
Silc
February 2015



© Swedish International Liberal Centre 2015
Civic Space in the Eastern Partnership Countries is published by Silc 
with the support of the Lifeline Embattled CSO Assistance Fund

Graphic design: Martin Lyxell



Table of conTenTs

Executive summary       5

Freedom of Association is Fundamental     6

The Eastern Partnership      9

Sources      13

Civic Space – an overview    16

Country facts     18

Concluding remarks     24





5

execuTive summary

The aim of this overview is to summarize existing 

material on fundamental conditions for CSO-

work in countries participating in the Eastern 

Partnership with the European Union, focusing 

on four dimensions: (1) the freedoms of assembly 

and association, (2) elections and the right to observe 

elections (3) freedom of the press, and (4) the 

possibility to cooperate internationally.

Georgia and Moldova have rules and regulations 

that enable popular engagement and participation in 

the democratic process. Ukraine is transitioning 

from a restrictive environment. Russia’s military 

invasion in the eastern part of the country is a stress 

test for the new administration; will the Ukrainian 

government refrain from overly controlling its 

citizens during times of war? The government of 

Armenia is increasingly hostile to Armenia’s civil 

society. Azerbaijan and Belarus are outright 

dictatorships with very limited opportunities for 

civic engagement.
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freedom of associaTion is fundamenTal

By Martin Ängeby, Secretary General of Silc

Fundamental rights and freedoms are enshrined 

in international law. Each human has certain 

inalienable rights. As an individual, you are free 

to agree with other individuals to work together. 

Whether you form a club or not is not the business 

of government, and what you say as an individual 

or a group shall not be prohibited or subject to legal 

repercussion.

Democracy would not come about without people 

organizing themselves for what they believe in. Claims 

for democracy are claims for fair and transparent 

decision-making in public affairs. It is people 

organized in non-majority faith-based organizations 

that have given us freedom of religion. It is trade 

unions and workers’ movements that have savored 

us from inhuman conditions in the workplace. It is 

green movements that have brought our attention to 

the sustainability of industrial production. Charity 

organizations have both helped people in poverty 

and persuaded governments to take action. Civil 

rights movements and women’s movements have 

forced governments to change the political systems 

to include all citizens on equal terms. Chambers of 

commerce and industry organizations have worked 
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along governments to create economic growth. 

Without civil society organizations, the world would 

be a bleaker place, with less progress and prosperity.

Freedom of association is under attack in many 

countries worldwide. This is a global trend, where 

laws, administrative procedures and rules are 

introduced not to facilitate popular engagement in 

development and democracy, but rather to limit the 

possibilities for engagement.

The EU is a union of free societies, based on 

democratic principles. The EU’s appeal of freedom 

and prosperity has been a major force in helping 

former dictatorships in Europe to transform into free 

and more prosperous societies.

The Eastern Partnership is an invitation from 

the EU to collaborate for freedom and prosperity. 

The partnership includes great opportunities for 

economic development and democratic reforms. The 

Eastern Partnership also includes a Civil Society 

Forum, recognizing the fundamental role of citizens’ 

engagement in shaping the societies of the future.

In all of the six partnership countries, there are 

spirited civil society organizations and activists 

working for a brighter future. We want to call 

attention to the conditions for their work.

Our conclusion is that civil society is under great 

threat in some of the countries included in the 
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Eastern Partnership. While Georgia and Moldova are 

on a promising path of reform, Armenia is wiggling 

and the governments of Azerbaijan and Belarus 

are clearly working against freedom. The world is 

watching the new Ukrainian government, which 

needs to be supported both by democratic nations and 

the democracy-oriented Ukrainian society.

As the host of the 2011 Eastern Partnership Civil 

Society Forum, Silc is happy to show continued support 

to activists and civil society in these countries.
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The easTern ParTnershiP

The Eastern Partnership (EaP) is a European 

Union initiative directed at six countries: Armenia, 

Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. 

