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Introduction 
 
On 28 and 29 March 2019, around a hundred civil society activists and academics from 18 European 

countries gathered at the Collegium Polonicum in Słubice for a European Civic Academy on “(un)civil 

society and populism: what trends and perspectives for civic space in Europe?” to discuss challenges 

and threats around civic freedoms, attacks on human rights and common European values and the 

rule of law in the context of the emergence of illiberal democracies and the rising of populist 

movements. The Academy was organised by Civil Society Europe in cooperation with OFOP, the 

National Federation of Polish NGOs, and in partnership with Collegium Polonicum and the European 

Alliance for Social Sciences and Humanities. The European Civic Academy was co-funded as part of the 

2018 CPDE European Region Work Plan by CSO Partnership for Development Effectiveness as part of 

Sweden’s Policy for Global Development. 

http://www.ofop.eu/about-us
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The presentations triggered a debate on the notions of populisms and the ways in which civil society 

organisations are addressing it, including on whether countering populism could be an effective 

strategy. Research was also presented that allowed civil society activists to understand motivations of 

supporters of populist movements and how to respond to their concerns and engage in dialogue 

beyond preconceived ideas and jargon. In particular, the lack of trust and engagement with local 

authorities, the declining of socio-economic conditions for groups in society, and the desire to 

belonging and having an impact were identified as key elements. Participants also learned about 

experiences of resilience from different civil society organisations, notably Poland, Romania and the 

Black Sea region. Experiences of public awareness raising campaigns on the role and added values of 

civil society highlighting success stories were shared, demonstrating that attacks on civil society can be 

turned into enhanced solidarity among organisations and increased support from the public. The 

phenomena of state capture and corporate state capture was also examined through experiences 

presented in different countries. The event included plenary presentations as well as workshops which 

allowed further interaction among participants. This was further ensured through the fact that all 

participants were accommodated on the campus, and that all meals were shared at the Collegium 

Polonicum. The event has also allowed to build further cooperation among civil society and academic 

participants and laid the ground for a further edition in 2020 with closer scientific involvement and a 

higher number of participants. 

Official Opening of the conference 

Jean Marc Roirant, President of Civil Society Europe welcomed participants both from civil society 

and academics. He stressed that the European Civic Academy had the ambition to become a 

permanent place of exchange between the academic and the associative world on issues related to 

civic space and democracy. He stressed that such an alliance was necessary to reach a higher 

understanding of the processes and mechanisms in place, and also to counter fake news. He also 

argued for a structured cooperation with a long term strategy and common projects. He also invited 

civil society participants to share names of the academic experts with whom they were working with 

the ambition of creating a network of universities working on civic space issues. He also welcomed the 

cooperation with the European Association of Social Sciences and Humanities and contacts with the 

networks UNA Europa (University Alliance Europe composed of 7 leading European Universities) and 

Civis, a European civic University (composed of 8 universities). 

He finally thanked all partners and funders and said that he was looking forward to a lively debate. 

Karolina Dreszer – Smalec, vice President of the National Federation of Polish NGOs OFOP expressed 

her appreciation for the cooperation. She highlighted the symbolic importance of the meeting venue, 

the Collegium Polonicum, a cross border institution that was established 17 years ago by University 

Viadrina (Germany) and Adam Mickiewicz University (Poland). She also stressed that the institute had 

developed a structured cooperation with civil society, which was also consistent with the engagement 

of the two municipalities (Słubice and Frankfurt Oder) towards supporting the development of civil 

society. 

Adrianna Dydyna – Marycka, Vice Mayor of Słubice welcomed all participants to Poland and 

expressed the satisfaction of the Mayor and of the town government for supporting this European 

gathering. She noted that the European project and the EU slogan “united in diversity” exemplified the 

cooperation that Slubice and Frankfurt Oder had engaged with very successfully. She also presented 

examples of civil society projects, namely in culture and sports that the municipality was supporting. 

http://www.eassh.eu/
https://www.una-europa.eu/founding-members/
https://civis.eu/fr
https://www.ofop.eu/about-us
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Plenary Session I - The situation of Civil Society in Poland – a case study for 

Europe? 

Karolina Dreszer – Smalec, Chair introduced the session. She stressed that Europe had gone through 

significant changes seeing the emergence of illiberal democracies and attacks to the rule of law. In 

particular, in Poland anti NGOs laws had been adopted. She stressed the importance of analysing the 

situation and sharing concrete tools to address these developments. 

Professor Magdalena Musial Karg, Vice Dean of the Faculty of Political Science and Journalism at the 

Adam Mickiewicz University, presented an overview of the situation of civil society in Poland since 

1989 when the first democratic elections took place in Poland. She stressed that without civic 

movements these changes would have not been possible, as well as during the 15 years’ process for 

the accession to the European Union. 

She said that the current government was not supportive of the European Union, while citizens 

remained very positive according to opinion polls. 

She noted with concern that the Democracy Index showed a decline of the score of Poland since 2014, 

due to the reforms introduced by the Law & Justice party currently leading the Government coalition 

and which can count between 35 and 42% popular support. She highlighted the link between populists’ 

parties and near-authoritarian parties. 

Professor Musial Karg explained that there was currently a battle between 2 big parties – Law & Justice 

– current government – and the Civic Platform (founded amongst others by Donald Tusk, the European 

Council President), but that the PIs party was likely to remain in power. 

She explained that the popular support is the result of different factors:  

 the fact that they have delivered on a number of promises relevant to many polish people: 

family allocations for the second and third child and housing, and that most of the 

population does not feel concerned about weakening of the rule of law and decrease in 

civic freedoms. 

 The development of what she defined as the Smolensk religion –  as a result of the 2010 

presidential aircraft accident, with ceremonies organised almost until now every month, 

and presented regularly in the media 

 The development of a populist discourse 

 A settlement among political elites which has resulted in a weakening of the opposition 

She also explained that reforms have led to threats to democratic principles and values, to the control 

of the media and in particular State media, as well as of the Constitutional Court and the judiciary. She 

also mentioned examples of political affairs. 

Professor Musial Karg stressed that this has created a polarisation of the political scene and political 

alienation of citizens. 

