strategies. This integration of concrete projects and a focus on rebuilding
communities and civil society seems to be the key to success for international
NGOs, if their goal is the long-term sustainable development of civil society.

Apart from the difficulties that are inherent in the context in which the in-
ternational NGOs operate in Bosnia-Herzegovina—in particular the structures
of political power that were established during the war and those that were set
up by the 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement—a major limitation on the effective-
ness of international NGOs is their structural location. The major challenge to
their effectiveness is their dependence for funding on institutions and organiza-
tions that have specific interests and perceptions unrelated to the local realities
or the interests of Bosnia-Herzegovina society. To the extent that funders and
donors rather than local needs drive their actions, international NGOs reflect
the interests of powerful states in the international system. As such the NGOs
act as instruments of power—a way for states to project their power into other
societies—rather than as forces working with the interest of the locals as the pri-
ority. This situation is manifested in concrete terms when international NGOs
operate without a realistic needs assessment based on the complex and long-
term strategies that are necessary for rebuilding Bosnian society, and on what lo-
cals deem those needs to be, and instead fashion projects based on the goals of
the funders, the donors’ priorities and interests. According to a number of Bosni-
ans with whom I spoke, too often these latter factors, rather than the local situa-
tion, drive funding priorities and thus limit international NGOs.

The most effective international NGOs that I found used a variety of strate-
gies to do their work: relying on in-depth expertise about the region to convince
funders to trust their strategies; directly lobbying funders to change or modify
their policies and priorities; using funding to achieve not only donor-specified
goals but also the mission or goals of the international NGOs.

Also hampering effectiveness is the tendency of donors and some interna-
tional NGOs to generalize from experience elsewhere; this leads them to over-
look the specificities and complexities, both current and historical, of Bosnia-
Herzegovina. One example is the assumption that before 1990 Yugoslavia (or
other socialist countries, for that matter) was in some kind of totalitarian deep
freeze and that now the population must be retrained in democracy. This ig-
nores the kind of grassroots activism seen throughout the region during the
Gorbachev period but even earlier. International NGOs that ignore or write off
those experiences ignore what should be a solid basis for moving forward. The
disconnect between the experiences and needs of society and the interests that
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drive projects and priorities is the most severe limitation on international NGO
effectiveness.

The next section provides the context within which international NGOs in
Bosnia-Herzegovina operate. Following that is a summary of the international
NGOs that I examine and their strategies, and an analysis of the effects and lim-
itations of these strategies. I conclude the chapter with some observations about
the usefulness of these activities for democratization and the development of
civil society.

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

The war in Bosnia-Herzegovina was imposed from outside, the result of politi-
cal strategies by conservative elites in Serbia and Croatia. Although much of the
Western journalistic and academic work on the war says otherwise, what is quite
clear from a close study of events leading up to and during the war is that the vi-
olence was imposed on the republic—that the ruling parties in Serbia and
Croatia compelled the “nationalist” political parties to install extremists as their
leaders and exported arms, paramilitary groups, and armies into Bosnia to de-
stroy the fabric of that country’s existing multiethnic communities. This strat-
egy, which traces at least to 1988, was a direct response to trends toward democ-
ratization and liberalization within Serbia, Croatia, and Yugoslavia as a whole
and had the goal of preventing shifts in the structure of political and economic
power within the Yugoslav republics. Because Yugoslavia in the mid-1980s had
seemed to have a better chance than any of the other socialist countries of East-
ern Europe to make the transition to liberal political and economic systems, its
conservative elites were more threatened than in other socialist countries. The
wars were, in effect, the conservatives’ response to these pressures for democra-
tization.2

Indeed, for the purposes of this study it is of great importance to note that Yu-
goslavia, of all the socialist countries, was the most open to Western ideas and
had its own experience with indigenous concepts of grassroots participation in
decision making within firms as well as within local communities. One of the
most striking things in talking to international NGOs with no previous experi-
ence in the region is the degree to which they believe that Bosnians are coming
out of a totalitarian experience—one so profound that it is a caricature of even
the Soviet system. Representatives of these international NGOs seem all but un-
aware of the mechanics and realities of the Yugoslav political system under Tito,
which, although not the workers’ paradise portrayed by some, was much more
participatory than the Western stereotypes of communism portray. They also
seem unaware of the political ferment, grassroots movement for democracy, and
the events of the late 1980s that showed a full awareness of notions of democ-
racy, civil society, independent media, electoral campaigns, and political partic-
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ipation. Indeed, the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina began in April 1992 when peo-
ple attending a massive multiethnic peace rally were marching through Sara-
jevo and were fired upon by a handful of Serb nationalist snipers who had the
backing of Belgrade. That all these trends developed in the absence of interna-
tional NGO assistance is an important sign that any problems that Bosnia is fac-
ing are due not to the ignorance of Bosnians but to other structural factors that
have been reinforced by the war.

The war, which lasted until 1995, changed the face of Bosnia-Herzegovina. It
silenced and decimated the prewar democracy and peace movements, includ-
ing democratic forces within the republic’s main political parties, and it devas-
tated civil society. One of the most insidious and destructive effects of the war
was the resulting ethnic homogenization: Whereas before the war few areas of
the country were ethnically homogeneous, by 1995, when the Belgrade-backed
Serbian Democratic Party (SDS) finally agreed to negotiate a settlement to the
conflict, the country had effectively been divided into three areas, each con-
trolled by an extremist, ethnically labeled, and antidemocratic political party
that commanded structures of power that the war had not changed.3 The SDS
controlled more than half the country—an area where Serbs now make up 95
percent of the population (compared to 50 percent before the war), while the
remainder was under the effective control of the Zagreb-backed and -controlled
Croatian Democratic Community of Bosnia-Herzegovina (HDZBH) and the
Bosnian Muslim Party of Democratic Action. The SDS and the HDZBH in
particular pursued policies of “ethnic cleansing”—that is, they murdered or ex-
pelled non-Serbs and non-Croats and in both areas razed Muslim cultural mon-
uments, including mosques.4

The current role of the international community stems from its major role in
bringing the war to an end. Although the United Nations was present in Bosnia-
Herzegovina from the beginning of the war, the role of the United Nations Pro-
tection Force was restricted to delivering humanitarian aid and protecting that
aid. Infamously, U.N. forces were not allowed to protect the civilian population.5

The United States became directly involved in 1994, as the Clinton administra-
tion brought an end to the Zagreb-initiated war against Bosnia’s Muslim popula-
tion. In 1995 the United States effectively supported the army of Croatia and the
official Bosnian army in their attacks on Belgrade-backed Serb forces in Croatia
and then in Bosnia. With the help of NATO air attacks on the SDS’s military
communication system and other forms of air cover, the Croatian and Bosnian
armies took SDS-held territory and then threatened Banja Luka, the main SDS-
held city in Bosnia. At that point the SDS military and political leadership
agreed to a cease-fire and to a U.S.-brokered settlement to the war.

The agreement that was reached in November 1995 at an air base outside Day-
ton, Ohio, established the institutions that still dominate Bosnia-Herzegovina.
The Dayton accords, signed by the presidents of Croatia, Serbia, and Bosnia, as
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well as the leaders of the three nationalist parties, preserved Bosnia-Herzegovina
as a single internationally recognized state but divided it into two “entities”: a
Serb-designated entity, the Republika Srpska, with 49 percent of the country’s ter-
ritory, and the Croat- and Muslim-designated Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina.
The Dayton Peace Agreement called for free and fair elections and specified
that refugees had the right to return to their prewar homes. The Republic of
Bosnia-Herzegovina is ruled by a three-member presidency—voters from each
of the three major ethnic groups elect one member—and by a parliament that
is also elected on an ethnic basis. A NATO-led military force that includes
troops from thirty-three countries has been present in Bosnia-Herzegovina since
January 1996: 60,000 troops in the first year, reduced by early 2001 to about
20,000.6 The civilian side of implementation falls under the Office of the High
Representative (OHR), an autonomous international institution that has the au-
thority to impose decisions on the country if the Bosnia-Herzegovina institu-
tions are unable to come to agreement and even to remove local officials who
block implementation of the Dayton accords.7 The Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) is responsible for running elections, and
the United Nations runs the International Police Task Force, made up of offi-
cers from around the world who are unarmed and whose goal is to help restruc-
ture the Bosnia-Herzegovina police force.8

Postwar Bosnia is thus in many ways an international protectorate, because
the main international organizations—OSCE, OHR, the Peace Implementa-
tion Council (a group of fifty-five governments and international organizations
that sponsor and direct the peace implementation process)—are effectively in
charge. The stated goal of the international community is to create a multieth-
nic, democratic Bosnia as the best way to prevent the outbreak of violent con-
flict. Bosnia can be viable only if these actors back up their stated goals with ac-
tions, in particular by creating an environment that is conducive to democracy
and civil society. Only in such an environment can international NGOs con-
ceivably have a positive influence on Bosnian society. To the extent that the na-
tionalist parties continue to use fear and the threat of violence to silence and
marginalize dissenters, the ability of international NGOs to help locals rebuild
their society is severely circumscribed. While the international community has
often shown its willingness to remove actors who actively obstruct the imple-
mentation of the Dayton accords, which call for creating space for moderates,
the tendency by international NGOs to accept that the cause of the conflict was
ethnic animosities tends, perhaps unwittingly, to strengthen the nationalist par-
ties.9 This is important because a main challenge for those wanting to
strengthen democracy and civil society is overcoming the hold of extremists; the
key challenges for international NGOs include reconstructing communities
not only physically but also in terms of allowing refugees to return to their
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homes. In many ways resolving this issue of refugee return, justice, and recon-
ciliation is a prerequisite for building sustainable civil society.

While international NGOs, with the right strategies, can help the process of
stabilization, there is certainly a limit to the amount of change that they can
bring about on their own. While this is true of international NGOs everywhere,
the international community’s overwhelming and decisive role in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, as well as the identical goals of international NGOs and the main
international organizations running Bosnia, means that we would expect inter-
national NGOs to have significant positive influence in Bosnia-Herzegovina.
Thus in theory this area provides an ideal situation for measuring the effective-
ness of international NGOs.

STRATEGIES OF WESTERN NGOS

The international NGOs that I chose to study all have the overarching goal of
reconstructing civil society in Bosnia-Herzegovina. They use four broad strate-
gies for rebuilding civil society: directly addressing the issues of political struc-
tures and power, and in particular the role of the international community,
through the International Crisis Group; building political parties and providing
civic education through the National Democratic Institute; building local
NGO capacity and networks through the Strategies, Training, and Advocacy for
Reconciliation Project (STAR); and rebuilding the community through Catholic
Relief Services and Mercy Corps International.

