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Competing definitions of civil society

In some sectors, there has been an increasing tendency to equate “civil society” with private charitable organizations, by way of contrast to state-funded provision of social services. This definition is in contrast with the explicitly political way in which the term has been defined by local actors since the 1980s. These actors regard civil society as a political project, and consider its establishment and activity as a fundamental part of the construction of democratic societies in the region. A tradition of social research in Serbia and the former Yugoslavia points to the “informal groups”
 which were active in this period as spaces of socialization, self-organization and engagement independent of and autonomous from the state, which in the Communist period claimed oversight over all organized activity.

Similarly, an increasingly influential current of thinking in American research regards informal networks and civil-society activity as a source of “social capital,”
 in which relationships of mutual assistance provide space for acquaintance, discussion, and the provision of needs. This sort of activity is considered to be essential to recapturing a “public sphere” of political dialogue and exchange—which many researchers regard as having shrunk considerably in the twentieth century—in capitalist states as a result of technological developments and spatial arrangements which have contributed to the isolation of individuals, as well as in the former Communist world as a result of state policies which tended to colonize private and small-group activity. This approach has become popularized most markedly in the work of sociologist Robert Putnam,
 who argues that community organizations which build social capital can help to nurture democratic institutions and dialogue. This argument is contested, however, by researchers like Nina Eliasoph,
 who emphasize that the practical orientation of community-action projects tend to devalue and exclude issues which are perceived as “political” in favor of initiatives which are considered likely to produce concrete local results.

The early history of civil-society engagement in East Central Europe is marked by a strong emphasis on the role of civil society in constructing alternative spaces and in creating the conditions for democratic development. In this regard, the figure of George Soros, one of the early and most consistent large-scale donors, looms large.
 Strongly influenced by the political philosophy of Karl Popper,
 Soros integrated Popper’s organizing idea into the name of his foundation, the Open Society Institute (OSI), and concentrated his efforts on supporting independent projects in publishing, the arts and education. Similar conceptions motivated early domestic civil society mobilization in Serbia.

In some ways, the highly politicized definition of civil society adopted by domestic actors can conflict with the charity-oriented definition preferred by some international donor organizations. Although “democracy assistance” would seem to suggest a more activist orientation than “development assistance,” one source of tension seems to spring from development projects being supported under the rubric of democracy assistance. In particular, some suspicion of high-profile development projects could well derive from the Communist period, when the project of rapid modernization was marked by a number of highly visible and expensive projects, not all of which were in keeping with the technical carrying capacities of the places where they were built, and some of which were not maintained after their original construction.

Domestic NGO engagement in Serbia

Although the system of “socialist self-management,” which institutionalized an understanding of “interest communities,” provided an important background for the development of civic engagement of various types throughout the former Yugoslavia, it did not usually lead to the development of projects autonomous from the state. For the most part “interest communities” could function only with the formal sponsorship of a local party organization, and often depended on state institutions for most types of funding. While only some groups of this type developed into autonomous organizations, many of these groups proved to be quite important in the post-Communist period. The youth organization of the League of Communists of Slovenia, for example, became a center of independent publishing and political organization in the period before independence, and most women’s groups in the former Yugoslavia can trace their origins to organizations that operated in the framework of the “self-management” system.

The independent NGO movement in Serbia traces the beginnings of its growth to the effort to mobilize sentiment opposed to war and opposed to the Milosevic regime in the early 1990s. As Silvano Bolcic has shown, a full 43% of NGO projects in the first half of that decade were oriented either toward antiwar actions or affirmation of democratic values.
 In describing their engagement, the leaders of local NGOs also emphasize the political orientation of their activity:

Our goals changed as the situation changed. But our basic mission was always the same: the struggle to establish a democratic culture, to strengthen openness by establishing a democratic system ... Our mode of operation from the beginning was to empower as many people as possible. 

Our goal was to make people capable of participating in democratic processes, to teach them to act autonomously, and to know what their rights are.

In a manner consistent with the conception of civil society activity as having political motivations and political consequences, many NGO activists saw themselves either functioning as a vanguard for eventual political change, or carrying out through their activity politics by other means. This sort of activity took on a special importance while Serbia was controlled by a regime which systematically sought to make alternatives to its rule unavailable.