She noted that civil society over the years has developed and gained strength. The Government 

Coalition has therefore taken actions to curb this. She referred to the law establishing the Freedom 

Institute, centralising and rendering opaque the allocation of funding to civil society. She said that 

although most of the Polish population is not involved in NGOs, there has been a large mobilisation 

between 2015-2019 on the defence of courts and constitution, against hate crime or the Black Monday 

protests against the total abortion ban. These mobilisation have not been anti-government overall, 

but they have only been partly responded. 
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She noted that in order to strengthen democracy and civic involvement in Poland, civic education, 

further support to NGOs and active participation in public life was important. 

Łukasz Domagała, President of the National Federation of Polish NGOs/OFOP presented the 

perspective of civil society. 

He stressed that the transformation of society started in 1990 was never completed and that 

democracy and rule of law principles have not been sufficiently rooted, and as a result it is easier to 

erode. He also noted that Civil Society did not react at first to reforms challenging the rule of law, 

media and civic freedoms at first.  An important trigger was the setting up of the Freedom Institute 

which was used like a carrot and stick by the Government, but with greater control, and cutting access 

to foreign funding has obliged organisations to take a stand. 

Also there has been a number of civic movements that were created to defend the Constitution, to 

fight the total ban on abortion, to protect the environment. Civil Society Organisations have also 

created Facebook groups to counteract exertions by the government and instances of breach of the 

rule of law. Also two years ago civil society organisations worked on a set of common values and 

started to redefine them in the public space. 

He also informed that OFOP was developing a report showing the relevance of the rule of law – with 

comments from the different NGOs and a plan for the future.  

Ewa Kulik - Bielińska, Executive Director of the Stefan Batory Foundation stressed also although 

changes in current society were brought by social movements in the nineties, notably through the 

Solidarity movements, they were perceived as a strange concept. The power of the media and civil 

society was underestimated and they lost the elections.  

After 2010 with the Smolensk airplane accident, politicians started to see the power of the grass-root 

movements as an engine for mobilisation. They created a mythology and exploited the emotional 

shock of the tragic loss of human lives. 

Between 2010 and 2015, The Freedom and Peace party started to create their media and their own 

civil society. The creation of the National Institute of Freedom by the Government is a tool for fund 

GONGOs. Behind the promotion of a pluralist civil society, organisations in the country side, closer to 

the tradition ethos were supported and new organisations were established. They have also developed 

new cultural and artistic magazines supporting these values. Also educational reforms have focused 

on traditional and conservative values. 

Ms Kulik-Bielińska stressed however more positive developments for civil society. She noted that 

various survey show that Civil society is the organisational entity more trusted by Poles (by 55%) 

together with local authorities and above the Church. The reasons is that CSOs help people, are 

independent, and contribute to keeping the Government accountable. This means that big hopes are 

built on Civil Society now and this is an important challenge. People also feel that they can influence 

the local affairs and their vote matters. However, it is difficult to make predictions and see what will 

be the results of the elections. Also a big challenge is the growing disenchantment of young people 

towards politics and their limited participation in the elections. 

Dr. Krzysztof Wojciechowski, PhD, director of Collegium Polonium spoke about the transformations 
in the city of Słubice and the development of the civil society sector with a high number of officially 
registered associations. He also mentioned the Foundation for the Collegium Polonicum which was 
established in October 2002, based on active cooperation with the University of Adam Mickiewicz 
University in Poznań and the European University Viadrina in Frankfurt (Oder).  He explained that one 

http://fundacjacp.org/
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of the main goals of the Foundation is to support Collegium Polonicum, its faculties and student 
organizations by providing funding to university projects, prizes in competitions, student internships, 
volunteering as well as organization of academic events. The Foundation also supports associations 
and foundations within the region. It employs 20 people. Dr. Wojciechowski also spoke about the 
challenges linked to the establishment and development of Collegium Polonicum and its increasing 
recognition as a symbol of cross border cooperation in the area of education and research. He 
concluded by expressing his fears on the future of Europe which is threatened by disintegration and 
populism, and the need for NGOs to fight these developments. 
 

 
  
Debate 
 
The Presentation was followed by a lively debate. Questions and comments related to future political 
perspectives in Poland and in particular on the role of the Spring party, the status of NGOs in Poland, 
the importance of European values, the role of the Church, and measures taken to address the law on 
funding to NGOs. 
 
In responding Professor Musial Karg explained that in terms of statistical indicators, Polish NGOs are 
still behind other countries, but there is now a recognized place in society for them. As to the Spring 
party, she expressed doubts on its capacity to be a long term player, as it does neither have strong 
territorial structures, nor a solid financial basis. On populism, she noted that populists offer the 
possibility in times of crisis to build self-esteem in a country by insisting for instance to “make America 
great again” or rebuilding the British Empire. 
 
Ewa Kulik-Bielinska noted that the Polish Government had to step back on a number of reforms, but 
that civil society had to continue to fight. She also mentioned that the support to the European Union 
among the population is up to 80% now, but it is important to talk about European values. For this 
reason, her organization, the Batory Foundation, has launched a campaign fighting stereotypes on the 
European Union and persuading people to vote at the European elections in May. 
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Łukasz Domagała stressed that the role of values is critical in Europe. He also referred to the influence 
of Russia in the public debate in Poland through the dissemination of fake news and the erosion of 
western values. On the question on the role of the Church in Poland, he said that the Government was 
actively seeking support and alliance with movements linked to the Church and that there is an 
increasing risk for the Church to get entangled in partisan discourse.  
 
On actions taken by civil society to address legislative developments restricting civic space, he 
informed the periodical report published by OFOP and addressed to the Ombudsman on the 
infringements in the cooperation between the Government and civil society and in particular on civil 
dialogue and funding restrictions. It is planned to translate these reports also in English. 
 

 
 
 

Plenary session II - POPULISM, EUROSCEPTICISM & CIVIC SPACE 

Jean Christophe Bas, CEO and Executive Board Chairman at Dialogue of Civilizations Research 
Institute introduced and chaired the session. 
 
He said that he was very moved to come to Poland at the time of the 30th anniversary of the fall of the 
Berlin wall, and recalled important changes that had occurred since then, and the inspiring 
contribution to democracy in Europe of people such as the Nobel peace prize Lech Walesa, and many 
other heroes risking their lives for freedom of expression. He said that the difficult times that Poland 
is facing should not make us forget what has been achieved. 
 