I N T E R NA T I O NA L C R I S I S G RO U P:  
S T R U C T U R A L R E F O R M

The International Crisis Group is a private, independent, multinational NGO
“committed to strengthening the capacity of the international community to an-
ticipate, understand and act to prevent and contain conflict.”10 Established in
1995 by a group of “prominent international citizens and foreign policy experts,”
its funding comes from the European Union, individual states (mostly Western
European), foundations, and private companies. By 2001 the International Cri-
sis Group had projects in fourteen hot spots around the world. It mainly re-
searches and publishes detailed, high-quality reports that “combine on-the-
ground analysis in conflict-threatened countries, with detailed policy
prescription and advocacy.” In each report the International Crisis Group advo-
cates specific and detailed policies that it has identified as solutions to existing
or potential crises, and it actively lobbies state governments and international
organizations, both publicly and behind the scenes, to act on its analyses and
recommendations.
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The International Crisis Group began its activities in Bosnia-Herzegovina in
February 1996, shortly after the Dayton Peace Agreement was signed, with the
goal of supporting international efforts to implement the agreement. The Inter-
national Crisis Group explicitly addresses the factors that are most crucial to the
viability of Bosnia-Herzegovina as a state and society—the structural and politi-
cal ones—and targets the most influential actors: the international organiza-
tions and states that are effectively running Bosnia-Herzegovina. The Interna-
tional Crisis Group is thus in many ways the international NGO in the best
position to have a major effect because it is attempting to influence those actors
that have the power to change Bosnia-Herzegovina’s political structures and to
ensure the stability and peace necessary for civil society to reemerge. Indeed, in
many cases the reports by the International Crisis Group were the only reliable
information and analysis available to the international community in specific
areas or issues.11

The International Crisis Group’s in-country staff members all are fluent in
the local language, and all have an in-depth knowledge of and experience in the
country. They work closely with Bosnians as well as international actors. Many
members of the organization’s board of directors and top representatives are for-
mer senior diplomats, so the International Crisis Group is extremely well con-
nected to international actors, including the European Union, the United Na-
tions, and OSCE, as well as individual state governments. Board members use
this informal network to influence policy in a way that most international
NGOs cannot. In addition, because the International Crisis Group is not par-
ticularly dependent on any one international organization or state for funding,
it can publish independent analyses that are often highly critical of interna-
tional actors and policies.

Staff members have also participated in televised debates with Bosnian
politicians and have given numerous talks about the organization’s proposals to
Bosnian political and intellectual circles in both Republika Srpska and the Fed-
eration of Bosnia-Herzegovina. The International Crisis Group has a high pro-
file among Bosnians: Local people with no connections to the international or
NGO community often spontaneously mentioned the International Crisis
Group and described it as having a good understanding of the local situation
and good ideas for Bosnia-Herzegovina. The International Crisis Group thus
provides information to the Bosnians themselves about issues that international
organizations often decide behind closed doors.

The International Crisis group is clearly not a typical international NGO, in
large part because it targets the international policy community, states, and in-
ternational organizations instead of trying to change how local actors think or be-
have. As such, it seems to turn the usual flow of influence between international
NGOs and donors on its head: It is trying to change the priorities and policies of
the donors themselves through carefully researched and argued reports, as well
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as through direct lobbying by influential diplomats. Thus the International Cri-
sis Group is an interesting new kind of strategy for international NGOs.

NA T I O NA L D E M O C R A T I C I N S T I T U T E:  
PA R T Y B U I L D I N G A N D C I V I C T R A I N I N G

The National Democratic Institute for International Affairs is a nonprofit that
works to “strengthen and expand democracy worldwide.”12 It is funded mostly
by the National Endowment for Democracy, an NGO funded by the U.S. Con-
gress, both directly and through the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID).

The institute has been in Bosnia-Herzegovina since 1996 and is pursuing two
kinds of strategies, both of which are typical, traditional “democratization” ap-
proaches that focus on formal political institutions and impose preconceived
projects and goals on the local society. A program to develop political parties,
based in Sarajevo, aims at directly helping parties to strengthen themselves as
democratic institutions and teaches them how to be responsive to citizens. A
civic education and advocacy program in Tuzla, Banja Luka, and Mostar aims
to “convey democratic values and knowledge of Bosnia’s emerging political sys-
tems to citizens” as a means of mobilizing them to participate in democratic
structures. Part of the latter project involves setting up a network for domestic
monitoring of elections.

Although the institute recruits young Bosnians to do much of the political
party work, its program seems to be very much a cookie-cutter approach that
does not take into account local experience or knowledge. Indeed, the heads of
the institute’s Bosnian offices have no particular regional expertise, nor do they
speak the local language. The party-building program is presented to local
“leaders, organizers, and activists” in a Bosnian-language publication that is
merely a translation into Bosnian of a handbook that the institute uses in its
work around the world (its other printed materials in Bosnian, for example, citi-
zen survey forms, are likewise translations of generic materials).13 Similarly, the
institute’s representative in Tuzla, who has no regional expertise, said he was
strongly pushing the institutes Bosnian employees to do door-to-door canvass-
ing, which he saw as effective because of his own experience as a political ac-
tivist in Chicago. The local employees of the institute, however, strongly re-
sisted his suggestion. He discounted their resistance as resulting from their
ignorance of the effectiveness of such campaigns, rather than accepting it as a
reflection of their knowledge of local customs and experience.14

According to the institute’s Sarajevo office, it measures the effectiveness of the
party-building strategy by election results—whether parties with which the insti-
tute has worked have made electoral gains—as well as by increases in party mem-
bership and more sophisticated campaign literature. The institute’s Washington,
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D.C., office, however, strongly disavowed the use of electoral success as the
measure of effectiveness; instead, it said, the institute looks at whether the par-
ties have achieved the institute’s goals through their internal and external activ-
ities, such as better public outreach, better organizational structure, and cam-
paign plans. Neither type of evaluation measures whether the institute’s efforts
are having a real influence on Bosnian society; apparently, the assumption is
that if the parties follow the institute’s prescriptions, the benefits to Bosnia will
automatically accrue.

The institute’s civic education project involves advocacy training and en-
courages and helps locals to form NGOs and to become actors in the political
process. To this end the institute in 1996 and 1997 organized twenty discussions
in villages around Tuzla in the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina and another
thirty in Banja Luka in Republika Srpska. Each group was trained in how to
hold “democratic meetings,” that is, meetings in which all points of view can be
put forward, listened to, and respected. Discussion group meetings, attended
mainly by intellectuals, old-age pensioners, and community activists, were held
once every four to six weeks, focusing on the general topic of learning about the
process of transition in Bosnia-Herzegovina.

These groups also organized a candidates’ forum before the 1996 elections in
Republika Srpska and monitored the elections. The local staffs of the institute
in Tuzla and Banja Luka concentrated on bringing together a group of seven
core NGOs from both the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Republika
Srpska to monitor the September 1998 national elections. Here the institute was
using monitoring as a way of building an election-monitoring infrastructure for
the entire country, with the goal of setting up an NGO that would serve all of
Bosnia-Herzegovina.

T H E S T R A T E G I E S,  T R A I N I N G,  A N D A DVO C A C Y
F O R R E C O N C I L I A T I O N N E T W O R K F O R W O M E N’S
L E A D E R S H I P :  B U I L D I N G L O C A L N G O C A PA C I T Y

The STAR (Strategies, Training, and Advocacy for Reconciliation) Network for
Women’s Leadership operates exclusively in the former Yugoslav republics (in-
cluding Kosovo) and is meant to build the capacity of women’s leadership and
women’s NGOs in that region.15 STAR’s specific goal is to build sustainable,
non-nationalist, democratic NGOs that advocate social change and to do so by
fostering NGO networks that work to influence public policy and by providing
training, technical assistance, and development assistance. STAR has also
worked to raise awareness of the situation of women and local NGOs among
private U.S. donors and has helped to forge links between its local NGO part-
ners and other international NGOs.
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The STAR project came out of a meeting of women NGO leaders from the
former Yugoslavia in February 1994. It was established in October 1994 with a
three-year, US$2.1 million grant from USAID and continues to be funded
mainly by USAID. The STAR project is directed by an American who, like all
of STAR’s international staff members, speaks the local languages and has long
experience in the region. STAR runs projects in four program areas throughout
the former Yugoslavia: citizen participation, training local NGOs in participa-
tory leadership and advocacy training, organizational development, and conflict
resolution; media and communications; advocacy for women’s health; and
NGO self-financing and small business development. STAR has an advisory
board made up of local NGO representatives, and the needs of local groups
drive its overall priorities. STAR works with any non-nationalist women’s group;
by 1997 it had partnered with twenty groups in eleven cities throughout Bosnia-
Herzegovina.

STAR’s particular focus is on building networks between women’s NGOs
within Bosnia-Herzegovina and in the wider former Yugoslavia. STAR also
seeks to link these NGOs directly with other women’s NGOs worldwide. For ex-
ample, it brought representatives of South African, Israeli, and Palestinian
groups to speak on postconflict civil society problems that are common to all
these regions, and it was instrumental in making it possible for local women
leaders to participate in the 1995 World Conference on Women in Beijing.

The key part of STAR’s strategy is to empower local NGOs, to give them the
tools and as much control of the process as possible. STAR also is conscious of
issues of equality and the way in which money makes true partnership difficult.
STAR’s approach is based on the view that learning is a two-way process and
that STAR is learning from local NGOs as much as they are learning from
STAR, in particular in the areas of grassroots organizing and dealing with post-
war gender and community issues.16

STAR has succeeded in its main goal of building a sustainable network of
women’s NGOs; according to an internal evaluation, “USAID saw STAR’s ex-
periences in Bosnia-Herzegovina as lessons that could be . . . shared by other in-
ternational organizations.”17 Likewise, the feedback from partner NGOs is posi-
tive and consistently and favorably compares their experiences with STAR to
experiences with other international NGOs.

