Freedom of Association and Freedom of Assembly as Implemented in Local Advocacy Campaigns in Russia
After 2003, when  the democratic political parties were forcefully withdrawn from the “official” realm of state power, Russian state machine mostly consists of “civil servants” put in power “from the top” by the bureaucratic mechanisms, who are not promoted by people and do not report to the people, so, in every scholarly sense, current Russian state  is, truly bureaucratic. Officials are appointed from above and report only to their bosses, whose main motive of keeping their jobs is staying close to the power.

This is where a problem of effective governance emerges: the implementation of   any intellectual product in the sphere of social engineering can't be done without the bureaucracy's sanction, but the bureaucracy has its own interest, and their interest is clearly selfish, not public interest. An intellectual product that is useful for the society but contradicts the interests of the bureaucracy has no chance of coming to life.

Generally, Russian authorities can be described as bureaucratic, imposed on people from above, supported by the state machine, and not elected through the free expression of people's will. But public interest doesn’t always really contradict the interests of bureaucracy. I don't think that Russian bureaucracy is a faceless block or a ferroconcrete construction with no doors, windows or even cracks, through which public interest could enter this "block", and I try to do it by finding and widening those "cracks". I search – and I find “windows", sometimes even small "doors" in the state machine, through which sensible propositions can be implemented – without losing the meaning. I don't accept the rules of "sovereign democracy" and don't strive to find a "historically specific" justification for it, which many of our colleagues eagerly do. At the same time, I state: even under the current political regime there're channels of socially significant cooperation with the bureaucracy, including motivated criticism and competent opposition.

In each region, in each city there are people who are ready to make their contributions to developing healthy relationship between people and the state in all its forms, which is basically building civil society in Russia, difficult though it seems. We believe that this should be done from the lower, local level through personal involvement and the development of personal relations between various civil activists and the officials. This is why International Public Foundation Interlegal in its desire to support civil initiative in Russia decided to conduct a project under the general title Non-Political Advocacy Campaigns in Russia, with the help of America’s Development Foundation, the intention of which was to teach local and regional activists from all over Russia to find those “cracks” too and to be more efficient in their advocacy activities.

The priorities of the project were:

· enhancing advocacy skills of Russian NGOs,

· making educational resources and better technical support more available for Russian NGOs,

· promoting and enhancing cooperation among Russian NGOs in order to increase the efficiency of their advocacy activities.

The project took place between September 2007 and December 2008; during it we managed to:

a. organize an all-Russian meeting of NGO leaders who have advocacy experience in order develop general rules of the project, contest-based criteria for choosing participants, conditions on which regional juries will be chosen, and conditions on which experiences trainers would take part in the project (January 2008),

b. conduct a training for Russian trainers, who have passed the contest and are motivated to take part in educational project on advocacy (April 2008),

c. conduct a series of 6 educational trainings in 6 federal districts (Central, Southern, North-Western, the Volga, the Urals, and Siberian & the Far East together)  for NGO leaders, who have passed the contest and have campaigning experience in advocating for the rights of various vulnerable social groups in Russia (April – June 2008). As a results, the participants developed and presented campaign projects that were later executed by their organizations,

d. organize a contest among socially important NGO initiatives in advocacy sphere and as a result of it, award grants of no more than $1000. (Mini-projects of Russian NGOs that will be submitted to the contest had to not contradict their main activities (April – September 2008).)

 
We also mean to organize a kind of «virtual resource centre» about public activities, so that all the participants could share experience with each other and try to solve difficulties together because people who perform advocacy in the regions rarely receive some special training: usually they emerge from conscious citizens who were concerned about a certain issue that touched their lives and did their best to solve the problem. It often happens that people get really involved into civil activism, and after solving their own problem, they turned to help other people in similar situations through sharing practical experience and advice.