Relations between domestic NGOs and international donors

One of the attractions of domestic NGO activity for international donors during the Milosevic period was the perception that support for local action was generally consistent with the political goals of peace and of weakening the Milosevic regime.

Some NGO activists point with pride to their success in laying a groundwork which contributed to the end of the Milosevic regime, though this is certainly not universally regarded among activists neither as their only achievement nor their principal one. Some discussions with NGO activists indicate some tension between the short-term goals of some donors, who have to be persuaded that there is still reason to support activity with the mission of regime change accomplished, and the long-term agendas of NGO activists who see the necessity of maintaining an active civil sector in order to balance the power of the state and encourage continued reform.

This is not to say that international donors are not perceived as having long-term agendas. In some fields, the perception that INGOs have developed agendas which recipient organizations do not always share leads to tension, as some local NGO activists feel that they are reduced to the role of “subcontractors” for larger international organizations. In some areas, there is a perception that NGO activity is becoming increasingly “donor-driven” rather than “need-driven,” with projects likely to be framed by the calls for proposals, sometimes with goals that change from year to year. A particular complaint of recipient organizations has to do with the effect of changing donor agendas on continuity and the building of constituencies. One local NGO leader discusses the effect of this on the goals of the organization:

Before [our intentions] were perfectly honest, and perfectly clear—to work for the good of our country. Now it has become a job, one worth millions, in which continuing the job is the most important goal. A good report is the only thing that matters, not the achievement of any goal. If the project looks good on paper, then it is not at all important what happens.

The complaint moves further as international funders develop projects in places where an NGO infrastructure does not exist, or projects which demand a short term of action with no continuity in the future:

NGOs should be the ones who formulate projects and then seek funding for them. Now it works the other way around: the donors formulate projects and look for people to carry them out.

Some organizations, according to NGO leaders, feel as though they are obligated to take on projects which they know to be unsustainable in order to support the continued work of their organizations.

Particular complaints by local NGO leaders deal with consequences of the domination of projects by international donors. Some warn against what they call the “Bosnian syndrome,”
 which one describes as “hundreds of organizations doing fascinating programs, then they leave and there is nobody to continue them.” Others complain of financing and organizational schemes that favor the international organization and its partners over the intended recipients of aid:

It bothers us a lot that tremendous amounts of money stay in the donor countries, either the money is returned or it never arrives. When they spend a hundred thousand Euros on software programs, then the local partners become suspicious, they do not know why they are working, the relation of the project to the country is not clear, and there is a lack of transparency. A lot of money is spent on experts, and little is spent on institutions. Some experts cost fifteen or twenty thousand a month, some are part of a big industry. If it is aid then the biggest part of it ought to arrive to the places for which it is intended.

In relation to the dominance of a perceived class of international experts over programs, local leaders point out that many of these international experts are not as familiar with the situation on the ground as local people, and that a frequent consequence is that some large international organizations promote “some themes which have become fashionable, then they dump them,” with the result that many issues are presented only temporarily. Singled out for criticism on this count is USAID’s Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI), which describes its own mission as to “provide fast, flexible, short-term assistance targeted at key transition needs.”
  In the view of one domestic NGO leader:

At the beginning they followed local conditions, now they finance billboard campaigns. This is the very image of a mechanical understanding of reform and of social processes. April is for taxes, or for the independence of the judiciary. Then citizens begin to ask, who is working on making the judiciary independent. Instead of seeing how judges are working or strengthening the profession, the whole thing begins and ends with a billboard campaign. Who is that intended for? 

This sort of short-term publicity-centered program is viewed as a popular action for international funders, but as ultimately damaging to the causes it is intended to promote, since it raises issues without engaging them, and creates the misleading impression that something is being done beyond publicity itself.

Relations between NGOs and political authorities and domestic perceptions of NGO and INGO activity

Much of the public position of Serbian NGOs can be attributed to two factors: 1) to a considerable degree, many of them have been dependent on international assistance to support their activity, and 2) for the most part, NGOs are associated in public opinion with the liberal portion of the opposition to the Milosevic regime in the 1990s, and hence also with the antiwar movement, with opposition to nationalist ideologies, and with economic reform initiatives which seek to dismantle the remnants of the socialist system. Not all of these political associations receive sympathy in the current political climate in Serbia. In particular, the Milosevic regime assiduously sought, largely successfully, to tie the perception of NGOs to both the powerful countries from which a good portion of their financial support came and the widespread fear of foreign economic and political domination. When this perception is combined with a widespread lack of awareness of NGO activity, the result is a general problem of negative perception for NGOs.