Originally a project of Delphi International, a U.S.-based NGO, since Octo-
ber 1999 STAR has been part of another U.S.-based NGO, World Learning.18

Since 1999 STAR has branched out and now works not only with women’s
NGOs but with women in all sectors, including business, government, and
trade unions, with the goal of developing women’s networks in the region. Re-
cent accomplishments include helping local NGOs to organize a women’s con-
ference on the economic situation and poverty in Bosnia in June 2001.
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C A T H O L I C R E L I E F S E RV I C E S:  
R E C O N S T R U C T I O N A S A M E A N S O F B U I L D I N G

C O M M U N I T Y A N D C I V I L S O C I E T Y

Catholic Relief Services is the official international relief and development
agency of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops.19 Catholic Relief operates
globally and supports a range of international assistance projects as well as pro-
viding emergency relief. The overall goal of Catholic Relief is to lay the
groundwork for a transition from relief activities to development activities, with
the focus on human development and social justice. Catholic Relief’s activities
in Bosnia-Herzegovina are funded mostly on a year-to-year basis, 40 percent
from the U.S. State Department’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migra-
tion (BPRM), 45 percent from the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees, and
15 percent from private donations to Catholic Relief. In 2001 the BPRM was
facing funding cuts in its Bosnia programs and seemed to be cutting back its
commitment to integrated strategies, focusing specifically instead on rebuild-
ing shelter.

Catholic Relief’s staff has a large percentage of locals, with minimal interna-
tional staffing (in 2001, 110 staff members were nationals and eight were from
other countries). From the start Catholic Relief has worked with local NGOs as
partners, especially the main NGOs of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s four major reli-
gious communities: the Catholic group Caritas, the Serbian Orthodox Do-
brotvor, the Muslim Merhamet, and the Jewish group La Benevolencija.

Catholic Relief came to Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1993 to do humanitarian work
during the war; from the start it was committed to staying on to do postwar re-
construction. Since the end of the war in 1995 Catholic Relief has been working
in emergency relief assistance and recovery, enterprise development, and “coun-
terpart strengthening” (strengthening local NGOs). The focus of its activity is re-
building civil society through the reconstruction of houses and infrastructure in
about twelve communities (by 2001 this was up to forty communities), which
takes about 80 percent of Catholic Relief’s resources in Bosnia-Herzegovina.

Catholic Relief’s goal is “the restoration of multiethnic communities on a
sustainable basis,” allowing people to return to peaceful and productive lives in
their home communities and facilitating community reintegration, with peace-
ful refugee returns without need for international peacekeeper escorts.20 To
achieve this goal Catholic Relief has been working to reward “open communi-
ties,” that is, those that have officially declared their willingness to allow minori-
ties to return to their homes.

To this end in each community Catholic Relief first established a multieth-
nic community working group made up of representatives of local interests and
chaired by a Catholic Relief field-worker who is a native of Bosnia-Herzegovina.
The working group itself takes the lead in decision making, acting as an assess-
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ment and planning body for the community’s reconstruction and recovery strat-
egy as well as for the design, planning, and management of Catholic Relief’s
programs. This idea, of integrating community building into the reconstruction
efforts, came from Catholic Relief’s experience in Bosnia and elsewhere, doing
projects with multiethnic groups as implementing partners, and was begun after
a self-evaluation in late 1996 during which Catholic Relief decided that the
ideal program would focus on the community instead of on the project.

The funding that Catholic Relief receives is specifically for reconstruction, but
while private (U.S.) companies also do reconstruction in Bosnia-Herzegovina
under contract from USAID, they are not interested in anything beyond the
physical rebuilding of houses. Catholic Relief’s mandate is to go beyond that; in
the course of rebuilding houses Catholic Relief also seeks to rebuild communi-
ties as social organizations, resulting, according to one international organization
representative in Bosnia-Herzegovina, in better overall outcomes at a lower cost.

The Office of the High Representative defines success for returns as one per-
son staying one night in a rebuilt house. In contrast, Catholic Relief has a two-
stage definition: the first is when part of a family is living in a rebuilt house as its
principal residence; “real return,” however, is when the family has vacated and
given up rights to its temporary residence to fully resettle in its original, rebuilt,
home. For the purpose of reporting to donors on the goal of returning to pro-
ductive lives, Catholic Relief uses proxy indicators such as numbers of houses
rebuilt or repaired and the number of agreements of intention to return. This
fulfills the obligation to donors, but it does not capture some of the more im-
portant or long-term elements. Catholic Relief is working on how to evaluate
these aspects of its programs and is trying to develop funding instruments that fit
local needs, rather than having projects driven by funding requirements.

M E R C Y C O R P S I N T E R NA T I O NA L:
R E C O N S T R U C T I O N A S A M E A N S O F B U I L D I N G

C O M M U N I T Y A N D C I V I L S O C I E T Y

Mercy Corps International is headquartered in the United States and Scotland
and provides emergency relief and sustainable community development and
civil society worldwide. Mercy Corps is funded by the United Nations, the Euro-
pean Union, the United States, and Western European governments, and the
World Bank. The Bosnia project is funded mostly by the U.N. High Commis-
sioner for Refugees, specifically for reconstruction of housing. It also sells agri-
cultural surplus from the U.S. Department of Agriculture to raise money for
other projects. The Bosnian office has more than one hundred employees, more
than ninety of whom are locals, and the staff includes civil, construction, and
electrical engineers as well as program officers. The goals of the Bosnia project
include the return and reintegration of refugees into their prewar communities;
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reestablishment of local communities through civil society initiatives; shelter and
infrastructure reconstruction; and provision of microcredit.21

The current Mercy Corps project in Bosnia-Herzegovina dates to a 1993 ef-
fort to run a water system reconstruction project during the war. The infrastruc-
ture reconstruction programs focus on water and heating systems, homes,
schools, and medical clinics. The civil society element of the program is based
on the belief that Mercy Corps could not just go into a community, build
houses, and then leave, because people must participate in the reconstruction
of their own communities in order to rebuild those communities. The micro-
credit strategy addresses the communities’ need for economic revitalization. In
1998 Mercy Corps was the only international NGO working to localize the pro-
cess of providing microcredit. Mercy Corps does not work on strengthening
local NGOs, because it sees them as tending to be inefficient and costly. Mercy
Corps seeks to provide people with information, skills, and ideas so they can
build a social infrastructure. These ideas and strategies came out of Mercy
Corps’s civil society work in other countries and the experiences of people work-
ing in Bosnia-Herzegovina.

Although Mercy Corps’s funding from the U.N. High Commissioner for
Refugees is strictly for reconstruction, it has carried out this mission in a way
that also addresses community building. As long as the houses get built, Mercy
Corps can use whatever strategy it deems best. While its reports to donors re-
quire quantified results, such as the number of houses built, Mercy Corps’s own
evaluation of success is based on whether the entire community—business, gov-
ernment, and beneficiaries of reconstruction—is involved. But this cannot be
quantified, and results may not be obvious for several years.

More recently, Mercy Corps has received an umbrella grant for the reinte-
gration of refugees in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia through active engage-
ment of communities. As of October 2000, Mercy Corps had rehabilitated and
reconstructed more than 4,200 houses; reconnected 80 water systems; recon-
nected electrical supply systems in more than 80 villages, towns, and cities; re-
paired central heating systems in two cities; and issued almost 7,400 microcredit
loans in more than twenty-one municipalities in all regions of the country.

IMPACT

Because of its focus on the political and structural issues, the International Cri-
sis Group’s strategy of influencing international actors to change political struc-
tures and policies has perhaps the greatest potential as an effective strategy from
the macroperspective. It is important too because it casts light upon activities of
international organizations that might otherwise go uncriticized and unchecked,
thus forcing them to take into account the effect of their activities on Bosnia-
Herzegovina society and to consider other perspectives. The International Cri-
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sis Group provides something of a check on the other institutional and political
factors that, in the absence of criticism, tend to drive these organizations. Given
the power of international organizations in Bosnia-Herzegovina, this watchdog
function is extremely important. The International Crisis Group and other ob-
servers claim that its activities have been quite successful, bringing about con-
crete changes and rethinking of a number of important structural and political
issues.22 All these changes have contributed to a more stable environment in
Bosnia-Herzegovina that is conducive to democratization and the reemergence
of civil society.

The most effective strategies for reconstructing and strengthening civil soci-
ety have been those that focus on rebuilding communities by encouraging peo-
ple to work together toward a tangible, common goal. Such a strategy facilitates
a re-creation of the organic bases on which any community is built and moves
the focus of energy away from the national political scene (which was the focus
of nationalists before and during the war) and toward the local and regional
scene. Thus it appears that potentially the most effective strategy may be an in-
tegrated one that uses major projects, such as reconstruction of housing or in-
frastructure as the focus of a process of rebuilding community or civil society,
supplemented by programs (such as microcredits) that create businesses and
jobs in the community.

As the projects run by Catholic Relief and Mercy Corps have shown, this
strategy effectively empowers locals, bringing major stakeholders in a commu-
nity together to work out how to reconstruct their societies, independent of state
or other institutional actors. Key to the success of such strategies is that these in-
ternational NGOs base their activities on decisions made by the community,
rather than imposing preconceived concepts or strategies from above. Mercy
Corps’ experiences in using the rebuilding of housing, electrical and water sys-
tems, and other infrastructure, and its participation in the community restora-
tion project in Brčko and in other municipalities, are good examples of this.
Likewise, Catholic Relief has expanded its reconstruction work from twelve to
forty communities, reintegrating these communities in “sustainable ways.” An
example is the town of Stolac, from which Bosnian Muslims had been expelled
by Croat forces. Catholic Relief enabled thousands of refugee families to return
by helping to rebuild their destroyed homes and engaging people in the com-
munity in order to smooth the return of the Bosnian Muslims to live among
their Croat neighbors.

This approach provides a kind of experiential learning, in which participants
reconstruct community and civil society in a concrete way. This strategy focuses
on communities, especially in sectors ripped apart by war, and gives them a con-
crete way to rebuild themselves both physically and in spirit. By working to-
gether, deciding together, and building together, people involved in these proj-
ects rebuild the interpersonal and community ties that the war severed and
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provide these communities and thus Bosnia-Herzegovina as a whole with a basis
for the future. They also contribute in important ways to democratization by
constructing a process of participatory decision making. As Catholic Relief
points out, shelter repair is an especially good focus for such a strategy since it
reduces stress on local communities: Refugees living in the community can re-
turn to their rebuilt homes, freeing up housing and allowing the community to
accept back families that fled during the war.