As our trainers, e.g. Alexander Zotin from Perm reported, an ordinary group of training participants included people of different age (18 – 70 years, average age exceeded 40 years) and was, on the whole, gender-balanced. The level of practical skills and experience varied greatly: from non-existent to vast serious experience that could be and needed to be shared with other people. Some participants had never engaged into advocacy activity systematically but got into a situation when they needed to defend the rights of the groups they represented, though not really knowing how to do it. About 1/4 – 1/3 of the participants represented new initiative groups and had little experience in advocacy but had already done the first steps. Other participants were experienced activists and NGO leaders with a strong background in conducting advocacy campaigns.
So, besides creative an efficient channel of experience exchange, one of the main goals of the project was to strengthen social capital in the Russia-wide coalition of the independent NGOs, existing since 1999, called “We, The Citizens!” , both through reviving old ties and attracting new partners from the regions.
At the beginning of the project, there were 300 applications with campaign drafts in different but equally important areas of life, such as basic human rights and education in the sphere of human rights, children and youth issues, cultural and intercultural issues. However, the distribution of topics touch varied from region to region.

Table 1: Approximate distribution of campaign problem areas according to region

	 
	The Retired and the Socially Unprotected
	Children and the Youth (including Soldiers), Education
	Animals
	Human Rights, Education in the Sphere of Human Rights, Politics
	Ecology
	Culture and Sport
	Housing, Living Conditions
	The Disabled
	Professionals, Trade Unions
	Women
	Ethnic Minorities, Migrants, Residents of One City
	Health: Alcohol, Drugs, HIV
	Total

	Region
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Volga
	1
	11
	2
	10
	5
	8
	1
	3
	6
	2
	3
	2
	54

	South
	3
	5
	0
	5
	2
	6
	2
	3
	0
	0
	1
	9
	36

	North
	1
	7
	0
	8
	6
	15
	3
	4
	4
	2
	2
	5
	57

	Centre
	0
	11
	0
	11
	3
	3
	3
	4
	2
	 
	4
	1
	42

	Siberia and the Far East
	0
	9
	0
	11
	4
	12
	4
	1
	4
	4
	3
	2
	54

	The Urals
	2
	13
	2
	10
	7
	5
	13
	3
	1
	1
	0
	0
	57

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total:
	7
	56
	4
	55
	27
	49
	26
	18
	17
	9
	13
	19
	300


For example, as seen in Table 1, housing issues related to the recent housing reform are a matter of serious concern in the Urals (13 projects), while in the South, a traditionally unstable region, there still are many drug-related problems (9 projects).

After the contest-based selection process, 180 projects out of 300 were selected, and finally 158 advocacy campaigns were supported during the 18-month period, including:

· 26 campaigns – in the Central Federal District,

· 29 – in the Southern Federal District,

· 25 – in the Urals,

· 27 – in the Volga Federal District,

· 29 – in the North-Western Federal Distrct,

· and 23 – in Siberia and the Far East.
Basically, we have decided to share our intellectual product with real consumers (who are potentially conscious customers) and have seen that the demand for this product is high, especially in faraway regions and towns, where it is easier to try and change the situation that it is at federal level. There, at the local level, local authorities have to solve problems. And it's rather not because they're driven by some highly ethical motives, by some "twinges of conscience" or because they have finally "felt sorry" for the people. It is because they literally have to, otherwise they can be replaced, fired or even sent to prison. The motives of their innovative and often courageous activities vary greatly, and this, as the journalist  Boris Vishnevsky recently described in his presentation at the last Khodorkovsky Readings, in fact requires, perhaps, a separate study.

There, at the local level, bureaucratic self-assertion of the authorities isn't the problem – the problem is severe lack of expert resources. There you especially feel shortage of specialists who could give advice on what to do. Municipal and regional officials often have a local agricultural college as a background, while they have to make decision in the sphere of public policy, social dialogue, economic strategy. They need experts badly but they don't know where to find them, where to go. They see no experts. They know not in which shop, on which shelf is the expert resource they need. They don't need (at least, now) a "global" kind of resource that concerns the general principles of state structure, social relations, development of the party system. They have thousands and thousands of specific issues, such as balancing local budget or building a new kindergarten, the money for which has been spent in the previous quarter to cover wages debts. All these problems can't be solved effectively without experts, but as they can't find them, they rush, make mistakes and stalemate local economy. They need to be helped out.

