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The Romanian environmental organization ECOSENS is running the project “The Future Role of NGOs in a Changed Europe”, in collaboration with the Club “Sustainable Development of the Civil Society” from Bulgaria and Association VESTA from Bosnia and Herzegovina. The project is supported by the Open Society Foundation - Romania.

The aim of the project is to strengthen the capacity of the NGOs from the Balkan region to adapt to the changes which are taking place at European level, especially the enlargement of the European Union.

In order to reach this aim, the first objective of the project is to evaluate the current situation in what concerns the whole range of aspects of the NGO activity in the Balkan region. One of the means to do that was represented by the organization of the seminar “The Evaluation of the NGO Activity in the Balkan Region”, which took place at Bucharest, between 24th and 26th of May 2005.

The seminar was attended by delegations of the three participating countries in the project. The first day of the seminar included a first presentation of the project made by the organizers, emphasizing the aim and objectives of the project, and explaining the philosophy behind the idea that took to the elaboration of this project. Basically, the changes which are taking place in Europe and the political processes which includes in this moment the countries from our region, are directly affecting the activity of the NGOs, and this is the main reason why the civil society, through its representatives, like NGOs are, have to become aware and to react in order to maintain its constituency.

Discussions took place on this subject, mostly because the participants from the three countries intended to explain their own vision upon this issue, discussion which created a better framework for the next points on the agenda, giving the possibility to people to know each other and to establish some common points of view.


The second part of the day included the presentations made by the participants. First was the Romanian delegation, then the Bulgarian one and in the end the participants from Bosnia and Herzegovina. All the presentations had some common lines: they provided a better image of the history and present of the NGO movement in the three countries; they stressed out the main problems that occurred during the time and the ones which are still present; they defined clearly the differences and the similarities between the NGO movement in the three countries; due to the international activity of the participating NGOs, an image of the activity of NGOs in other countries from the region was created, helping to reach the first objective of the project.

As main conclusions, we may say that:

· the Romanian and Bulgarian NGOs followed more or less the same line of development and they are now in quite a similar situation, which the participants defined it as a small decline;

· the differences between the experience of the Romanian and Bulgarian NGOs are accorded mostly to the local conditions, specific for each country;

· the similarities, in what concerns the trends, the approaching methods to solve problems, the obstacles encountered, the mentality of the activists and other important issues, were evaluated by the participants to be, as a statistical figure, of 80-85%;

· the NGOs from Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) are closing to the peak of their activity, due to the international support;

· the main issues which are streamlining the activity of the NGOs in BiH is directly related to the post-war problems, but NGOs are starting now to wide their scope and activities;

· one of the most interesting conclusions was that in this moment, the BiH NGOs are in the situation where the Romanian and Bulgarian NGOs were in the second part of the ’90, when the international support was strong and diversified, assuring the existence and development of the third sector.

The second part of the first day was the most important one, because a SWOT analyze of the NGO movement in the Balkan region was done. This is the result of this exercise:

STRENGTHS

· Flexibility

· Expertise

· Problem oriented

· Large area of intervention

· Main beneficiaries of foreign grant schemes

· Creativity to solve problems

· Creativity in getting resources

· Openness for partnerships

· Possibility to influence the civil society

· Volunteering

· Motivation of young people

WEAKNESSES

· Strong dependence on foreign donors

· Limited and uneven engagement in civil society development

· Insufficient collaboration with the local authorities

· Lack of skills for specific marketing

· Competition between NGOs (instead of cooperation)

· Unequal concentration of NGOs by regions

· Insufficient equipment supply

· Insufficient access to information

· Weakness in building of capacity of youth

· Scarce schools involvement

· Unawareness of importance of involvement of young people

· Lack of domestic donors

OPPORTUNITIES

· Cooperation between NGOs and political parties

· Looking for business opportunities which could be done by an NGO

· Membership of European networks

· Possibility to influence political decisions – important actor

· To increase the role of the third sector in policy establishing process

· To play the role of facilitator and mediator between Government and society

· Encourage individual philanthropy

· Rise corporate responsibility

· Collaboration with interest groups

· Tendency to involve the third sector in the national and European politics

· Youth creativity

THREATS

· Possibility to be replaced by local and regional structures

· Political involvement in the NGO’s activities

· Political involvement in the NGO sector image

· Decrease of funds available for NGOs

· Unequal treatment of NGOs from different regions by funders

· Involvement of interest groups

The second day was dedicated to discussions concerning the main product of the project, the so-called Report. There were interesting discussions among the participants concerning the aim of this document, how to make it more useful, what partners to involve in this work and whom to be the beneficiaries. At the end of the discussions some important decisions were taken. ECOSENS, as initiator and developer of this project, will be in charge with the elaboration of the document and the other partners are going to provide any information that is needed. The first draft will be elaborated after the second activity of the project – the study visit to Romanian NGOs – and it will represent the main subject of debates during the second seminar, which will take place most probably in September 2005.

The last part of the seminar was dedicated to discussions concerning the continuation of the project. In this respect, several details concerning the next activity of the project, the study visit to Romanian NGOs, were established. Most probably, the study visit will take place between July 25th and August 3rd and will follow the schedule already presented in the project.

The main conclusion of this first action is that the three delegations are able to work together and that the final product of the project, the Report (but also the web page) will represent a success.

We want to thank again to the Open Society Foundation for its support, and also to the other Soros Foundation branches in Bulgaria, Romania and Bosnia and Herzegovina for their involvement in the development of the NGO activity in the Balkan region.

Hristina Yordanova

Chairman
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	DANIEL FISTUNG
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