Another effective strategy is the strengthening of existing local NGOs, em-
powering them to make decisions and set priorities and to make connections
with other local and international NGOs. This strategy builds on the remnants
of prewar civil society, drawing on the traditions of political activism that were
present in Yugoslavia, rather than imposing wholesale models and precon-
ceived notions from outside. A large part of the success of this strategy, seen in
the work of STAR and Mercy Corps, is the result of its reliance on those who
know best—the locals—what their communities and society need and how best
to achieve those goals. Thus in neighboring Croatia, the women’s NGO net-
work and STAR successfully pressured the national government to set up a se-
ries of women’s shelters and address other women’s issues; a partner NGO
successfully reduced prostitution of minors related to the international peace-
keepers’ presence in Zenica; partner NGOs organized an international women’s
conference in Bosnia in 1996; and local NGOs have a “sense of increased own-
ership of the network,” as evidenced by their initiative in organizing such proj-
ects as the May 2001 conference on economic reform and poverty in Bosnia-
Herzegovina. Likewise, the Bosnian staff of Mercy Corps’ microcredit project,
the Economic Development Department, has assumed full responsibility for it
and is in the process of transforming it into an independent local microcredit or-
ganization.

Less effective is an explicit and narrow focus on political party building and
civic education. A North American model of political activity ignores the or-
ganic society in which and from which political parties and activities grow. It
also misses the basic driving force of political power in Bosnia-Herzegovina,
where, unlike in the United States, ruling political parties effectively operate as
the state—in some ways ruling parties are too strong. The state—and thus the
party that controls the state—is the primary allocator of tangible and intangible
resources and especially of secure jobs, and the only other source of stable, se-
cure jobs is the international NGOs and other international organizations.
Teaching political parties to behave like “democratic parties” does nothing to
address this problem. Even when opposition parties have won elections, they
are ruling in the same structural environment and thus tend to be drawn into
the same kind of patronage logic that the nationalist parties have relied on.
Thus focusing on electoral strategies or formal political institutions by itself
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does little to change this or to build civil society; rather, it tends to give particu-
lar parties access to resources that may give them an advantage in domestic po-
litical competition.

What is missing is the context of Bosnia-Herzegovina society, its recent his-
tory of political and power structures, and a view of the process as two-way learn-
ing. The National Democratic Institute’s “political party building” efforts do not
address the root cause of political conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina; it seems to
focus narrowly and in a preset way on political parties as key actors because it
has a narrow view of what “politics” is about. This view apparently ignores both
issues of structural power and the organic bases upon which communities and
civil society are built. Civic education probably does not hurt, but the rebuild-
ing of communities, the empowerment of society, and the creation of opportu-
nities and incentives for people outside politics are what will make politics and
political parties in Bosnia-Herzegovina democratic. It would seem much more
useful for discussion groups to focus on community issues at the local level,
coming up with ways to empower themselves and their communities, rather
than focusing on abstract issues at the national level. In that sense the integrated
strategies of Mercy Corps, Catholic Relief, and STAR are much more promis-
ing in terms of their long-term effects, because activism at the local level is
likely to translate into more interest in and activism at the national level as well.

According to Bosnian NGO observers, the presence of so many international
actors and the in-flow of massive amounts of money has major negative effects
on Bosnia-Herzegovina society itself. The best and the brightest Bosnians, espe-
cially those who know English, are now working for international organizations
and international NGOs as staff members, drivers, and interpreters, rather than
in Bosnia-Herzegovina society itself or for local NGOs, most of which cannot
afford to pay much. Another effect is generational: Older, more experienced
and educated Bosnians who do not know English are left out, creating not only
a knowledge gap for international NGOs but also resentment. Because of the
money that international NGOs are spending in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bosnians
are now also much less willing to work as volunteers than before. I heard a num-
ber of stories of Bosnians who were unwilling to take part in conferences, meet-
ings, workshops, or other activities unless they were paid. Likewise, many Bosni-
ans have become extremely cynical and jaded about international NGOs, often
seeing their presence more as a result of the NGOs’ desire for self-promotion
than of any real desire to help Bosnians. This impression is strong exactly be-
cause so many international NGOs did not pursue strategies like those of Mercy
Corps, Catholic Relief, and STAR, strategies that take Bosnians seriously and
that are sensitive to local knowledge, context, and needs. In this way some in-
ternational NGOs have actually made it less possible and much harder to re-
build civil society because many Bosnians have the impression that civil society
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projects are really a sham by well-paid internationals. Indeed, with few excep-
tions, international actors seem to have little awareness of how their control of
resources is negatively affecting Bosnia-Herzegovina society.

LIMITATIONS

As I mentioned in the introduction, the major obstacle facing international
NGOs is the structural situation in which they are working, in the sense that
they do not control the political and economic environment but also in the
sense that they are dependent for funding on donors that have their own priori-
ties and interests. Of course, this is true of international NGOs everywhere. But
in Bosnia-Herzegovina this structural constraint is especially striking because at
a declarative level, the main international actors have the same goals as most of
the international NGOs. As such, one would expect Bosnia-Herzegovina to be a
best case scenario for the effectiveness of international NGOs. But donor prior-
ities have tended to shift every six months or year—from humanitarian relief to
reconstruction to business development to refugee returns to building civil soci-
ety—reflecting the donors’ political interests. As donor priorities shift, so too do
those of the international NGOs, most of which are on one-year funding cycles.
They therefore face the choice of shifting their activities or losing support. A re-
lated problem is donors’ focus on short-term results; this often undermines im-
portant long-term goals that only strategies that do not have immediate or quan-
tifiable payoffs can achieve, a dilemma underscored by workers affiliated with
Catholic Relief.

The negative effect that occurs when donors drive the process was most
clearly expressed by a USAID officer in charge of NGO relations.23 While he
praised the humanitarian international NGOs such as Catholic Relief, the In-
ternational Rescue Committee, and Mercy Corps for their work during the war
and for providing invaluable information during the immediate postwar period,
he declared that their time was now over. USAID would be shifting its funding,
he said, to international NGOs that have experience elsewhere in Central and
Eastern Europe and that work specifically on “democracy assistance.” This,
however, neglects broader strategies and ignores the limits of democracy assis-
tance narrowly defined, especially when applied to the postwar context.

The same USAID officer commented that a major problem for his agency is
that other donors may continue to fund projects and international NGOs that
USAID does not agree with or that do not fit USAID’s priorities.24 The ability of
USAID to selectively fund only those international NGOs that pursue strategies
congruent with USAID’s ( the U.S. government’s) priorities and perceptions
means that innovative and effective integrated projects such as those pursued by
Catholic Relief and Mercy Corps—which do not necessarily provide an imme-
diate tangible result and do not fit into preconceived notions of democracy as-
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sistance—may lose out if the United States attempts to pressure other donors to
adhere to a limited vision of democracy assistance.

Donors tend to have a specific focus and to fund only projects that are strictly
reconstruction or strictly democracy assistance, which ignores the importance
of multidimensional programs. A common concern expressed by Bosnians fa-
miliar with international NGO activities is that donors also often appear to ne-
glect realistic and localized needs assessment and that locals are often not equal
partners in determining needs and priorities. Indeed, most donors will not work
directly with local NGOs or do so only if they have an international NGO as a
partner. A Bosnian NGO activist observed that many international NGOs have
an interest in remaining as the intermediary for local NGOs and the outside
and thus do nothing to encourage local NGOs to establish direct links with out-
side funders.

A 1996 study for CARE Canada by an international NGO consultant gives
some idea of the extent of the distrust of locals. The study proposed the estab-
lishment of an endowment to provide local NGOs with a stable source of in-
come; it would have been run by a board of local NGO representatives, and
funding was to have come from those international organizations and govern-
ments that today are the largest donors to Bosnia-Herzegovina.25 But donors
proved unwilling to surrender control of how their monies are spent, and to date
the effort has not been successful.

Even where locals are seen as equal colleagues and peers, the disparity of
power between local and international NGOs is a further constraint on effec-
tiveness. The STAR project is perhaps the most sensitive to this factor, perhaps
because of the background of the project’s directors, who had much experience
in this region long before the war, speak the language, and are quite aware of
the realities within these societies in a way that most international NGO per-
sonnel are not. STAR attempts to empower locals, and its regional advisory
board, made up of local NGO leaders, determines the organization’s priorities,
while partner NGOs have undertaken a number of major projects on their own.
STAR also seeks to link local NGOs with NGOs in other countries. STAR treats
the locals as colleagues and peers and sees their presence in Bosnia-Herzegovina
as a two-way learning process while recognizing that the power disparity can
never be completely absent.

Another general problem facing international NGOs is the sheer number of
them operating in Bosnia-Herzegovina. This brings problems of coordination,
including duplication of activities and projects that work at cross-purposes to
each other. The intense competition for limited funding distracts from a real as-
sessment of local needs and exacerbates the problem of funders’ interests driv-
ing the process by rewarding international NGOs that obey them and punishing
those who do not. Some international NGOs, in order to maintain funding and
their raison d’être, try to keep local NGOs dependent, maintaining a role as 
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intermediary. STAR is a counterexample; it encourages local NGOs to contact
foundations and other donors directly for funding and to contact other non-
Bosnian NGOs on their own.

In general terms the long-term viability and success of even the best interna-
tional NGO projects in an international protectorate such as Bosnia-Herzegovina
depend almost exclusively on the degree to which the international commu-
nity continues its commitment to a situation that is conducive to stabilizing
communities by rebuilding them. While the best international NGO strategies
contribute to creating such a situation at the microlevel, they cannot accom-
plish this within communities without stability at the macrolevel. Thus without
support from the major international actors, strategies that focus on empower-
ing local actors and communities cannot hope to be sustainable over the long
term. In this way, the International Crisis Group’s strategy, which explicitly tar-
gets the international community at that macrolevel, is a crucial factor in con-
tinued success.

The case of Bosnia-Herzegovina provides a number of important lessons for in-
ternational NGOs that operate in other societies with the aim of building civil
society.

First, international NGOs should try to seek funding from donors that take
the long view and that leave the international NGOs free to let local actors de-
termine priorities and projects. This is a challenge for international NGOs that
rely for funding on government agencies and international organizations, be-
cause these actors fund projects for political reasons that may have little to do
with the interests of the society in question and everything to do with domestic
political interests within the donor country, institutional interests of the funding
organization, power interests of the state in the international arena, or precon-
ceived notions of how to ensure democratization. This is especially true for fun-
ders of “democracy assistance.” One way to do this is to diversify funding in a
way that does not give any one funder too much leverage; another way is to
change the way donors think about projects by citing successful long-term, inte-
grated projects that have made a difference. In both cases, however, interna-
tional NGOs should examine the motivations and preconceived notions of
those who fund such assistance and question the appropriateness and effective-
ness of idiosyncratic U.S. concepts and practices for other societies.