Prof. Emilia Palonen, Adj. Prof. in Political Science, University of Helsinki & Politics, Media and 
Mainstream Populism (MAPO) Consortium presented a stimulating perspective on populism. She 
spoke about the emergence of a fifth party in Europe, the populist party. She stressed that it was 
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difficult to classify as it can emerge both on the left or right side of the political spectrum often with 
an emphasis on anti-immigration policies and/or nationalism. 
 
She explained that the Mainstreaming Populism Consortium (MAPO) Academy of Finland was working 
on a comparative study on the role of populist parties in power and in opposition in several countries 
in Europe and across the world. They are also mapping cultural populism and polarization in European 
politics through the twitter site Whirl of Knowledge @whi_know blogs.Helsinki.fi/whi_know. She 
referred in particular to a study that she conducted on the transformation of the Hungarian hegemony 
politics of memory and symbols and the increasing polarization of the country. She noted that people 
in Hungary were reluctant to be involved and distrusted politics. 
 
Professor Palonen spoke about the “shake up effect of populism” as it challenges the traditional 
conceptualisations of democracy and politics, makes central and identifiable the political meaning 
allowing people to identify, it renders politics as rhetoric performative (with black and white 
messaging), and questions altogether the role of democracy. She also referred to the different 
meanings of populism. According to scholars, it is not nationalisms, but it can often get entangled with 
populism and nationalism. Populism is also a “thin centred ideology”. It has a form, but no content. 
Therefore, populism is not an ideology as such, but it gets entangled with ideologies. It is rather about 
belonging and identification. Populism is also not something constant, but something that can emerge 
at moments (also for instance in mainstream politics).  Professor Palonen noted that populism because 
of its ability to draw on emotions is a driver for mobilization. Because of this feature, a certain degree 
of populism is necessary for democracy to achieve political change and fight hegemony, and 
institutionalism.  
 
However, this kind of healthy populism can easily deteriorate and create polarization or even 
institutionalization (for example in Turkey). In order to avoid this, it is necessary to promote diversity 
and pluralism against hegemony. She also noted that counter populism is also a form of populism in 
itself as it means opposing us to them. 
 
Populism is useful to questions the already embedded lines of identification in politics and generating 
new awareness of struggles and rallying points. It brings together groups that would not otherwise be 
seen under the same heading, slogan or platform. It responds to the need of people to engage as 
individual persons and not as a variable, to belonging and having a real impact in society. She stressed 
that the most effective way to avoid populism in its negative form is to fight institutionalization. She 
indicated that co-governance and citizen led participation could be antidotes to institutionalization 
and presented as a good practice a democracy pilot project run in Helsinki for building a cultural centre 
housing the library, youth centre and civic adult education unit. She concluded on the need to find an 
appropriate model of representation which would be open to take in new people rather than 
representing oneself or a group. Avoiding conflict or the potentiality of conflict is a problem for 
democracy. Spaces for real dialogue must be created. 
 
Luuk Molthof, Dpart Think Tank for Political Participation presented the study “Public and Policy 
Makers Valuing open societies in Europe” as well as the impact on CSOs of its findings. 
 
Mr. Molthof explained that for the study a research was conducted in 6 European countries from 
different areas and perspectives (Germany and France, Poland and Hungary, Italy and Greece) with 
surveys reaching around 1,000 persons per country as well as individual interviews with political actors 
and civil society advocates. The study assessed how much importance Europeans attach to liberal 
democratic values, whether they still cherish values such as freedom of expression, respect for 
minorities, and the rule of law. The final objective was the development of practical recommendations 
for open society advocates based on an understanding of public and elite perceptions. Different 
statements were prepared exemplifying these values and participants to the survey had to rank them 

http://www.voicesonvalues.dpart.org/
http://www.voicesonvalues.dpart.org/
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according to how they considered them essential for an open society. These included: freedom of 
expression, freedom of the press, freedom for CSOs to challenge and engage government, 
representation of all political views in parliament, protection of minority rights, freedom of religion, 
and equal treatment of newcomers. The conclusions of the study show that Europeans are attached 
to all these values which are considered by most as highly essential or rather essential.  What emerged 
in general through all the different groups of respondents is that freedom of expression is the most 
important, followed in most countries by freedom of the press apart from Hungary and Poland where 
the freedom for CSOs to challenge and engage government comes second. In all countries the equal 
treatment of newcomers is considered the least important. In addition, if Europeans had to trade off 
any open society issues they would more easily give up on the protection of minorities. Also it appeared 
that most people do not classify as either open or close society supporters, but are a mix of open-close 
society principles supporters. One-dimensional understandings, according to which open and closed 
society views should be seen as opposites, do not actually reflect the evaluations of many.  
 
According to the conclusions of the study, civil society organisations need to focus in their advocacy 
and education on the democratic values that are most at risk of being traded off. Also the study shows 
that population should not be systematically divided into groups, and that complexity should be taken 
into account. Finally, in protecting and strengthening Europe’s open societies, CSOs should not neglect 
people’s economic, political, and cultural concerns. 
 

 
 
Participants also watched the video recording of the presentation of Assya Kavrakova, Director of the 
European Citizens Action service, Societies outside Metropolises, the role of civil society organisations 
in facing populism. The Study was commissioned by the Diversity Europe Group of the European 
Economic and Social Committee and covered eight Regions in non-metropolitan areas in four Countries 
with different socio-economic characteristics but all with high populist vote in France, Poland, Italy and 
Austria. The objective of the study was on one hand to understand the motivations for populist vote 
and on the other assess the actions of CSOs to counter populism. The methodology covered desk 
research, citizens’ surveys, focus groups and interviews. A populism Index of selected parties in Austria, 
France, Italy and Poland was developed based on the following definition: “a thin-centered ideology 
that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the 
pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of 
the volonté générale (general will) of the people” (Cas Mudde). According to the study populism is an 
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interplay of socioeconomic and cultural factors that produce fears and anxieties varying across social 
groups and geographical areas. Additional factors include a crisis in representative democracy with a 
lack of trust in traditional parties, the ability of populist parties to communicate and build on fear and 
anxieties while not proposing viable solutions, the inaction of traditional political parties, online 
disinformation and Euroscepticism (as a symbol of liberal democracy and transnational cooperation). 
 