Moreover, I believe that intellectual products should be implemented aside from the state machine. Without its help, or, to be more precise – without its permission. The implementation has to be done through the society, through social networks. Even under our regime the society remains the customer of the expert product. I state that not only the bureaucracy is the customer but the society too. What is the society as customer? Firstly, it is really active social unions. They do exist, they work, they need our expert product: there're thousands of them, dealing with real people's problems – from self-help in families with handicapped people (there're more than 30,000 such people in Russia) to parents control over drugs in schools, because in some southern regions this problem is practically a national disaster. What kinds of people do this? They are ordinary citizens, just citizens who have nothing to rely on expect themselves, their self-organization. What do they do? They search for information, find specialists, create action committees, deal with problems. The main result of their work is that people learn to survive without governmental help and support, relying just on themselves.
This can be proved by numerous real cases all over the country. For example, the campaign “Let’s Save Utrish” in the South of Russia, which was covered by federal television and was led by ordinary citizens who just wanted to save and protect the Utrish Nature Reserve. All nature reserves are, de jure, protected by the state but de facto, in most cases they are neglected or become subjects of commercial speculations. However, in the Utrish case people managed to organize themselves and conduct an informational campaign against a barbaric attitude to the nature reserve, promoting a conscious and sensible approach nature.

Another example of pure grass-root initiative is the campaign in Ilyinsky district of Perm Region by Perm Public Organization Dobry Dom aimed at the preservation of the heritage of the famous local scientist A.Teploukhov, who used to live in the region, by re-opening a museum in the house he used to live in, and organizing various education seminars and other events. From just a campaign for the preservation of Tephloukhov’s heritage, this initiative developed into the establishment of a local cultural foundation “Obvinskaya Rosa”, which has become a coordinating organization for various regional NGOs and volunteers. This is a pure example of a free assembly that later evolved into a prominent local civil organization, which, in its turn, attracted more people to participate in civil activity.
As part of research work at my department, we have developed subjective-institutional approach to describing modern political processes. Basically, modern political institutions are very weak, while the subjects that can twist them around are very strong. However, it isn't very easy to build those institutions because those strong subjects – the Kremlin in the first place – don't want to change anything. This is where we come: to "build" new institutions – or "re-build" the old ones – first, we have to create "builders" themselves, that is, to raise new subjects of political action.

Actually, in some regions the process of literally raising people with a stout civil position is taken seriously. For example, one of the local projects supported during the general 18-months project was School of Civil Position in Krasnoschekovo (Altay Krai), which was aimed at increasing the civil engagement of young people by educating them at open seminars. As a result, the most active young people were sent to further trainings at the regional level and were given a chance to participate in conferences alongside with real civil activists and help them in solving important issues.
However, raising active, self-esteemed independent actors of politics in society isn't easy. People aren't born conscious citizens – they become conscious citizens through regular social activities, that gradually transform them from “objects of  state care” into the people with self-esteem, the active creators of social rules and practices The "level of self-esteem" develops gradually, it develops from the experience of political action. We also specify the terms of social and political actors, who, even though they act in politics, are to the large extent "subordinate" – that is, aren't always independent. But the interaction of actors – both independent or not – makes what we call public space and its features (contents, value, fullness, ongoing processes). There is a considerable research conducted in this field, several papers had been presened on those topics, two books with a collection of essays on this topic had been published, and there's even a tool for measuring this space. 

Actors, according to those studies,  have different levels of “self-esteem” and independence , which we called “subjectness.” For example, there's no use in considering the political subjectness of "state employees on the whole" or "the youth on the whole". But if we examine a specific pro-governmental youth movement "Nashi" or the columns of the retired old people, who went outdoors to protest against the benefits of the “monetization” ( again, not "all the retired" but only those who went out to protest), we can see the difference their level of “acting on their own”, i.e. self esteem, or “subjectness”. While "Nashi" was created "extrinsically", under the influence of an "external subject", no one urged the retired "from outside" – they thought of it themselves and this was their own conscience decision, obviously, connected with a lot of risks. So, the self-organized pensioners had suddenly become independent political subjects. They grew from the social environment through articulating their interests, building relations with similar individual actors ( “horizontal” relations are extremely important to bare in mind  in such cases of “creating a joint subject” - single personified actors were individually making connections to each other and individually taking decisions on this – without any pressure from “above”), voluntarily building a community –  community of people who have faced similar situations.