Indeed, international NGOs should examine how even admirable goals like
democratization can in fact serve the power interests of their funders rather
than the interests of the society in which the NGOs are operating. If interna-
tional NGOs do have some autonomy in deciding what goals to pursue and the
strategies they will use to do so, they should be self-critical about whether they
are acting on behalf of their own institutional interests and preconceived no-
tions or according to the realities in the host country. They should encourage
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horizontal networks among local NGOs in all the countries in which they are
active; this focus on networking is a key part of STAR’s strategy and one reason
for its successes. Likewise, international NGOs should see their activities as in-
teractive processes rather than as a kind of transmission belt running from out-
side to inside.

Third, the focus of international NGO efforts should be on helping com-
munities build themselves into civil society, rather than importing notions of
political party work or building civil society based on U.S. experiences and
conditions. International NGOs need to have a firm grasp of the existing com-
munities and relationships within those communities. This includes an under-
standing of how politics fits into the bigger picture. In cases where politics was
the center of power (as in most of the formerly socialist countries), it is impor-
tant to realize that merely teaching political parties to behave democratically,
or teaching people the principles of liberal democracy, will not get to the un-
derlying dynamics of power. Politics must come from the realities of power on
the ground. For democracy to be successful, it must be grounded in the every-
day experience of the population. Otherwise, what exists is the acting out of de-
mocracy without its substance. Attempts to build democracy must build on
ideas and experiences of the society in question, not simply assume that there
is nothing there on which to build. In the case of Bosnia the experiences of
grassroots participation in community and enterprise management under the
socialist system, while far from perfect, have given people the experience of
participation and activism. Likewise, the political ferment and electoral cam-
paigns of the late 1980s and early 1990s, along with the existence of critical and
independent media, are bases on which international NGOs should build
their activities.

Fourth, a sensitivity to power relations in the country raises the question of
funding opposition parties. Indeed, in a country like Bosnia-Herzegovina the
goal should be to decrease the importance of politics and of the center(s), rather
than focusing upon it. Electoral outcomes do matter, and who controls the state
is an important factor, as recent electoral victories of non-nationalist parties in
the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, as well as in neighboring Croatia, have
shown. The next step needs to be the empowering of local communities, not in
the form of political parties or even NGOs but as communities. STAR has more
recently moved in that direction through its shift to facilitating networks of
women in all sectors of society rather than just among women’s NGOs. This is
also where the integrated strategies of Mercy Corps and Catholic Relief are cru-
cial. By focusing on these “nonpolitical” projects, international NGOs in fact
are facilitating the creation of political communities and activists.

Along these lines the United States—and USAID in particular—has been
moving toward giving reconstruction projects to private companies. This is
clearly a mistake, because business has little incentive to spend the time, effort,
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or resources to rebuild community or civil society. Thus the United States in
particular should avoid ceding reconstruction projects to U.S. or other interna-
tional private contractors and should instead focus its reconstruction money on
international NGOs that use reconstruction of houses and infrastructure to
achieve other, broader goals.

The situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina and the kinds of strategies that inter-
national NGOs have developed there provide important lessons. Bosnia-
Herzegovina shows the effectiveness of multifaceted integrated strategies that
concentrate on local communities and work on the process of building commu-
nity. Focusing on an overall common goal, such as infrastructure repair or shel-
ter reconstruction, and having all the community’s stakeholders involved in
making decisions, planning, and implementing the resulting projects is more
effective than workshops in “civic education” and “multiparty democracy.”
Using this kind of project as the focus, and supplementing it with development
strategies such as microcredits, conflict resolution, and advocacy, seems to be a
most effective way to build civil society and democracy.

Of course, in some ways Bosnia-Herzegovina is a special case. The wartime
destruction provides a clear focus for community-building efforts as well as for
donor funding. The challenge is to transfer this kind of strategy into societies
that do not have such obvious projects for communities to focus on. A parallel
challenge is to convince donors that they can achieve the broader goals of de-
mocracy and social stability by funding reconstruction, renovations, or other
kinds of infrastructure or housing projects in societies that have not just been
through a war.

In more general terms Bosnia-Herzegovina shows the importance of involv-
ing locals in decision making and implementation and of explicitly facing the
question of the power disparity between the international NGOs, which dis-
burse funds, and the society itself, which receives them. Exactly because of this
disparity international NGOs must make extra efforts to seek out and encourage
alternative or dissenting voices among locals and be models of good NGO be-
havior by seeing their relationships with locals as a partnership to which both
sides contribute.

notes

1. According to the Constitution of Bosnia-Herzegovina—which is part of the Day-
ton Peace Agreement reached in November 1995—the Constitutional Court is to have
nine members—“jurists of the highest standing”—three of whom “shall be selected by
the President of the European Court of Human Rights . . . [and] shall not be citizens
of Bosnia and Herzegovina or of any neighboring state.” Likewise, the constitution
provides that the governor of the central bank be appointed by the International Mon-
etary Fund and that he or she not be a citizen of Bosnia and Herzegovina or any neigh-
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boring state. The Dayton accords’ Annex 3 also charges the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) with running all elections in the country. For the
text of the constitution, see “General Framework Agreement: Annex 4, Constitution of
Bosnia-Herzegovina,” Office of the High Representative, http://www.ohr.int/dpa/de-
fault.asp?content_id � 372 (October 10, 2001). The text of the entire agreement can be
found at http://www.ohr.int/dpa/default.asp?content_id � 380 (October 10, 2001).

2. See V. P. Gagnon Jr., “Ethnic Nationalism and International Conflict: The Case of
Serbia,” International Security 19, no. 3 (Winter 1994–95): 131–66; Gagnon, “Ethnic
Conflict as Demobilizer: The Case of Serbia,” Working Paper no. 96–1, Cornell Univer-
sity Institute for European Studies, Ithaca, May 10, 1996, which is also available at the
Web site of V. P. Gagnon Jr., http://www.ithaca.edu/gagnon/articles/demob/index.htm
(October 10, 2001); Gagnon, “The Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s: A Critical Reexamination
of ‘Ethnic Conflict’: The Case of Croatia” (paper presented at the annual meeting of As-
sociation for the Study of Nationalities, Columbia University, New York, April 2001).

3. In 1991 the population of Bosnia-Herzegovina was 43 percent Bosnian Muslim,
31 percent Serb, 18 percent Croat, and 8 percent others.

4. For details see Human Rights Watch, War Crimes in Bosnia-Hercegovina, 2 vols.
(New York: Human Rights Watch, 1992–93). See also details from prosecutions at the
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in the Hague in re-
ports at Tribunal Watch, http://www.iwpr.net/index.pl?tribunal_index.html (October
10, 2001). The address for the ICTY site is http://www.un.org/icty/ (October 10, 2001).

5. For a critique of U.N. policy see David Rieff, Slaughterhouse: Bosnia and the
Failure of the West (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1995).

6. For background on the Stabilization Forces, see NATO’s Web site at http://www
.nato.int/sfor/ (October 10, 2001).

7. The Office of the High Representative has imposed a common currency, pass-
port, national anthem, license plates, and flag on Bosnia-Herzegovina, as well as nu-
merous other laws and regulations. The mandate of the High Representative is set out
in Annex 10 of the Dayton Peace Agreement. It declares that the High Representative
is “the final authority in theatre to interpret the civilian aspects of the Peace Agree-
ment.” The High Representative is nominated by the Steering Board of the Peace Im-
plementation Council (a group of fifty-five governments and international organiza-
tions that sponsor and direct the peace implementation process). The U.N. Security
Council, which approved the Dayton Peace Agreement as well as the deployment of
international troops in Bosnia-Herzegovina, then endorses the nominee. The OHR
budget is funded from the following sources: European Union, 53 percent; United
States, 22 percent; Japan, 10 percent; Russia, 4 percent; Canada, 3.03 percent; Organi-
zation of the Islamic Conference, 2.5 percent; others, 5.47 percent. For more informa-
tion see the OHR’s Web site at http://www.ohr.int (October 10, 2001).

8. For the Web site of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
mission to Bosnia-Herzegovina, see http://www.oscebih.org/oscebih_eng.asp (October
10, 2001). See the International Police Task Force Web site at http://www.unmibh
.org/unmibh/iptf/index.htm (October 10, 2001).

9. That said, recent trends in Bosnian elections have shown growing electoral sup-
port for nonethnic parties; for example, in the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina the
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2000 elections brought to power a coalition of non-nationalist parties, while a coalition
of non-nationalist parties from both entities now forms the government at the all-
Bosnia level. These trends have been strengthened by the recent changes in govern-
ment in Croatia and in Serbia.

10. “About ICG,” CrisisWeb, http://www.crisisweb.org/about/program.cfm?typeid
� 4 (October 10, 2001). The address of the Web site of the International Crisis Group
is http://www.crisisweb.org (October 10, 2001).

11. Examples include the International Crisis Group’s report on politics in Repub-
lika Srpska in 1996—a time when outsiders had no information on this topic—as well
as its critical analyses of the international community’s policies on refugee returns,
media, and elections. Indeed, as Christopher Bennett, the head of the International
Crisis Group’s Sarajevo office from 1996 to 1999, put it, the International Crisis Group
began to set the agenda via its research “because nobody else was putting out anything
comparable” (personal communication, May 2001). He also noted that the Interna-
tional Crisis Group influenced international media coverage of Bosnia-Herzegovina
by providing story ideas to visiting journalists and putting the international commu-
nity’s “spin” into context.
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This book has explored Western efforts to support civil society in widely varied
settings throughout Eastern Europe and Eurasia during the 1990s. The authors
show how the political landscapes across the regions have changed strikingly
since 1989. Because institutions associated with liberal democracies have prolif-
erated, many of these societies look as if they are conforming to international
norms: One-party rule is no more; citizens regularly turn out for elections;
NGOs have mushroomed; the media are no longer exclusively controlled by
the state; many constitutions now protect citizens’ rights.1

The cases show that Western groups have influenced incremental change at
the local level. Many examples show how Western groups have been crucial to
the existence of local NGOs in terms of funding and training. In 1990 few
NGOs existed; by 2000 they were connected to colleagues and activists in other
societies. The case studies show how Western groups have affected the form of
new institutions. More than other types of assistance—economic, in particu-
lar—the strategies of Western NGOs that were working with local NGOs often
resulted in the transfer of ideas and practices or helped indigenous cultures
evolve in a direction consistent with democratic practice. In contrast to studies
of development in other parts of the world, or of economic assistance to Eastern
Europe and Russia, we did not find widespread corruption and collusion.2
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However, our study also reveals a complex picture. While a “third sector”
now exists in these societies, in many cases it cannot truly be described as
“civil” or “civic” minded. NGOs often are weak factors in their local culture;
they focus more on issues of importance to people outside their community
than on the needs of those nearest them. Their influence on elites and deci-
sion makers is negligible to nonexistent; in many states in these regions power
is still centralized.