The study shows that CSOs do not have clarity of the term “populism” and they do not consider this as 
a distinctive type of challenge. Examples of actions tackling populism are: promotion of values, civic 
education, civic initiatives in support of migrants, and efforts to tackle online disinformation and 
support direct democracy. Euroscepticism was not addressed separately in Poland. However according 
to the results of the research engagement of CSOs in these activities remains very marginal. As a result, 
Ms. Kavrakova suggested more capacity building and support for organisations at local level in all these 
areas, as well as promoting further EU and international cross border exchanges involving non 
metropolitan areas. In particular, she recommended the need to develop a knowledge base on 
“populism” to inform a tailored approach to tackling its roots and manifestations, fostering EU 
communication and engagement, restoring the public sphere of dialogue and discussion, 
complementing representative democracy with collaborative elements of participatory democracy, 
and strengthening the EU’s role and actions as guardian of EU values and democracy in the EU and in 
Member States. Assya Kavrakova also spoke specifically of the findings of the study in Poland. She 
mentioned that the cultural factors and anxieties such as multiculturalism, secularisation and gender 
equality, with an additional focus on LGBTQI+ rights, the perceived threat from foreign powers, and 
fear of refugees and Islam took precedence over socioeconomic factors. Also contrary to other 
countries populism constituted a threat to democracy notably though the different reforms affecting 
the rule of law. She also noted that despite anti-European rhetoric by populist parties, support to the 
EU among citizens remained very strong. She argued therefore that the EU should take a stronger 
stance in defending democracy in the EU and in Poland as EU membership provides effective leverage 
against populists and enjoys broad public support. In particular, she also called the EU to support with 
funding local CSOs. She also stressed that an independent judiciary and media need to be ensured as 
the basis for tackling populism. In addition, she insisted on the need to strengthen civil society through 
developing knowledge and knowhow on specific policy issues, through training in communication 
skills, as well as promoting cooperation among regional organisations, investment in civic education 
and the development of participatory methods notably at local level. 
 
During the debate there were a lot of questions on the methodology of the studies presented, as well 
as discussions on whether the support for European values was not questioned by the readiness to 
compromise on the integration of new comers and the protection of minorities which were at the basis 
of an open society. Participants also spoke about the need to engage with people on concrete issues 
and using concepts that can be easily understood in order to promote open society values. There was 
also a discussion on whether countering populism constituted a form of populism. 
 
 

Plenary Session III THE MOBILISATION OF UN-CIVIL SOCIETY AT EU LEVEL – 

WHAT STRATEGIES FOR CIVIL SOCIETY? 

The session was co-chaired by Jan Robert Suesser from the European Civic Forum and Marc Soignet, 

from the European Humanist Federation who stressed the need to focus on those citizens that are left 

behind and who represent between 20-30% of the population. They stressed that this situation if not 

addressed by policy makers constituted also a danger for the democracy. 

During the debate Siri Hummel, from the Maecenata Institute, responded to the question on whether 

Civil society is always good.  She said that next to long standing democratic civil society organisations 
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we see the emergence of NGOs that create xenophobic environment, and antidemocratic initiatives 

which are very active in the media landscape. 

She noted that it was important to define what constitutes civil society and what distinguishes them 

from these new organisations and movements. She also said that this calls on CSOs to strengthen the 

way they communicate and act on values, including watchdog activities but also to reinforce their 

accountability, and be better organized and connected with other organisations in order when 

necessary to also fight back.  

Cristina Serván, Asociación Pro Derechos Humanos de Andalucía stressed that the political sphere 

had becoming more and more challenging to the worse and that populist ultra conservative parties 

were acceding power. She mentioned in particular the neo-fascist party VOX which has 12 seats in the 

Parliament and was at the time of the meeting in the coalition Government with the Popular Party.  

She said that her organization in Spain had started to investigate the reasons for people to support 

ultra conservative parties and saw that while there is a minority of strong supporters that embrace the 

neo-fascist ideology, most voters are actually people that are misinformed and that are afraid of 

current societal changes, notably as regards immigration. In order to react to this situation, she pointed 

out that it was important to reinforce the links inside and outside the organization, inform better 

people about the different aspects of migration using all media and communication channels, or 

through exhibitions, workshops, education material, with user friendly language adapted to all. She 

also argued that feminism as a popular movement is the strongest antidote to populism.  

She also said that often a big challenge was the confusion between freedom of speech and hate speech 

that leads to the fact that on one hand hate speech is legitimized, and on the other hand freedom of 

expression is increasingly challenged by the authorities. She spoke in particular about the Spanish Law 

that represses contempt of authorities and that has led to imprisonment or charges against activists in 

peaceful demonstrations.  

Florin Buhuceanu, ACCEPT:  argued that CSOs generally use an abstract language while populists use 

a more accessible language using values and emotions. He explained that CSOs in Romania are now 

using both languages to reach out to the general population. He spoke in particular on the proposed 

referendum in Romania to change the constitution so as to define marriage as the union between a 

man and a woman, in order to prevent the introduction of legislation on same sex marriages.  

He explained that the proposal for referendum obliged LGBT organisations to go beyond their 

networks to get support against the referendum. Instead of advocating on the basis of abstract 

concepts they argued on the need to redefine families. This ensured support and alliances from very 

different organisations including religious groups, as well as media support.  Instead of fighting for a 

minority NGOs fought for a universal human right and could also reframe the debate around common 

values.  

Mr. Buhuceanu also stressed that it is key while not compromising on values to use different languages 

according to the context in which you are so that you can engage in a real dialogue. He also insisted 

on not isolating or labelling people that express different opinions and connecting with groups with 

which CSOs are usually not connected with and going out of our bubble. 
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Eszter Kováts from Eötvös Loránd University Budapest said that she was uneasy with the term uncivil 

society, and that NGOs should avoid dividing civil society into two camps and leading a binary fight 

against populism. She argued rather for a redefinition of the concept of civil society. She also stressed 

that there was a tendency in Hungary to reduce more and more civil society to service providers 

replacing the State. She also informed about the Hungarian Government decision to put gender studies 

at the Hungarian Academy of Science under government control. 