Such “communities of collective action” – as social “subjects” of social and political innovation – are not ready to be customers of intellectual product  -yet - but already are its consumers. There are huge vulnerable communities, such as migrants, for example, for whom the state machine has done nothing. However, there are people like Svetlana Gannushkina and her organization – "Civil Cooperation" – who work for them. Such an organization is already a real customer of expert suggestions and social technologies in this sphere. Unfortunately, most experts search for customers somewhere in the federal government, neglecting thousands of real customers in the society around them, and this is a totally wrong approach.

Another example is people who aren't satisfied with the recent housing reform, or payment for utility services – or, to be more precise, with the procedure of choosing managing companies. There are hundreds of non-governmental organizations practically in each region that deal with this problem. For example, "Union for Perm Citizens", leaded by Alexander Zotin, is a relatively new but already influential organization. They defend specific interest of Perm citizens. They get legislative acts through, organize piquets and other actions, send letters. They work with deputies, with the executive authorities – with everyone who can do something about their problems. And for me as an expert, it is A.Zotin and his organization that can become customers, not the administration of Perm Region. It is "Union for Perm Citizens" that is a real subject of political activity, it represents public interest. The step from a community to a subject is a very specific process, and it lies in self-organization. There're people who are dissatisfied with something (in-built construction, housing reform, increase in duties on foreign cars), but there actions won't be efficient unless there's consolidation, systematization and description of their interest, and a thought-through strategy of activities to defend this interest. All these issues questions become issues of an organization initiated by real, specific people – such as Zotin and his fellows. At the same time, his is exactly a real subject of public policy, as he acts independently defending collective public interest. In this sense, as a subject, he is at the same level with, say, the head of municipal council. Zotin can shut off a road with piquets, and in such case, the head of municipal council will depend on him and will have to consider him.

As I've been working with real citizens initiatives – who clearly “qualify for “subjects” of their activities -  for more than 20 years already – since the very beginning of perestroika, I am not happy with all those general theoretical appeals from our intellectual platforms – including the Khodorkovsky Readings. Most “liberal analysts”, while criticizing the current political regime,  usually talk publicly  about the things that are pretty abstract, and I don't see if any such “expert” wants to work with real citizens initiatives, who are currently “awakening” to become “political subjects”. Even though these subjects aren't big and strong  yet and aren't really noticeable at the federal level, I am convinced, that only them are the ones, who can develop into big and influential subjects, that would be truly independent and self-esteemed. The most important thing is that civil subjects – the real, not fake ones – unite real citizens into real communities. They already are customers for expert knowledge now. Moreover, they're ready to pay reasonably for expert resources, and – what is more important – they are interested to implement them promptly.

Through the research project with those local advocacy campaigns , it has become absolutely clear,  that it is important to study such local communities, as “potential customers” for the intellectual product for the social innovation – that is, real activists – as the existence of such people in Russia proves that civil society exists and works here, and that it is not much different from anywhere else. What differs is the environment for the citizens activity, which is much more aggressive in Russia and is generally directed against the independent activity.

As an example of such an “aggressive environment” in which the Russian civil society have to exist,  it is important to mention here the notorious case of one of our local partners and trainers for the whole region of “Volga” -  Irina Malovichko, started in Volgograd 2008. Irina Malovichko, the founder and the president of Volgograd Regional Public Charity Organization UNESCO Club Child’s Dignity, became a victim of Volgograd Law-Enforcement authorities and their unlawful behaviour. It started in May 2008 with baseless accusations of Irina Malovichko of a minor money fraud, followed by an illegal arrest of the Club’s documents and an illegal search in Irina’s house. It was supported by a purposefully maligning informational campaign against Irina in the local press and led to a court case against her in June 2008. Throughout the rest of the year Irina Malovichko and her organization filed numerous appeals to the court but all of them were declined, and finally Irina was arrested alongside with her colleagues, who were later set free. Despite the long years of the Club’s work in the region for the benefit of ordinary people and children, the authorities view the Club as a somewhat dangerous organization and reacted in their own, specific way.