The evidence suggests that neither assistance nor transnational networks
alone make a state democratic. The influence of the transnational networks,
and particularly of activist nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that help to
spread norms at the microlevel (that is, within and among specific groups of ac-
tivists), has been substantial. The macrolevel changes in state behavior that re-
cent studies of norms and networks document, however, appear not to have oc-
curred.3 Local and Western NGOs have had very little effect on the actual
functioning of new fragile institutions. In parts of Eastern Europe and Eurasia,
such as Russia and Central Asia, authorities have engaged in abuses, even as
networks became more dense. The diffusion of norms and practices associated
with democracy has in many cases been affected more by regional norms and
practices than by imported international ones.4 The findings from Eastern Eu-
rope and Eurasia suggest that democratic as well as human rights norms and
practices are not as robust as the scholarly literature seems to suggest.5 Western
NGOs unfamiliar with the domestic settings and relying on foreign experts and
advisers to formulate strategies were hampered in their ability to help make new
institutions function. These imported practitioners tended to be good archi-
tects, but they did not have the skills to build the structures that they had helped
to design.6

In this chapter I explore how our findings might alter policy debates about
assistance and scholarly debates about the influence of international norms and
transnational networks.7 Although the policy and the scholarly communities
rarely speak to one another, the overlap is significant in terms of their concerns
and the implications of our findings.8 At the most fundamental level both are
interested in understanding the conditions under which ideas, norms, and prac-
tices, such as those inherent in democracy, diffuse inside states.

In this chapter I elaborate on the implications of our findings for NGOs. I
then discuss the policy community’s analysis of assistance, particularly to Rus-
sia, which has been almost devoid of actual empirical evidence and reflects mis-
understandings about the exact role that powerful states play in supporting or
undermining transnational networks. I note how some of these misunderstand-
ings are shared in the scholarly community. I detail how our findings from East-
ern Europe and Eurasia both corroborate and challenge arguments that have
focused mainly on the power of norms and networks. The authors in this book
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find that, although networks influence specific communities of activists, the
networks have little power to create fundamental change in the absence of sup-
port from the host state and powerful Western states. I conclude by discussing
important areas of further investigation suggested by our findings.

THE ROLE OF NGOS

The case studies here highlight many constraints on transnational democracy
networks that were at work in Eastern Europe and Eurasia in the 1990s. Western
NGOs, central to the advocacy networks, fell prey to significant organizational
issues. They relied on young, enthusiastic, but often inexperienced, staff mem-
bers.9 They were plagued by overly flat organizational structures, so that no one
was entirely sure who was directing the work, which led to inefficiency. Too few
people with small budgets worked on enormous issues, such as rebuilding civil
society in Bosnia after a war that claimed the lives of more than 200,000 or help-
ing support NGOs in Russia after seventy-five years of authoritarian rule. NGOs
that talked only about their successes in order to generate resources raised
undue expectations about their effectiveness. They engaged in what the organi-
zational theorist Nils Brunsson describes as the “decoupling” of principle from
practice, of “scripts” from behavior.10 For example, Western groups would talk
as if transparent elections had occurred, when in fact the state had greatly ma-
nipulated the electoral process. Or groups would emphasize how many local
NGOs existed, never mentioning that few, if any, had developed advocacy skills.
Western diplomats held fragile and often highly dysfunctional institutions up as
shining examples of democracy, and thus these became “rituals that are used for
external display.”11 While some NGOs were good at self-promotion, the vast
majority were reluctant to be introspective or to learn lessons from their own or
others’ experience.12

When the interests of Western actors dominated transnational networks,
such as when Western contexts were the main source of strategies, the networks
had unintended negative consequences. For example, the efforts to link local
groups to Western networks has come at the cost of ties between like-minded
groups and has diverted local groups’ attention from pressing local needs. Local
NGOs that might have campaigned against uranium tailings in the local drink-
ing water flocked instead to biodiversity because donors were more interested in
fostering campaigns around transnational environmental issues, while govern-
ments and big businesses were pressuring local NGOs to stay away from the ura-
nium issue. Activists might use the discourse of Western-style feminism but fail
to mobilize around issues that affect the day-to-day lives of families in postcom-
munist settings.

In some cases an imbalance in a network has contributed inadvertently to a
decline rather than an increase in ideas and practices associated with democ-
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racy within the activists’ community. It often leads to tremendous competition
between groups for funding, as NGOs spring up around issues important to
donors, simply to receive money. These observations reveal that networks as
such are not inherently balanced entities. Moreover, variations in their struc-
tures—for example, how they are weighted, how much financing they have
from governments, how local activists are embedded—seem to be related to
their efficiency.

The case studies have shown that Western assistance can make a difference if
NGO strategies are derived from local ingredients rather than a global cook-
book. Western NGOs are, in the second decade after the collapse of commu-
nism, just beginning to understand the mix of these ingredients. The practice of
applying recipes that worked in Bosnia to Russia or Uzbekistan did not help
make new fragile democratic institutions sustainable. Instead, donors and
NGOs are having to generate and use as many different strategies and solutions
as there are communities engaged in transformation. The reality that strategies
and solutions can be developed only in these societies and not in Western capi-
tals poses organizational challenges for NGOs and donors.

Because of the overwhelming reliance on Western practitioners, Western
NGOs could not gauge how they should have adapted their strategies to the in-
herited historical legacies and to the rapidly changing political environment of
a country in transition. Often unclear was what the country was moving toward;
Russia in 2000 was not the same as Russia in 1992; Slovakia in 1994 and 1999
looked quite different from Czechoslovakia in 1990. Infrastructural assistance
and human capital development based on strategies imported from the West
may have been appropriate for the early periods when new institutions re-
mained unformed. Later, however, Western NGOs confronted new problems
posed by both the transition from communism and the great variation in post-
communist governments.13 By the late 1990s political parties no longer needed
help campaigning; they needed help responding to constituents. Media organi-
zations had been formed, but many were only nominally independent because
economic “reform” had created controlling business interests. NGOs existed all
across the regions, but some were actually nongovernmental individuals; little,
if any, advocacy informed their agenda.

The authors here suggest that when new institutions have emerged and a crit-
ical mass of local NGOs and other institutions has developed, reactive strategies
that call for local proposals and respond to domestic needs are more likely to be
effective in helping to develop sustainable institutions. Regional experts and es-
pecially local activists can help devise explicit strategies for reducing the political
isolation that this study identifies as widespread among the new local groups that
have sprung up since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Even where local groups’ transnational ties are strong, Western NGO
strategies should focus more, for example, on incentives for encouraging these
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groups to develop horizontal (that is, within-country) ties with political parties,
trade unions, other local NGOs, and the like. Those Western groups that team
regional and local experts with Western practitioners will be better able to read
the political and organizational contexts, develop close working relationships
with local groups, and implement informed strategies.

Quantitative analysis of programs does not begin to capture the dynamic pro-
cess of change in diverse groups across the political spectrum in many formerly
communist states. Yet both donors and NGOs alike have been reluctant to
move away from numbers. This has limited their ability to talk about how ideas
and practices actually diffuse. In theory, the spread of ideas beyond activists
within a network is a positive outcome. In practice, however, American NGOs
and donors alike have feared the congressional response to newspaper headlines
claiming that assistance “helped” communists or nationalists; they fear, with
some justification, that this would dry up U.S. government funding. Public ed-
ucation about political transitions would help increase the tolerance for NGOs
to talk about what really happens, rather than what Congress seems to want to
hear.

In this vein it is worth considering, as is sometimes argued, whether the work
of Western NGOs and their strategies have contributed to, or resulted in, the
rise of “illiberal democracies,” countries where rulers hold elections but never-
theless govern in autocratic ways.14 This book provides much evidence that, for
good or ill, assistance to the societies across East-Central Europe and Eurasia
tends to influence developments only at the margins. Assistance may have a sig-
nificant influence within a certain community in these formerly communist
states, but it is unlikely that Western NGOs and their local colleagues could in
any way alter the internal balance of power within one of these states, either to-
ward or away from democratic rule.

Variations in outcomes across the regions are the result of many factors.15 Lit-
tle discussed is that the building blocks of democratic states, whether they are
political parties, independent media, or civic groups, are inherently neutral, not
exclusively positive organizational structures. As we know from Nazi Germany,
they can serve as the building blocks of a fascist state. Elections can lead to bad
outcomes for a country in which autocrats rise to power through the ballot box.
Nationalist interests can capture the media. Indigenous NGOs can be mobi-
lized to support fascists.16 Does this mean that NGOs, donors, and policy mak-
ers should avoid the promotion of parties, elections, independent media, and
civic advocacy groups? Because the results have not been exclusively positive,
does that mean all assistance should be stopped?

None of the cases suggests this. Moreover, given the transnational links that
already exist between activists in the West and in many formerly communist
states, it is too late to turn back the clock. Additionally, local demand drives
much of this work. That institutions can be subverted does not mean that activ-

236 sarah e.  mendelson



ity should stop but that organizations should be more critical and thoughtful
about their activity. NGOs, states, and donors must think preventatively to en-
sure that democracy assistance programs foster democracy and to ensure that
their efforts to strengthen transnational democracy networks actually do so.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY DEBATES

Policy makers in the United States and Europe have an interest in understand-
ing how Western efforts to support the development of democratic institutions
have affected Eastern Europe and Eurasia. Failed democratization has, at least
three times in the last two hundred years, led to overturning the global balance
of power.17 Government officials, particularly in the United States, have tended
to exaggerate their own influence on changes in Eastern Europe and Eurasia,
but there is no exaggerating the importance of the political transition, nor the
hoped-for consolidation of democracy, in these states. The political trajectory of
Russia, for example, is key to Europe’s stability in the next two decades. It will
influence every major security issue of the day, from the proliferation of
weapons of mass destruction to crime and corruption to the spread of disease.18

Unfortunately, the debate about the effect of assistance has been problem-
atic. Through the 1990s it grew increasingly partisan, parochial, and less empir-
ically based. By 2000 the Republicans in the U.S. Congress were excoriating the
Clinton administration for just about everything bad that occurred in Russia,
while the Democrats defensively built the “Clinton legacy” on foreign policy.19

Critics of assistance and crusaders for it have tended to focus mainly on Russia,
to the exclusion of other states in the region, and have limited their criticism to
the United States, as if no other Western states or organizations were involved.
This book shows that U.S. and European groups have worked in many states
with mixed results.