She also spoke about the negative perception in Hungary of EU values and explained that the European 

Union project is perceived as a Western agenda, from which some countries are mainly profiting. It is 

important also to understand that Hungary joined the EU from an inferior position. More in particular 

EU values are perceived by Hungarians rather linked to economic and political considerations instead 

of human rights. She therefore called for using other terms. 

Ms. Kováts also stressed that many NGOs in Hungary use the language of Western donors. As a result, 

they have become increasingly professionalized by being accountable to donors and not to society, 

and have been unable to gain support of the general population.  

Franco Uda from ARCI, which is the biggest cultural association in Italy composed of one million 

members and 6.000 community-based associations, working on participation to culture, emancipation, 

civic activism and also support to migrants and women. 

During his intervention he referred to the World Congress of families which took place during the same 

days in Verona, initially promoted by a US based religious organization using a populist and polarizing 

rhetoric, and which received the patronage of the Italian Government. A previous edition had also 

been supported by the Prime Minister of Hungary. 
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Franco Uda also argued on the need to construct more alliances with the other sectors of society, and 

also update the analysis and understanding of CSOs as a result of this interactions. He called on civil 

society in the current context to restarting by the fundamentals. He said that civil society activists have 

to be open to be contaminated by others and breaking down our own way of thinking and working. He 

concluded by saying that our times call for a renewed civil society, who invests in coalition and is more 

strategic 

Debate 

During the debate there was a discussion on national versus European identities. Franco Uda stressed 

the need to reverse the cultural approach in the society and set a different horizon in the civil society 

vision for the future. He added that the role of European networks was very important to promote 

convergences in a common strategy through the combination of different struggles. 

Florian Buhucenau spoke about the language of belonging that should force NGOs to get out of the 

closet. Cristina Serván Mellero argued about the need to be visible and intelligible, coherent with 

ideals, but not partisan. Also answers must be based on reality and social justice. 

 

World Café session 

1 - ELECTED POPULIST’S MOVEMENTS AND CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS: EXPERIENCES FROM THE 

NATIONAL LEVEL 

The session was chaired by Lucie Susova from the SOLIDAR Foundation who introduced and led the 

discussions. The discussion focused on the factors of populism and how civil society could counter it 

through a human rights approach. 

Israel Butler from Civil Liberties Union presented a study that he had published where he highlighted 

that a significant proportion of voters respond to a feeling of being left behind by the policy makers 



CIVIC ACADEMY  ‘19 
 

13 
 

and a perception of fear for their future, by voting for authoritarian political offers or even embracing 

authoritarian political attitudes. Sources of threat and competition of the kind that cause people to 

endorse authoritarian political attitudes can take different forms. These include:  an economic shock 

caused by a recession, the rejection of growing inequalities; the feeling of physical insecurity due to 

terrorism and crime; challenges to traditional cultural norms; the competition for resources, as well as 

challenges to traditional social and economic hierarchies. 

Other speakers Dániel Mikecz from the Research Department on Political behaviour, Institute for 

Political Science at the Hungarian Academy of Science and Vlad Levente Viski from MozaiQ, Romania 

stressed the growing inequalities with lower investments in public services and social protection and 

the divide between urban and rural areas, and the issue of brain drain in this area was also mentioned 

as a critical issue. Speakers also insisted on the dramatic changes in the media landscape, and the 

growing phenomenon of fake news through the development of social media.  

The discussion was quite lively and different perspectives were expressed on what changes would be 

required from civil society as a result of the increase of support of authoritarian movements: some 

participants advocated for an improvement in narratives to promote human rights while others 

insisted on more active work on the ground and work towards the rebuilding community values.  

The first group insisted on the fact that NGOs need to show a different face of civil society beyond 

service provision. A change in the way of communicating was also highlighted and this should be 

focusing more on facts and solutions and on the framing of values. In this sense NGOs have a political 

role to carry in promoting human rights.    

The second argued that instead of demonizing opponents, CSOs had to rethink their way of working: 

by moving from theory to practice and becoming much more involved in the field. Also models of 

governance had to be rethought moving from top down to bottom up and investing more in 

community building as well as enlarging their representation base on the field.  In other words, they 

should move more and more out of their bubble. They also insisted on the need to invest in the locally 

excluded areas and develop alliances with local authorities in order to develop a structured civil 

dialogue. Others also argued to invest in the empowerment and leadership of minorities such as 

women and Roma and to work on promoting social diversity in education and society. The importance 

of critical thinking the need to invest in non-formal education, as well as to work on myth busters.  

In order to achieve this, CSOs have to come together to discuss the fields of struggle and instruments 

to carry them out. Also they have to involve more and more citizens and make them experience 

democracy, nourish their understanding of values and create more awareness. The positive examples 

of civic movements were mentioned, as well as the development of citizens’ assemblies as well as 

supporting media pluralism. 

2 - UNCIVIL SOCIETY & CORPORATE STATE CAPTURE 

The workshop was animated by Myriam Douo representing ALTER EU, Bálint Mikola from Transparency 

International Hungary and Grzegorz Makowski, Stefan Batory Foundation 

There was an introduction on mapping and measuring the different forms of State capture in Central 

Eastern Europe and on corporate capture in Europe. All speakers stressed that State capture was a 

human rights violation. 

Mr. Mikola referred to the definition of Fazekas and Tóth for whom “some members of the business 

and/or political elite appropriate some parts or functions of the state and use its resources to the 

benefit of the group while harming the public good”. He also explained that while party state capture 
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aims at creating a political monopoly, in corporate state capture public power is exercised primarily 

for private gain, and private interests pay to subvert the legitimate channels of political influence. He 

stressed that the phenomena had not been enough researched and that it would be important to 

create a State capture index to use a direct measurement with a unified methodology to quantify state 

capture. Such an instrument measuring impact on tax, media, judiciary, administration, central banks 

and public companies is critical to build trust in governance. He also quoted a number of existing 

indicators developed by institutions such as the world bank, think tanks and organisations that would 

allow to build such index. He also presented an overview of the corruption perception index developed 

by Transparency International and focused on the lowest ranked in the European Union including 

Hungary. He also presented the negative evolution of the democracy index score in the last year, 

including as regards civil society. He also developed more in detail the impact of corporate state 

capture on civic space in Hungary. He mentioned a massive anti-NGO (rhetorical) campaign starting in 

2013 and leading to the audit of the EEA Norwegian grants for civil society based on shaky legal 

grounds. Also the Government declared that the secret information service had provided evidence 

that NGOs were behind the (alleged) invasion of irregular migrants. This was the basis for the adoption 

of government legislation obliging NGOs with foreign funding above a certain threshold to register as 

Foreign Funded Organisation, the introduction of criminal sanctions applicable to the promotion of 

illegal migration and preventing advise and support to migrants through a punitive surtax levied on 

organisations that promote migration. 