Officials of the Milosevic regime perceived autonomous civil-society organizations as a threat to their power, and tried energetically to disqualify them in state-controlled media. The general line of disqualification was that their actions were oriented against the interests of the nation, and consistent with or subject to the priorities of states which were perceived as enemies. Despite several incidents of intimidation, however, NGOs were not consistently or actively prevented from functioning. For example, although the regime threatened several times to shut down or ban the activities of OSI, this threat was never carried out.

A decade of anti-NGO rhetoric did leave traces in public opinion, however. Part of the generally negative perception of the NGO sector can be traced to the origins of NGO activity in the anti-nationalist movements of the war years. As the currently ruling political parties search for a political base among the supporters of the former regime, some of them have sought to adopt positions associated with the nationalist right. President Kostunica has levelled criticism at the people he calls “antiwar profiteers,”
 while the populist mayor of the southern city of Cacak, Velimir Ilic, has gone further, declaring “all due respect to those who are doing a real job, humanitarian work, the education of citizens, but for the most part non-governmental organizations have the goal of destroying Serbia.”

Traces of this type of continuing anti-NGO rhetoric can be found in the survey by the Center for the Study of Alternatives, conducted in the summer of 2002. The study found that among the institutions in which respondents in Serbia placed the most trust were the Church and the Army, found high levels of suspicion toward state institutions, and described the difficulty of building trust in new social institutions such as NGOs.

NGO activists are aware of this problem of perception, but tend to minimize its importance. As one NGO leader puts it:

We presented a danger for right-wing, or extreme, populism. No government loves NGOs, except when they do not notice them or when they are so close to the government that there is no difference between them ... The problem [in the previous regime] was that the government understood all free association as action against it. The NGOs were founded on values, like human rights and equality, all things which the people in power did not respect.

As for negative perceptions in public opinion:

You have to be cautious with findings about trust. On what basis do citizens have trust in the military? Who can give a clear answer about whom they trust? Citizens do not trust the international community, because they do not see the necessity of connection with it. This is something that develops along with changes in the objective situation. Such a large number of young people live in a closed environment, they never knew basic things about the world, so they experience it as something unknown and dangerous. That is also a tradition from the Communist period.

As another local NGO leader puts it, “people may say that they have more faith in the Army and the Church than in experts, but that doesn’t mean that they want them to exercise political power.” As for NGOs themselves, another leader argues:

NGOs themselves are not totally innocent here. Sometimes they are not solidary, they enter into unprincipled competitive relationships, sometimes they openly speak badly of one another ... We are not popular, why should we be? It is a new form of organization and people do not understand well what it is about ... We can ask whether NGOs have done enough to explain their work, and to build trust in themselves?

Others tie negative attitudes toward NGOs to “fear of modernity, Europe, the world, democratization, change, rationality.” If this is the case, it might raise the question as to whether the project of civil society is achievable under existing social conditions.

The CRDA model as innovation and integration

One of the major international initiatives in the area, particularly on the part of government-sponsored agencies from the United States, is USAID’s Community Revitalization through Democratic Action (CRDA) program. CRDA is described in USAID publicity material as:

a five-year, $200 million program working in over 325 communities throughout Serbia, including the Presevo Valley where CHF International is USAID’s CRDA implementing partner. CRDA is a citizen-driven program in which local communities organize themselves to prioritize, plan and implement projects that revitalize essential infrastructure, create jobs, address critical environmental problems, and promote civic participation. To ensure community buy-in and commitment to the projects, participating communities are required to contribute at least 25 percent of the total project cost.

A pilot project for the present CRDA program, the Rural Community Development Clusters (RCDC), was previously implemented in Lebanon, and some similar programs have been implemented, also on a smaller scale, in Jordan and El Salvador. With the change of regime in Serbia in October 2000, James Stephenson, new head of USAID, who had designed the Lebanon program, was charged with developing a program on that model for Serbia.
  