The authors here suggest that any critique of assistance should be a fairly fo-
cused exploration of a specific type of assistance in a particular place. Blanket
statements about U.S. assistance to Russia, for example, usually fail to distin-
guish meaningfully between economic, democratic, and traditional security
programs, such as those funded by the Cooperative Threat Reduction Act.20

Criticism must focus on specific sectors within each type of assistance. The ef-
fect of assistance to political parties and elections is different from the effect of
assistance to advocacy groups. The effect of assistance to independent media
looks different from the effect of assistance to foster the rule of law.21 The focus
of the analysis should be at the nongovernmental level; governments mainly
fund but do not actually carry out the work.

Analysts should also distinguish between the activists targeted by assistance
and the policy makers who were not. Democracy assistance is intrinsically lim-
ited, as many of the case studies here have shown. Assistance, especially at the
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nongovernmental level, cannot force decision makers to comply with interna-
tional norms or practices. It can help transfer or develop skills in people who
may, from time to time, work with or serve in government. That Russia’s
Vladimir Putin or Serbia’s Slobodan Milosevic, for example, was outside the
scope of democracy assistance is no small detail, yet this is often overlooked in
discussions about influence; these men, and others within their countries’ gov-
ernments, have played an enormous role in determining how new political and
social institutions actually function in new states.

Western states do have a role to play and thus power to exert. They financed
many nongovernmental efforts aimed at supporting the development of institu-
tions commonly associated with democracies, such as civic advocacy groups.
The actions of Western decision makers and international organizations have
sometimes undermined the work done by the transnational networks—for ex-
ample, Western support for leaders in Eastern Europe and Eurasia, some of
whom are corrupt and ambivalent about democracy.

In both realms, that of funding and that of counterproductive actions, power-
ful Western states behaved inconsistently throughout the 1990s. The discrepancy
in verbal and monetary support, especially by the United States but also by Eu-
rope, for the development of democratic institutions in postcommunist states was
great. Despite what U.S. policy makers said repeatedly about the importance of
developing democratic institutions in Russia, from 1992 to 1996 USAID spent the
majority of its Freedom Support Act budget in Russia on market reform while al-
locating at times as little as 6 percent for democracy assistance. Policy makers of-
fered various explanations for the low amounts of democracy assistance in the
early years after the collapse of the Soviet Union (such as Russia had little “ca-
pacity” to absorb the funds or the work of Western groups). While these may be
correct, they do not account for later figures, which decreased even as capacity
increased. They also do not explain why so much more money was allocated to
market reform at a time when capacity in the economic sector was perhaps even
more limited.22 In contrast to many pronouncements, particularly in the United
States, policies suggested that markets were the first priority and institutions asso-
ciated with democracy a distant second. This seems to have been a mistake: Eco-
nomic institutions may have been important to stabilizing the situation in these
countries, but political and social institutions play a crucial role in controlling
corruption, now rampant in many postcommunist states.

Policy debates about the effect of democracy assistance are incomplete with-
out an understanding of how the larger international environment has affected
the transition of states in Eastern Europe and Eurasia. The limits of transna-
tional democracy networks are exacerbated when Western policy makers fail to
understand how support for the promotion of democracy is affected by and af-
fects other policies pursued by governments. The actions of the “international
community” often have the unintended consequence of undermining the work
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done at the activist or NGO level. The Euro-Atlantic powers, and institutions
such as the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, the Council
of Europe, and NATO influence decision makers to comply with or ignore in-
ternational norms and practices associated with democracy and human rights.

The Euro-Atlantic community of states has been inconsistent in its response
to postcommunist states. NATO used force against Serbia for abuses of human
rights, but in other cases where the offenses were more widespread and civilian
casualties greater, such as in Chechnya, the international community has
barely responded.23 An international environment that permits abuses in some
states and punishes them in others makes for a highly fragmented template
against which new fragile institutions are developing. The responses of interna-
tional organizations and governments to leaders such as Vladimir Putin and
Boris Yeltsin, who have tolerated enormous abuse of civil and human rights, has
isolated democratic activists and undermined the very policies that Western
diplomats hoped to be pursuing—the development of democratic institutions.24

Many in the West were eager for Russia to be labeled a democracy; they sup-
ported Yeltsin because they feared that Communist Party leader Gennady
Zyuganov would come to power. The result was that international organizations
and powerful Western states evidently set the bar quite low for what is consid-
ered democratic. As has been documented many times in places as disparate as
the Philippines and Chile, policies based on the fear of communists are not the
same thing as supporting democracy. As a result, the Russian leadership appears
to have learned the wrong lessons about democracy: The Western, and espe-
cially U.S., response to institutional change in Russia suggested that the form of
institutions was as important as their functioning.25

Finally, absent from most policy debates about assistance is the degree to
which the state and society in question, whether Poland, Russia, or Uzbekistan,
is moving toward or away from integration in the Euro-Atlantic community—not
as a product of assistance but as state policy with public support. Perhaps it is not
surprising that Western NGO strategies have had the greatest influence in those
states where the majority of the population wants to democratize and integrate
rapidly into NATO and the European Union. Western NGOs in such contexts
provide additional resources in an environment already moving toward demo-
cratic governance. Examples include the work of Western NGOs on media in
the Czech Republic and women’s groups in Poland. In such cases Western
NGOs and other outside groups have facilitated the transformation process.

By contrast, the effectiveness of particular strategies in the contested political
environments of thinly integrated states such as Russia and unintegrated states
such as Uzbekistan has been much more mixed and is much more sensitive to
the dynamics of the international environment. In Russia, for example, activists
are increasingly isolated from the government that they seek to influence and
the citizens whom they hope to represent. At the same time the support for
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Russia’s president by Western governments such as Great Britain tends to alien-
ate the activists from those governments as well.

In unintegrated states that allow Western NGOs to work, such as in several
states in Central Asia, the influence of NGOs and transnational networks is par-
ticularly limited. Effective Western NGO strategies in such contexts were those
that focused on the periphery of the political sphere, such as working with local
cultural organizations and training journalists. Strategies of infrastructural assis-
tance were virtually impossible to implement, given the restrictive nature of the
political regimes. Infrastructural assistance to public advocacy groups, with the
risks of infighting among recipients and limited influence upon broader goals,
was a long-term investment; should the domestic political regimes change, the
groups that received funding might one day be in a position to take a leading
role in democratization.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOLARLY DEBATES

Transnational democracy networks are a form of transnational advocacy, related
to and often overlapping the human rights and environmental networks.26 In-
ternational relations scholars have paid increasing attention to the power of
these networks, but the cases in this book suggest that the limits of these net-
works are considerable and need to be better understood.

S I M I L A R I T I E S

For more than a decade the networks have engaged in campaigns that “strategi-
cally linked activities in which members of a diffuse principled network,” in this
case centered on the support of democratic institutions in Eastern Europe and
Eurasia, “develop[ed] explicit, visible ties and mutually recognized roles in pur-
suit of a common goal.” As described by Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink in
Activists Beyond Borders, “core network actors mobilize[d] others.”27 Networks
developed around issues such as women’s rights, environmental degradation,
political party formation, free trade unions, and independent media. Environ-
mental networks have campaigned against the dumping of nuclear waste in the
Barents Sea. The human rights networks formed under the Helsinki Final Act
still exist in Eastern Europe and Eurasia. In Russia, Belarus, and throughout
Central Asia they track torture, arbitrary arrest, detention, and disappearances.
Other human rights networks formed around issues of conscription, hazing in
the military, and the treatment of civilians, refugees, and those who care for the
wounded in Chechnya. Some networks intersect at specific events such as elec-
tions or the persecution of particular individuals.

Democracy work, like human rights work, is fundamentally a social phenom-
enon. As Keck and Sikkink argue, personal relationships have a dramatic influ-
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ence on success or failure. In countries with little or no democratic tradition, de-
mocratization appears to be influenced by how people reconcile ideas and prac-
tices common in democracies with their long-held domestic beliefs and cus-
toms. Personal relationships are central to this process. While new technologies
like the Internet and fax machine have facilitated the building of networks, the
case studies in this book suggest that ideas spread best through face-to-face con-
tact. Over and over Western NGOs present ideas and practices that derive from
norms. Local political activists accept, reject, or adapt these ideas and practices.
Which norms and standards of behavior win out over others is the result of
human agency; therefore the exploration of advocacy networks must be
grounded in the activities of individual actors, both foreign and domestic.

The cases here suggest hypotheses about the conditions under which ideas
are likely to spread. These hypotheses should be tested in other cases:

• If new ideas and practices are presented in a way that directly com-
petes with local organizational cultures, local people are likely to re-
ject them.

• If Western NGOs promote ideas and practices that in some way com-
plement local customs, local people tend to adopt and adapt them.

• Central to the diffusion of ideas and practices is the support of local
political entrepreneurs; they are the brokers through which the West-
ern NGOs interact with the society.

The power of these groups, like advocacy networks elsewhere, lies not in
their access to brute force, funds, or political office but in their ability to spread
information. In the post-Soviet context the Western parts of the networks helped
level the playing field in terms of information, by getting hardware to groups,
helping to set up printing presses, translating texts and mailing newsletters to
people, and conducting thousands of hours of training sessions on topics con-
nected with the specific issue around which they were mobilized.28 “Informa-
tion politics,” this redistribution of knowledge, was particularly important in the
post-Soviet context, where the state had monopolized information and kept
like-minded groups of people from banding together. It helped empower people
whose voices had been muffled by communist authorities for as long as seventy-
five years. Networks organized around a specific issue, such as the war in
Chechnya or nuclear waste, used information and publicity as a shaming tech-
nique against authorities that were perpetrating the crimes.