Therefore, I believe it is important to study such cases as vivid examples of the realities of Russian activism, and to do so, one has to work with civil networks, with those that exist as part of Memorial, Helsinki Group, Youth Human Rights Movement, coalitions We, the Citizens!, For Civil Service, Civil Society – for Children, For Freedom of Assembly and Association and many other civil networks. All of these are regional and interregional networks. However, many Russian sociologists react to some super-massive actions (such as the Scherbinsky case, of the benefits monetization) but don't see at all dozens and hundreds of thousands local actions. They aren't covered by the all-Russian statistical sample. But researchers can't only do massive research. There have to be case-studies too – about specific people in specific circumstances.

Unfortunately, many sociologists say: what are those activists of yours, no more than 3-4% of the population – it might be just statistical discrepancy. But I believe that the destiny of the country depends on this "discrepancy". No state machine, no political party will be able to build a normal society in Russia. This has been proved many times, both in theory and in practice. If we don't have those 3-4% of civil activists, Russia will stay in its "autocratically bureaucratic" track forever, and at least, this deprives the country of its competitive strength. Our way to the future isn't just innovations but social innovations that lead to creative and intellectual activity in the society. Only those 3-4% can do it because it's them who aren't just independent, clever, not indifferent people, but also talented social organizers who are ready to lead other people. Moreover, under the conditions of such high social risks, getting over fierce resistance of the bureaucracy. These are such people like Alexander Zotin from Perm and hundreds of thousands of regional activists from social networks.

However, we can give numerous examples of successful civil initiatives that have led to real changes, even if they are small and may seem insignificant at the country-level. For example, a campaign for adoption of orphans held by the Postnykh family in Tula Region, which was held in August-December 2008, lead to the increase of public acknowledgment of the ways of helping orphans, several local children found new families, more of them were accepted by foster families. The campaign included mostly educational seminars for prospective foster parents and the distribution of informational booklets.
Another example is a massive campaign of Novorossiysk Committee for Human Rights (South of Russia) and its tireless leader Vadim Karastelyov, who started a fight against an anti-constitutional law passed on in Krasnodarsky Krai last year, forbidding underage citizens to be in public places after 10pm without guidance. This law initiated a major wave of reproach in Krasnodarsky Krai because it became another instrument for the representatives of law-enforcement authorities to enrich themselves through bribery. However, the campaign started by Novorossiysk Committee for Human Rights and aimed at teaching young people to defend their rights and to stand up to policemen raised a lot of interest in the region and gained support. Several court cases against the unlawful acts of the police have already been started, and thousands of young people have been taught through trainings and the distribution of printed materials how to stand up for themselves.

It is important to mention that, in spite of the authorities’ aggressive and suspicious attitude to civil initiatives, absolute majority of them still pursue non-aggressive character and even non-political character – and from this point – they are quite “harmless” to the authorities, who are so much afraid of open public activities:  they mostly take forms of seminars, round-tables, publication of educational leaflets, booklets – mostly conscious-rising activities. This does not mean, that there are no public activities at all, but it really requires a lot of experience from the activists, as well as courage in some regions, this is the reason, that public assemblies – even in forms of picketing  are rather rare. We have analyzed the methods of work proposed by all of our 300 original participants, and 157 stated that they would distribute informational materials (booklets, leaflets, etc) on the topics. 124 projects included various educational events, such as seminars and trainings, and 92 projects listed round-tables and press-conferences among their priorities, as may be seen from Table 2. What is important, 71 projects involved volunteer work. Other ways of campaigning suggested by the applicants were, of course, writing open letter (43), collecting signatures (25), or organizing public hearings (34). Quite unsurprisingly, the least used way of work was organizing meetings and picketing (16 projects), which proves that civil activists in Russia aren’t aggressive and prefer more civilized ways of getting through to the officials, therefore meetings and other large outdoor public actions are only organized in extreme cases, when all the other methods have already been used and haven’t provided necessary results.