Ms. Douo presented the impact of corporate capture at EU level. She explained that corporate capture 

was the process whereby special interest groups, often business and industry groups gain privileged 

access to policy making processes, which gives them a disproportionate influence behind closed doors. 

Such discussions carried in secrecy without information on content, participants and results which is 

the contrary of a democratic process. Policy issues are increasingly removed from public scrutiny and 

decided in technical closed meetings. The phenomenon of revolving doors from 

corporate/industry/Finance to Commission and vice versa is also highly worrying. There is also high 

risk of bribery and corruption involved. Although there is often nothing illegal, there are questions of 

legitimacy. The result is policies and regulations that are supporting industries interest and against 

public. She gave a number of examples including the diesel gate scandal, or the undue influence of 

industry on the glyphosate report. 

In the discussion, the participants agreed that State capture was a human rights violation, and that it 

was critical to empower NGOs to fight this phenomenon. First of all, there should be an education and 

mobilization of grassroots’ organisations including at local level on the feature and impact of State 

corporate capture. One of the ways is also to extend or reinforce tax donations to NGOs. Expert 

research on the monetary value of corporate capture should be carried out. 

Some suggested that NGOs should also set an examples by not accepting funding from companies that 

are involved in State capture by also creating a blacklist. The need to expose and denounce corruption 

was also mentioned. At the same time, participants mentioned that it was important when scandalizing 

to also immediately offer a solution to address the situation in order to bring on one hand sustainable 

change, and also not alienate citizens. It is important to also mention success stories and 

implementable practices. A general raising awareness of the public is also important in many contexts 

where some practices are accepted. For instance, EU funds are often not considered as tax payers’ 

money and state corporate capture regardless of whether it occurs at EU or national level is a loss of 

public money which should be used for the general interest. It was suggested that developing a 

participatory budget including at EU level could also help this. 
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Also the EU should have more capacity to monitor and investigate through a European public 

prosecutor. There should be also more independent monitoring and transparency (through a 

comprehensive database) of the spending of EU funds that are decentralized to the member States 

such as the structural funds and agricultural policies and civil society should be closely involved. In 

addition, ensuring a more effective way to monitor conditionality of the structural funds was discussed 

as well as the European Commission proposal for rule of law conditionality.   

3 - A VIEW FROM THE BLACK SEA AND BALKAN REGION 

Angela Gramada from Experts for Security and Global Affairs ESGA presented a report on enabling 

environment for civil society in the Black Sea region. The study monitors the transformation processes 

of the civil society from the eight countries in the Black Sea Region: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 

Georgia, Moldova, Russia, Ukraine and Turkey. It is mainly based on qualitative research with 

interviews of civil society, in addition to desk research and interviews with funders. She explained that 

the most important problems for NGOs in the region are the lack of political will and of a civil dialogue 

culture. In order to develop a civil society based on democratic principles it is necessary first of all to 

harmonise national legislation with international standards on civic freedoms. Also a fiscal and 

budgetary framework needs to be put in place at national and local level to create adequate support 

for the development and sustainability of civil society organisations, including through donations from 

the private sector.  NGOs often rely on foreign funding for watchdog activities, thus contributing to 

distrust from national authorities. In addition, local NGOs need to be empowered to work on service 

delivery. Competition for funding creates often division among CSOs and they are reluctant to also 

because of lack of resources to engage in a common advocacy strategy. On the side of the authorities, 

public consultation is scarce. She also noted that freedom of Association was limited in several 

countries of the region as there are political interferences in the activities of NGOs, very cumbersome 

registration processes with even instances of corruption, and legislation on foreign funding. Freedom 

of assembly is restricted by laws that limit, time, place and number of participants, and freedom of 

expression by intimidation and use of force during demonstrations. 

Biljana Spasovska from the Balkan Civil Society Development Network presented a Monitoring 

Matrix for civic space, a tool for measuring the health of the legal, regulatory, and financial 

environment in which civil society organizations in the Western Balkans and Turkey operate. BCSDN 

members use the matrix to monitor annually the enabling environment for civil society organisations 

and more specifically these three areas: Basic Legal Guarantees of Freedoms; Framework for CSOs’ 

Financial Viability and Sustainability; Government – CSO Relationship. This monitoring exercise is used 

for (country-specific) advocacy activities aiming to provide consistent and continuous pressure to 

national Governments in the development and implementation of appropriate legislation in the area 

of Civil Society Development. All national reports are compiled in a regional one aimed at international 

stakeholders and advocacy. The reports have gained international recognition and are used by the 

European Commission DG Enlargement and DG Near as a checklist for the Guidelines for EU Support 

to Civil Society in Enlargement Countries. 

During the discussions, the participants were addressed the following questions:  

1. From your experience what solutions do you think can be effective in combating these trends & 

making CSOs more resilient?  

2. How can coalitions/ networks bring an added value at the regional level? 

As a result of the discussions, the following recommendations for the improvement of civic space were 

identified: 

http://www.blackseango.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Report-on-Enabling-Environment-for-Civil-Society-in-the-Black-Sea-Region.-Second-Edition.pdf
http://www.blackseango.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Report-on-Enabling-Environment-for-Civil-Society-in-the-Black-Sea-Region.-Second-Edition.pdf
http://www.balkancsd.net/
http://www.balkancsd.net/
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- Developing community building and empowerment of organisations including at local level 

- Building cross sectoral alliances 

- Engaging in media and public campaigns, but also alternative communication channels such as 

social media to reach out more effectively to citizens 

- Involving more young activists in organisations and in their leadership. 

- civil society organisations to promote education on democracy and contribute to the 

development of participatory democracy 

The contribution of donors was also discussed. It was agreed that they should engage in dialogue with 

civil society organisations to better understand their needs, and that their programmes should be more 

focused on supporting the development of the independence and sustainability of organisations. 