D I F F E R E N C E S

The case studies from Eastern Europe and Eurasia challenge dominant trends
in the literature concerning international norms and transnational advocacy
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networks. Implicit in much recent work is an idealized picture of a seemingly
steady march toward increased compliance, as human rights and democracy
norms “cascade” through “the international community.” At this moment in
“world time” many scholars expect to see such norms grow particularly strong.29

The post-Soviet cases here challenge this growing conventional wisdom and
provide a detailed look at how Western ideas and practices interact with local
cultures and norms.30

Case selection seems to play a role in the comparative weight that scholars
give to the power or to the limits of norms and advocacy networks. Latin Ameri-
canists working on human rights and scholars of the antiapartheid movement
have evidence that international norms have power. Journalists even write about
the “Pinochet effect,” referring to efforts in Chile, Argentina, and Uruguay to in-
vestigate the human rights abuses of leaders.31

However, Eastern Europe, and especially Eurasia, looks quite different. In
the states that emerged from the collapse of the Soviet Union, not a single legal
case has been brought—never mind one resulting in conviction or other form
of accountability—on behalf of the millions of citizens killed under Stalin. In-
stead, in a 1999 poll that asked Russians to choose the “most outstanding per-
sonalities of all times and all nations,” Stalin ranked in 1999 in fourth place with
35 percent, up from 11 percent in 1989. More Russians object to people who
have gotten rich since the collapse of the Soviet Union than to people carrying
portraits of Stalin.32 President Vladimir Putin was reported to have toasted
Stalin on his birthday in December 1999; in May 2000 the Russian state issued
commemorative coins in honor of Stalin as a “war hero.”33

In the mid- to late 1990s Russia and many states in Central Asia experienced
significant regression in human rights and democracy, despite the presence of
many conditions that scholars have argued caused positive change elsewhere.
For example, “principled-issue networks” have existed around many aspects of
both democracy and human rights, some as far back as the Helsinki Accords of
1975, and became increasingly dense in the decade since the collapse of the So-
viet Union. As the chapters in this book show, the degree to which local activists
are connected to these transnational networks varies greatly. Leaders in many of
these countries, such as Boris Yeltsin and Vladimir Putin, have shown concern
for the opinions of Euro-Atlantic decision makers, expending effort to host and
visit European and American leaders, seeking and gaining membership in
many Euro-Atlantic “clubs.” This variable concerning reputation has been an
important one in the literature. The states that emerged from the collapse of the
Soviet Union, and especially Russia, have been dependent on and have re-
ceived billions of dollars in financial assistance. Hundreds of millions of dollars
have gone to support democracy work.

Yet even with these conditions, outcomes in postcommunist states, especially
Russia, diverge from the expectations generated by much of the literature on the
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power of norms. Although a few postcommunist states are steadily moving in
the direction of democracy (Poland, for example), some have regressed (Russia,
Belarus, Ukraine, and Georgia), while others, such as in Central Asia, are expe-
riencing conditions worse than under the Soviets.34 Wherever we look in East-
ern Europe and Eurasia, the transition process looks shaky, and the scope and
direction of change within these countries contrasts starkly with the triumphant
stories in the international relations literature.

The case of Russia is particularly troubling because of the role that it plays in
the region and in international politics. By the late 1990s Russia’s federal and
local authorities had grown increasingly bold in their threats to civil liberties
and human rights. The state especially targeted independent media outlets. In
numerous cases environmentalists, human rights activists, and even students
and academics—Russians but also Americans and Europeans—were intimi-
dated, interrogated, trailed, jailed, robbed, accused of treason, beaten, and run
out of the country.35 The bloodiest part of the regression was the brutal way that
the Russian federal forces prosecuted the second war in Chechnya; troops have
routinely violated both the Geneva Convention and the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights.36

The harassment of activists and the war in Chechnya are not unprecedented
in post-Soviet Russia. Activists, however, viewed the regression in the late 1990s
as more serious and stark than anything Russia had experienced since before
Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in 1985. Nevertheless, Putin enjoyed nights
at the opera and pints of beer with Tony Blair, tea with the queen of England,
was the toast of the town at the July 2000 G-7 meeting in Okinawa, and was
warmly included in the July 2001 meeting in Genoa, although Russia had nei-
ther a strong industrialized economy nor a robust democracy.

The Russian and Central Asian cases discussed in this book suggest that the
likelihood of successful diffusion of norms may be overstated in the literature.
The norms that many scholars presume to be increasingly robust, cascading, and
shared, such as human rights and democracy, appear in fact to be rather weak,
inconsistently applied by powerful states, and repeatedly overwhelmed by histor-
ical legacies. The reasons why so many actors in the international system forgive
or overlook significant noncompliance, and thereby help to weaken the norms
that they profess to be diffusing, deserves additional attention from scholars.

Whatever the reasons, the consequences are stark. The logic of democratic
state behavior is muddled. Because the incentives are ambiguous and contra-
dictory, the diffusion of norms does not occur in the (more or less) linear fash-
ion that the literature often depicts.37 In contrast to expectations generated by
studies on human rights, the way that the Euro-Atlantic states have responded to
Russia seems to say that it is perfectly possible to be “norm violating” and a
member of the “in-group” or at least invited to its functions.38 Thus punishment
for lack of progress is absent.
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Moreover, the case of Russia suggests that we need to better identify the pre-
cise role of powerful states and decision makers in successful outcomes. Espe-
cially when dealing with a state as vast and still relatively powerful as Russia,
networks have only a limited ability to bring about change if they do not have
the support of states. The fall of the Berlin Wall, for example, had as much, if
not more, to do with decisions made by Mikhail Gorbachev than with the work
of activists and NGOs. Likewise, the power to keep states like Russia out of the
in-group, or to change the policies of other countries that abuse rights and
threaten new institutions, resides not with advocacy networks but with states
like Great Britain and the United States. Nowhere is this clearer than in the in-
ability of transnational networks to protect local activists.39

Finally, the cases here make clear that cultural context and historical legacy
matter to transnational advocacy networks. Culture, history, and politics do not
determine all outcomes, but contextual factors are necessary to the diffusion of
norms inside states. In order to be influential, ideas for encouraging the devel-
opment of democratic institutions, whether in Bosnia, Russia, or Kyrgyzstan,
must be compatible with local organizational cultures. Context matters to local
people, and ignoring it in research obscures the dynamic of contestation be-
tween international and domestic norms.

AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The case studies here suggest many important areas for further research. Schol-
ars and policy makers alike have reason to embark on a definitive study of the ef-
fect of Western assistance on political and social institutions in Eastern Europe
and Eurasia. Ideally, this project would be revisited in ten or twenty years’ time
in order to build knowledge longitudinally. Policy and scholarship should also
compare findings in Eastern Europe and Eurasia in a systematic fashion with
those from Latin America and elsewhere.

Several areas deserve additional inquiry. The size of the target country mat-
ters, not simply geographically but in terms of the amount of assistance relative
to the economy. The ratio of assistance dollars to the size of the local economy
seems to be an indicator of the degree to which external assistance can affect
the internal balance of power. For example, in Burundi and Rwanda assistance
seems to have played a much more central political role than in, say, Russia.40

Where development assistance has essentially replaced the state, the correlation
with increased dependence and even chaos is high.41 We need to look at these
dynamics, as they may shape politics in Eastern Europe and Eurasia.

The cases in this book show that historical legacy matters too, but scholars
need to establish under what conditions is it likely to matter. For example, how
is the salience of historical legacy related to economic prosperity? David Con-
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radt criticizes the famous study by Gregory Almond and Sidney Verba on post-
war Germany for just this reason:

In neglecting to examine directly or systematically the effects of history
upon political culture, [Almond and Verba] were unable to deal satisfac-
torily with the problem of change. If there is a relationship between a
country’s “traumatic history” and its political culture, what happens to po-
litical values over time as the traumatic events become increasingly re-
mote to an increasingly large segment of the population?42

Conradt found that trauma decreased in salience as the economy in Germany
developed. In Russia polling data have suggested that trauma seems to become
more salient as the economy falters. This correlation needs to be developed
further.

Many of the findings of our study confirm earlier work done by some other
observers of democracy assistance.43 Those studies also stressed the need for in-
creased participation by local citizens and more attention to context. The com-
parisons of strategies in this book provide a range of case studies to support sug-
gestions about how Western donors should adapt to the dynamic conditions of
political and social transition. They also highlight how, on occasion, such as in
Kazakhstan, policies promoting economic and political developments work at
cross-purposes.

Our findings suggest that if Western groups pursue a business-as-usual ap-
proach in the coming years, their influence on the development of sustainable
democratic institutions in Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia will dimin-
ish dramatically. Given the lack of response by NGOs to earlier studies, how-
ever, we have little reason to believe that they will respond to these findings.
Why is that? Why have organizations—NGOs but also government groups such
as USAID—been generally reluctant to change? What is it about how NGOs
are configured that inhibits their changing? This organizational behavior too
warrants examination by scholars.

IN CLOSING

This book, like most, reflects the period in which it was written. As a post–cold
war study it has focused on the rise of transnational efforts to help build demo-
cratic institutions and the difficulties of political and social change in the soci-
eties emerging at different rates and with varied burdens from communist, so-
cialist, and Soviet legacies. When the cold war was over, many were inclined to
hope or believe that great power politics were finished, the bipolar system shat-
tered, and international norms on the rise: People had triumphed, at the Berlin
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Wall, in Prague, in Budapest, and on top of tanks in Moscow rather than under
them.

By the new century, however, a close look at the states and societies of Cen-
tral Europe, Eastern Europe, and Eurasia, and their interaction with the West
reveals that all are, in many ways, between eras. We are still crossing from the
old world order to something new. The new—particularly as embodied by the
transnational, the changed conceptions of sovereignty, the links between popu-
lations thousands of miles apart—has power but not all the power. What may
have looked like the “road to democracy,” like the “path to socialism” in another
era, turns out to be circuitous and bumpy, and occasionally it even leads back-
ward. When scholars return in ten or twenty years to review the cases in this
book, will they find that the power of transnational democracy networks has in-
creased or diminished? Will the constraints have been overcome or have proved
overwhelming? Most important, will the people in these regions have prospered
or become more impoverished? Will fragile institutions be robust or will they
have collapsed? The cases here will, we hope, have convinced critics and cru-
saders alike that these issues are crucial as we move into an increasingly inter-
linked global future.
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