The partnership is a response to their expressed 

desire to move closer to the EU, but also because 

the Union aimed at deepening the relations with 

its eastern neighbors. The concept of an Eastern 

Partnership was first put forward by Sweden and 

Poland in May 2008, and a year later – during the 

Swedish EU presidency – it was launched as a joint 

initiative by the 27 Member States and the six 

partner countries at a summit in Prague.

The aim of the partnership is reform and 

convergence with EU values, and civil society is part 

of the deal, both as a principle and in the practical 

implementation. Therefore, the partnership also 

provides an important opportunity to engage with 

the governments involved for democracy and human 

rights.

The Eastern Partnership is a key objective of 

EU foreign policy, and is organizationally hosted by 

the European Commission. It operates within the 

framework of the European Neighborhood Policy, 

which was launched in 2004. The aims of the Eastern 

Partnership are political association, economic 

integration, mobility, people-to-people contacts and 
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strengthened sector co-operation. The partnership is 

nominally based on the presumed common values of 

democracy and rule of law, respect for human rights 

and freedoms, and commitment to market economy.

Within the partnership, partner countries are 

encouraged and supported to undertake political, 

institutional and economic reforms. The partnership 

also facilitates trade and increased mobility between 

the EU and the partner states.

The Eastern Partnership has a bilateral and a 

multilateral dimension. The objective of the bilateral 

dimension is to promote closer relations between the 

EU and the respective partner states. To this end, the 

EaP envisages negotiations and the implementation 

of Association Agreements, as well as the creation 

of Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas 

(DCFTA) between the EU and the partner states. 

The failure of Ukraine’s Yanukovych government to 

sign the Association Agreement with the EU sparked 

the Maidan protests and the subsequent change of 

government. President Poroshenko finally signed the 

Association Agreement on 27 June 2014.

The multilateral dimension aims at fostering 

co-operation between the EU and all the partner 

states, and between the partner states themselves. 

The main tool of the EaP multilateral track is based 

on four thematic platforms: (1) Democracy, human 
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rights, good governance and stability; (2) economic 

integration and convergence with EU policies; (3) 

energy security; and (4) contacts between people. 

The platforms meet at least twice a year at senior 

official level and they report to the annual meetings 

of foreign ministers.

The multilateral track in the EaP also promotes 

international cooperation. The platform “democracy, 

good governance and stability” opens up for discussion 

and can be used for civil society to show its impact 

on the democratic process in each country. The EaP 

brings obligations, and how well the countries choose 

to comply with the objectives of the partnership, will 

be reflected in the level of support they receive from 

the EU. This principle is called “more for more” and 

is an important part of the partnership.

The multilateral co-operation is structured on a 

government-to-government basis, but it also fosters 

co-operation between other actors and stakeholders 

on a non-governmental level. To this end, the 

Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum (EAPCSF) 

was established in November 2009, assuming that 

reforms in the Eastern Partnership countries require 

a strong participation of civil society.

The aim of the Civil Society Forum is to facilitate 

sharing of information and experience on the paths 

towards transition, reform and modernization. The 
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Civil Society Forum has established four working 

groups that include civil society organizations from 

the EU member states and the Eastern Partnership 

countries, providing fundamental reporting on progress 

and complementing what is reported by governments.

Given the fragile security and political situation in 

the EU’s eastern neighborhood, it is important that 

the status of the Eastern Partnership remains a key 

tool of EU foreign policy. The Eastern Partnership 

has proved to be effective in bringing partner states 

closer to the EU – Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova have 

shown great willingness to deepen their relations and 

cooperation with the EU. Beyond governments, it is 

clear that the European way of life, with freedoms 

recognized, has a great popular appeal in all of the 

Eastern Partnership countries.
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sources

All of the examined countries have signed the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR). Article 21 and 22 protects Freedoms of 

Assembly and Association, article 25 guarantees the 

right to free and fair elections and article 19 protects 

media freedom. Seeking international co-operation is 

fundamental to the freedom of association, which is 

why this aspect is included as a separate topic in the 

country reports.