Finally, public authorities should more proactively recognise the role of NGOs by developing a 

favourable policy and legislative framework as well as encouraging donations. 

Meeting of rapporteurs – Preparation of draft conference declaration 

The chairs or rapporteurs of the World café sessions: Lucie Susova, Myriam Douo and Irina Boboc met 

with Carlotta Besozzi and shared the main conclusions of their sessions to be included in a conference 

declaration. 

PLENARY SESSION IV– CSO RESILIENCE & LEGITIMACY in the context of 

shrinking civic space 

The session was chaired by Brikena Xhomaqi, Director of the Lifelong Learning Platform. 

Filip Pazderski from the Institute of Public Affairs spoke about challenges for organized civil society in 

Poland and innovative solutions developed to respond to them. 

He highlighted the fact that there has been a shift in the political environment for CSOs after the 2015 

elections in Poland. There was in general a decrease of the quality of civil dialogue: some civic dialogue 

bodies were dissolved and public consultations were rarely conducted when legislation or policies 

were submitted to decisions. A defamation campaign was carried out by the public TV broadcaster 

claiming that NGOs were close to the political opposition and misusing public funds. As a result, the 

prime Minister called for stronger regulation for CSOs. In addition, further calls for funding were 

suspended or cancelled without explanation. In grant competitions CSOs with little experience in the 

subject matter of the call or just established won over long standing and expert NGOs. Also controls 

over CSOs were increased. Next to this regulations restricting the space for CSOs were adopted such 

as the establishment of the National Centre for civil society development – National Freedom Control 

Civil Society Institute reporting directly to the Prime Minister in order to control civil society, the 

amendment on the law on public gathering limiting the right to demonstrations, the adoption of a law 

on transparency on public life obliging a large number of Polish people to disclose their affiliation to a 

CSO. At the same time the Polish Government engaged in a dispute with the EEA and Norway Grants 

in an attempt to gain control over funding to support civic participation, human rights and minority 

groups.  

Despite this difficult situation, Mr. Pazderski explained that civil society has started to respond to the 

different challenges they were meeting, and this constituted a hope, not only for Poland, but for civil 

society in Europe. 

He explained that NGOs have reorganized themselves by changing their mode of operation. They also 

started to take with each other and form alliances among sectorial coalitions to develop common 
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actions. They also showed solidarity with organisations attacked. This also led to a strategic thinking 

for the future. In addition, they started to talk to the citizens using plain language, building and 

enlarging circles for supporters. As a result of restrictive funding regulations and loss of subsidies they 

also started to use crowd funding and develop fund raising campaigns. They also prepared guidelines 

for NGOs on how to prepare for audit controls from authorities, so as to avoid to be easy victims, and 

develop a checklist with legal requirements and deadlines to be met, as well as IT security trainings. 

A Citizens’ Observatory of Democracy gathering legal opinions from CSOs, academics and lawyers on 

changes in legislations and policy affecting civil rights was created in order to also alert European and 

international authorities.  

Filip Pazderski also presented the public awareness campaign that NGOs in Poland developed on the 

added value of civil society organisations called “social organisations. It works!” 

Although the campaign covered a variety of organisations including on environment, culture, or 

development etc.; the term social was preferred as more engaging and recognizable for people in 

Poland. The campaign was based on storytelling and concrete cases showing what positive changes 

NGOs bring to society. There was a good media coverage of the campaign. 

In addition, there is also evidence that the campaign has produced results in terms of public 

perception. In Poland it is possible to attribute a percentage of your income tax also to NGOs. After 

the campaign a greater number of people chose that options generating larger income for NGOs. Also 

different perception index shows that trust in NGOs is increasing. 

He concluded by saying that by addressing these challenges, civil society organisations has also started 

to address effectively some weaknesses of the sector that were there for years. 

Irina Boboc from FOND Romania, presented a reflection on CSO resilience from the Black Sea region. 

She explained that her organization, which is a federation of 33 NGOs from Romania active in 

international development cooperation and humanitarian aid includes in its key initiatives the Black 

Sea NGO Forum for fostering cooperation among CSOs in the region and promoting dialogue with 

stakeholders. In particular, FOND has been encouraging and supporting the creation of thematic 

networks and promoting enabling environment in the Black Sea Region, where the situation for civil 

society is very difficult because of a ban on foreign donations and of intimidations to civil society 

activists. At the last Forum, in November 2018 in Brussels one of the main themes was CSO resilience. 

She noted that resilience is currently a buzz word and that several European Union reference 

documents use the term resilience, especially in the area of security. Irina Boboc argues that civil 

society is an important actor for societal resilience by promoting democratic values and the rule of 

law, holding governments accountable, ensuring public participation and working with communities. 

In a context of shrinking civic space, she also said that it is critical to further reinforce civil society 

resilience. 

The Black Sea Forum has identified elements that would make a CSO resilient: having a strong and 

visionary leadership, has a long term strategy based on values, is continuously learning and improving, 

is innovative and prepared to the digital era, is financially sustainable, is accountable and transparent, 

has a good image and reputation, has a motivated staff, and builds strong partnerships. In order to 

achieve this there are internal and external steps that need to be achieved such as making evaluation 

and risk assessments, developing a funding strategy and a communication strategy, as well as providing 

high quality services and expertise. In addition, organisations have to go local, focus on youth and 

education, being active in networks and coalition and be ready to share their knowledge and expertise. 
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Also other stakeholders have a role in building CSOs resilience. Governments have to develop policies 

and legislations that create an enabling space for civil society; donors have to provide core funding, 

support for long term projects, for networks and coalitions and for cooperation and experience 

sharing; the general public can contribute by increasing public participation and recognize the role of 

CSOs. 

Irina Boboc concludes by informing that the Black Sea NGO Forum is developing a virtual interactive 

platform and other communication instruments as well as revised strategic framework for civil society 

cooperation in the Black Sea Region. The Forum already provides: a Mobility Fund for Experts, 

Leadership and Organisational development programme, a training and mentoring programme, a sub 

granting scheme for regional networks and visibility events in Brussels. 

Debate 

During the debate participants asked whether civic space was shrinking or just transforming, on 

whether organisations could not be shaped on leadership, and on whether NGOs should be more 

political. 