Key elements of the CRDA program include collaborating directly with local communities, often circumventing major cities and central authorities in the process, public participation in generating projects using a “town-meeting” model, and required participation of local associations in the development and financing of projects. In the interest of quickly affirming the credibility of the program, USAID insisted on a “rapid start,” initiating 366 projects in 297 communities in its first year. Most projects are of a development character, involving the building of infrastructure, the provision of social services, or the generation of projects for employment or income generation. However, USAID officials see the development and democracy assistance elements of CRDA as constituting an inseparable whole:

It has a heavy infrastructure component, but it is a civil society program. The community development is the glue that holds it together.

[...]
The idea is simple. If you get people together around an objective, they will forget their ethnic and communal differences. 

CRDA is conceived as an alternative to “traditional” democracy assistance programs, which focused on the development of political parties and governmental institutions, primarily at the highest levels of government. The “top-down” democracy assistance programs implemented in Africa and South America in the past are generally regarded as having been unsuccessful, and this perception is shared, at least in part, among USAID personnel.

Much of the long-term benefit of the CRDA model is conceived in terms of helping to forge cooperative relationships between citizens and local governments, and to some degree in terms of training future community leaders through the process of self-organization. USAID officials point with pride to the success of RCDC “graduates” in municipal elections in Lebanon in 1998, as well as to the selection of young people, women and members of minority groups as community leaders in Serbia. Similarly, USAID officials point to the competitive bidding process used in CRDA projects as a method of fighting corruption by example.

Difficulties in implementing the CRDA model

On some level USAID, with budgets that dwarf those of most other funders and with its considerable reach and organizational capacity, is perceived both by recipient organizations and by other donors as the proverbial 600-pound gorilla. This reputation is not entirely rejected by USAID officials, who are required to regularly demonstrate concrete results on the ground and to show that their activity advances the foreign policy interests of the United States in order to secure funding from Congress and the support of the Department of State. As a consequence, there is pressure for USAID to provide evidence of quick startup, widespread activity, and demonstrable results on a regular basis. As James Stephenson puts it, there is a need “to demonstrate that the program is delivering the goods,” and for “people to see the improvements in their home communities.”

In terms of demonstrating results and activity to local populations and to the US Government, the “rapid start” model can probably be regarded as successful. However, it might lead to some long-term difficulties as the program progresses. Local partner organizations have complained that the “rapid start” requirement has forced them to cut corners, which obligated them to spend time correcting errors later.
 For USAID, the perceived need for immediate action has meant that little time was taken for project directors to familiarize themselves with the area, and in some cases this has meant that existing local NGOs have been circumvented or ignored in the process. This has been criticized by some local media, many of which are already disposed toward suspicion of international assistance programs. In a particularly strong attack in the popular weekly magazine NIN, Tanja Jakobi levels a thinly veiled charge at Stephenson, arguing that “some donors, like USAID, arrive with complete programs and do not consider that the differences between Lebanon and Serbia are so great that something that succeeded there could not be applied here.”

Some of the objections raised here might be dismissed as an expression of bruised egos. In many cases, regardless of procedure, it would be difficult to contest that successfully completed projects in infrastructure and social services meet a need, and that this need may well not have been met without the CRDA program. While it is early in the process to assess the success of CRDA in generating democratic structures, a similar issue may be involved: the question of sustainability. For USAID, sustainability is a marginal issue:

...we do not attempt to sell it as sustainable. The real thing is to reinstitute ethnic tolerance and cooperation and to inculcate democratic values. Some communities may vanish, some may become NGOs, some may become advisory councils for local government. But we are not pushing it. It will be sustainable if the people want it.

Here the motivations of USAID clash sharply with those of local NGO leaders, for whom the sustainability of programs is essential. In many cases this has led to the suspicion that large international donors have a short-term interest in promoting projects that will enhance their reputation, after which they intend to withdraw and abandon the process of building democratic institutions. 

Also at stake in such conflicts is the relation of development projects to the general political environment. The instability and political paralysis of institutions in Serbia since the change of regime in October 2000 has become well known—in 2002 alone, presidential elections failed twice because of insufficient turnout, leading an unelected president to take office in 2003, while her predecessor prepared to go to the Hague to face charges for violation of international humanitarian law.
 This represents a marginal concern for USAID officials, who perceive that “the political issues at the top are amusing entertainment, but they do not really affect people’s lives,” and argue instead for the value of building democratic coalitions on local issues. For domestic actors, however, “the political issues at the top” are crucial, since they determine the contours of the state in which they operate. 