Table 2: Preferred Forms of Advocacy Work Proposed by the Regional Participants
	 
	Meetings / Piquest
	Round-tables, Public Seminars
	Public Hearings
	Conferences
	Open Letters
	Collecting Signatures, Polls
	Educational Events, Trainings, Contests
	Leaflets, Booklets, Newspapers
	Volunteer Labour

	Region
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Centre
	3
	16
	4
	11
	8
	2
	12
	22
	14

	Volga
	5
	23
	12
	14
	12
	5
	24
	36
	26

	South
	0
	24
	7
	7
	8
	7
	17
	30
	15

	North-West
	4
	9
	4
	6
	7
	7
	22
	21
	9

	Siberia and the Far East
	1
	8
	3
	5
	2
	2
	21
	16
	4

	The Urals
	3
	12
	4
	8
	6
	2
	28
	32
	3

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total:
	16
	92
	34
	51
	43
	25
	124
	157
	71


Another possible reason why regional activists prefer quieter forms of work is that not all of them possess necessary resources and organizational skills because most of them operate as local-level organizations, few – as branches of all-Russian or international non-governmental organizations, and some – just as initiative groups without official registration. It is important that the project executed by Interlegal included such groups and encouraged their activities because they represent the real grass-root initiative, and even if they are narrow-oriented, they may evolve into larger groups to help people from different districts with similar problems and eventually become organized entities, as it usually happens.

On the natural question upon the results of a project so wide as this one,  - how many out of all the local campaigns have been “fully successful” to this point? – it is hard to give a comprehensive answer, first of all, because of the difficulty of the criteria of a “full success”, as the situation may have changed only partially. It could also be the case, that some “positive change” had been reversed later – by the new “appointed authority” to a much worse result. Also, we cannot be sure in the “full success” of each campaign, because some of them might have been approached formally or might have faced other challenges that were impossible to envisage at the start.

Nevertheless, but we  - both the collective of researchers and the body of local trainers and jury, who was selecting the campaigns for support, - truly believe that the project on the whole is a definite success. Here are the reasons for it:

· first, and most importantly, it shows the existence of civil society and “real”, “grass-roots” citizens initiatives  in Russia,  including its most remote and “God forgotten” areas, just like in any other country

· second, that we also regard as very important - that the internationally accepted definitions of civil society, as “bonds of trust and reciprocity”, individual consciousness, awareness of the social problems, willingness to unite and work collectively to solve those problems, as well as certain level of local “social solidarity”  are perfectly applicable in Russia. It is proved by the fact, that without much publicity, we managed to collect 300 applications in a couple of month, and  teach 180 regional civil activists advocacy skills, who were competing to get to such trainings. 

· third, that the project provided a clear proof, that despite the very hard financial conditions, local activists – those that are really concerned with the problem that united their forces,  are prepared to work totally voluntarily. There was a clear risk, when we announced, that there will be no salaries covered and no support even for office or other costs of “keeping the organization” – this had to be done exclusively at their own expenses – we still did not have lack of applications! 

· also important, that people are interested to learn about social activity, share their experience in campaigns already held, looking for methods for the effective advocacy, so they are interested in social change and are willing to participate 

The problem is – the “social environment”, in which civil society have to exist in Russia. In many cases with regional social campaigns, that were aimed solely to helping people in need, we experienced that the state institutions, even though they claim that they “respect democracy”, do not really play by the rules and do not recognize and implement the democratic rules and procedures of interaction between the people and the “ power” at every level, where the “power” can prevent citizens to act. 

Those rules are clearly stated in all the International documents on Human Rights regulations, and were to large extent “repeated” in the Constitution on 1993, but they are not followed. 

There are also certain legal standards on regulating the freedom of associations and freedom of peaceful assemblies, adopted by Russia as a member of the Council of Europe and OSCE. Therefore, there is a clear task – for both educated civic activists and the members research and expert community to continue gathering information about such local activities, in order to monitor, that those standards would finally be implemented into Russian practice as well.
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