According to Mr. Pazderski in Poland civic space is both shrinking and transforming according to the 

area of activities of organisations. For instance, organisations supporting migrants are struggling to as 

they do not receive any more public funding and there is also an increasing reluctance from private 

donors. Also legislative changes have created issues for civil society. He stressed that it was important 

to develop a strategy to keep up with the changes. 

Irina Boboc stressed that in the Black Sea Region civic space is definitely shrinking because of legislative 

changes based on very restrictive laws already implemented in Russia. On leadership training, she said 

that it was critical to ensure transfer of knowledge between older activists and young leaders within 

organisations. 

On the issue of politisation, Irina Boboc stressed that in the current situation NGOs are forced to 

respond to the political situation. In Turkey this has meant the mobilization of NGOs across sectors. 

Nonetheless mobilization should never be partisan and associations should focus on their impact. 

Finally, the issue of GONGOs was discussed. Ms. Boboc said that the phenomenon of GONGOs was 

very wide spread in the Black Sea region to the point that it was difficult to gather organisations around 

the same table. She also stressed the importance of connecting with civic movements. 

Mr. Pazderski said that in Poland this was really becoming the issue while there was not really an 

emergence of uncivil society. He said that OFOP, the national platform of civil society organisations in 

Poland has scrutinised the depository of public funding competitions and has noted 80 irregular 

allocation of funds either to new NGOs with no proper expertise, or to NGOs just established for the 

purpose of the call, or closely connected to the ruling party.  
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Reports from World Café session & Presentation of draft declaration 

Lucie Susova, Grzegorz Makowski and Irina Boboc presented the main content of the discussions in the 

workshop. 

Discussion & vote of draft conference declaration 

A draft text for a declaration was presented by Carlotta Besozzi from Civil Society Europe. The draft 

declaration after a general introduction on the challenges faced by civil society in the context of 

populism included recommendations addressed to civil society, academics, donors and decision 

makers at EU and national level. Several participants questioned the opportunity of a public 

declaration and called rather for the preparation of conference conclusions that could be used 

internally by organisations and also shared with academics.  Participants also asked to reduce the list 

of recommendations to some key points also more substantiated, to rephrase in a more optimistic and 

positive language recommendations for civil society. Certain points relating to the involvement of 

citizens in the definition of policies and budget needed clarification as well as references to the 

promotion of youth leadership. It was also suggested to include other issues that had been discussed 

such as the redefinition of the role of civil society in the current context, what should be the political 

engagement of associations, what kind of policies should be promoted to make democracy and civil 

society engagement work. The positive role of academics was also highlighted as allowing civil society 

to move forward, but also take stock of positive achievements.  It was also agreed to review 

recommendations to decision-makers and stress that certain recommendations have been called for 

already for many years. In addition, the reference to attacks on civil society should be removed and 

replaced by a more positive call such as the need for a core funding mechanism and sustainable funding 

for civil society, and an EU framework recognizing the role of civil society organisations. More in 

general the discussions showed that it was important for civil society to overcome discussions 

categorizing progressive and populists and focus rather on giving more voice to societal needs. 
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Conclusions 

Jean Marc Roirant, on behalf of Civil Society Europe thanked the speakers and participants for their 

contributions, as well as all those that had made the meeting possible, and in particular the Polish 

partners who assured the local organisations, the interpreters, as well as colleagues from FOND 

Romania and the CSO partnership for development effectiveness who provided co-funding to the 

event, as well as the Solidar Foundation for its contribution. 

Annex – Evaluation 

An online evaluation survey was sent to the conference participants and speakers after the conference 

with reminders. 13 responses were received which is a limited number to draw significant conclusions. 

Respondents were asked to say whether they would recommend the event to other participants: a 

majority was positive and less than a third was neutral.  

The organization of the vent was considered by all as positive with almost all considering it was either 

extremely well or well organized. In particular, the staff was considered either helpful or extremely 

helpful and the timing of the event was for most about right and for some too short.  

All participants were satisfied with the quality of the interventions and most considered them either 

very good or good. 

Responded liked: 

- the level and number of new information gathered 

- The diversity of the participants and having insights into the political and civil society situation 

in Poland and other CEE countries 

- It brought together some very interesting people from a wide range of countries. I learnt a lot 

- meeting people, making contacts 

- everything was more than good 

respondents disliked: 

- nothing 

- The parallel sessions (world café) could have been better organised and implemented - it was 

not really a world café :) but still I enjoyed mine 

- One afternoon we were supposed to attend several breakout sessions, and I regret having 

seen only one of them 

- The workshops were not organised very well, we could only participate in one workshop 

instead of all the 3 as nobody came to warn about time/rotations system 

- Not enough time for unstructured exchange 

- the fact that the participants are very similar each other makes the debate slightly less 

challenging and deep. I would have like to discuss more in detail concrete 

reactions/proposals/action that the participants can take to fight populism; to support 

European values and make suggestions for a more democratic Europe 

- the event is unlikely to have any relevant impact 

Facilities were also satisfactory to participants. A few negative comments related to the workshops 

rooms and the breakfast rooms, but the reason was not explained. Also it was not easy to find the 

rooms in the Campus because of the indications in the Forum building and people at the reception 

only spoke Polish. Also one participant complained about the lack of wifi at the accommodation. The 
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food was praised by all respondents although one responded said that it was too much. On the contrary 

another responded said that there was not enough food on Wednesday evening. Also on the second 

day because of flight schedule several people left during the morning session. 

In terms of suggestions for the future: 

- To plan more space for discussions 

- More opportunities to get to know the different participants, e.g. maybe a kind of 'speed 

dating' session. I got to speak to a lot of interesting people but they are others with whom I 

missed the opportunity. 

- More informal exchanges 

- I really missed some heated debates and 'drive' 

- Will be great continue with the topic of the rising of ultraconservative movements and 

strategies for reaction 

- to make participants work more on common action plan and concrete actions 

- Bring speakers from "the other side" 

- Generally, everything was very good altogether. I wish it will continue in the same vein. 

- More workshops, of which topics aren't repeated in the plenary 

 

Final comments gave the opportunity for some respondents to congratulate for the event and 

thank for the invitation. 
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