Recommendations of domestic actors

Activists in the Serbian NGO community happily claim credit for having contributed to the demise of the Milosevic regime. Rather than regarding this as a mission accomplished, however, they tend to consider the disappearance of that regime as establishing the basic conditions which allow their work to begin in earnest. Among the obstacles they perceive to this effort are INGO agendas which are inconsistent or sometimes conflicting with the basic mission of the domestic NGO movement as they perceive it, as well as what they view as efforts by the current government to coopt or marginalize NGO activity. The continued instability of the political climate is also widely regarded as standing in the way of the construction or reform of institutions. 

In indicating directions for further activity, local actors point to those activities which have been most successful in the past. Among the projects which they regard as the clearest successes, in which the achieved result greatly exceeds the value of the money invested, are the development of independent media, the multiplication of citizens’ organizations both in Belgrade and around the country, and the establishment of networks of independent expert and research organizations.
 In those areas where the government has been open to collaborating with NGOs on reform projects, particularly judicial and educational reform, NGO leaders also express satisfaction with the processes and results. 

With regard to unsuccessful projects, NGO leaders were often less willing to enter into specifics. As one pointed out, “officially unsuccessful projects do not exist—there is no negative report in any project.” Among the programs identified as unsuccessful were income generating projects and programs for refugees, the latter of which were universally described by one NGO leader as “an absolute catastrophe.” For some other projects judged as unsuccessful, such as university reform, blame seems to have been cast on a large and unwieldy bureaucracy which absorbs advice with difficulty.

In general, the conditions which seem to be most frequently identified as leading to successful projects seem to have been direct involvement with the needs of a community, transparency in the development and carrying out of projects, and a sustained presence. In particular, these conditions seem to be enhanced when local resources and capacities are developed, and when these local capacities, if they exist, are relied upon.

On this ground many local NGO leaders are critical of efforts by large international donors, particularly those donors who enter the scene without sufficient knowledge of the terrain, with programs already developed, and with short-term or project-specific intentions. 

You have to work constantly and to be present. You will not achieve your goal if you hold six seminars in six cities, and then say goodbye.

The European Union offered a tender, they want to enable organizations to prepare trainers in fifty cities in which there is not a developed [civil] sector. All of this was done without any consultation with people from those cities, they are asking for resources from NGOs which are not capable of providing them, and they expect to move this forward.

They should put themselves in our shoes. They need to be patient, to change the flow of resources—not huge amounts at the beginning and then a reduction, but the flow of resources should follow the course of development. They should rely on local resources because it is insulting the way they behave, who represents us and who speaks in our name.

With these reservations in mind, there is a degree of suspicion on the part of local NGO leaders toward the CRDA program. This suspicion is enhanced by the scale of the program, the “rapid start” which makes gaining familiarity with the terrain impossible, the five-year term of the program, the emphasis on development projects under the rubric of democracy assistance, and USAID’s reliance on large INGOs rather than existing local organizations as partners. One local NGO leader described the USAID staff as “cowboys,” perhaps indicating a degree of anti-Americanism, or perhaps summarizing the well-known film character who enters a community briefly, has a considerable public impact, then leaves.

Suspicions aside, the difference between large-scale programs like CRDA and the smaller efforts of local NGOs seem to be more closely related to methods of work and relations to local communities than to basic motivations or intentions. The latter are remarkably similar: both USAID and prominent local actors express an interest in building democratic institutions at the local level. One local NGO leader summarized the goal of her organization in terms people at USAID would certainly share: “Make the changes irreversible.” So while there appears to be tension at the beginning stages, CRDA is not incommensurable with activity at the local level. This is particularly true if CRDA staff are able to integrate the critiques offered at the local level, especially with regard to establishing relationships with existing local actors and sustainability.

In the meantime, despite the scale of USAID involvement, important space remains for smaller donors. Small-scale activities can have meaningful effects if they build on local capacities, include meaningful consultation with local community in all stages from program development to continuity, and consider projects in the context of long-term development of local resources and institutions.
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