The countries are also members of the Organisation 

for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 

and have signed the Charter of Paris which defines 

signatories’ commitments for freedom of association 

and fair elections.

OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and 

Human Rights (ODIHR) has conducted election 

observations in all the studied countries and their 

reports are used to explain how well elections are 

administered in each EaP state. In its reports, the 

OSCE also raises issues concerning media freedom and 

the freedoms of assembly and association. Elections are 

a good way of measuring democracy in a country, since 

it involves all four areas examined in this overview and 

how well they are respected.
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We have also used data from the European 

Integration Index, which makes annual assessments 

of progress achieved by Eastern Partnership 

countries.

Another important source for this report has 

been the Freedom in the World report published by 

Freedom House. Freedom House is an independent 

watchdog organization that supports democratic 

change, monitors the status of freedom around the 

world, and advocates for democracy and human 

rights. In their annual Freedom in the World report 

they evaluate the state of freedom around the world. 

Each country is assigned two numerical ratings—

from 1 to 7—for political rights and civil liberties, 

with 1 representing the most free and 7 the least 

free. The average of a country or territory’s political 

rights and civil liberties ratings determines whether 

it is Free, Partly Free, or Not Free. We have also used 

the Press Freedom in the World report published by 

the same organization.
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Country ArmeniA AzerbAijAn belArus GeorGiA moldovA ukrAine

Political rights
Freedom in the World 2015
1 – best
7 – worst

5 6 7 3 3 3

Civil liberties
Freedom in the World 2015
1 – best
7 – worst

4 6 6 3 3 3

media independence
Freedom of the Press 2015
1 – best
100 – worst

61 87 93 18 55 58

media freedom, association and 
assembly rights
european integration index 2014
1– best
0 – worst

0.56 0.23 0.19 0.67 0.67 0.60

elections (national level)
european integration index 2014
1– best
0 – worst

0.46 0.06 0.15 0.80 0.83 0.52

elections
Improvement since last election
Based on OSCE/ODIHR reports

No No No Yes Yes Yes

international Cooperation
Based on SILC experience

Difficult Restrictive Restrictive Not restrictive Not restrictive Not restrictive

civic space – an overview
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armenia
Capital: Yerevan

Population: 3.3 million

Form of governance: Semi-presidential republic

Current president: Serzh Sargsyan since 2008

Freedom in the World 2015: partly free

Freedom in the Press 2015: not free

» current legislation in armenia is quite 

favorable however the government plans to 

revise the nGo legislation and our studies 

indicate several points of concern«1

– Stepan Grigoryan, ACGRC.

1  Stepan Grigoryan, Analytical Centre on Globalization and Regional Cooperation 
(ACGRC), Interview over e-mail correspondence, translated from Armenian to 
English, 2015
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azerbaijan
Capital: Baku

Population: 9.3 million

Form of governance: Presidential republic

Current president: Ilham Aliyev, since 2003

Freedom in the World 2015: not free

Freedom in the Press 2015: not free

» alarming free speech restrictions in 

azerbaijan incl detention of journalist 

#ismayilova. urge aZ meet osce/coe 

commitments. #humanrightsday«2

– Margot Wallström, Swedish Foreign Minister.

2  Twitter, Margotwallstrom Status, https://twitter.com/margotwallstrom/ 
status/542681136296910848, 2014 (2015-02-26)
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belarus
Capital: Minsk

Population: 9.5 million

Form of governance: Presidential republic

Current president: Alexander Lukashenka, since 1994

Freedom in the World 2015: not free

Freedom in the Press 2015: not free

» the respect for human rights, the rule of law 

and democratic principles has not significantly 

improved in belarus.”3

– Statement from the Council of the EU.

3  EU Neighbourhood Info Centre, EU extends restrictive measures against 
Belarus for one more year, http://www.enpi-info.eu/maineast.php?id=38960&id_
type=1&lang_id=450, 2014 (2015-02-26)
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Georgia
Capital: Tbilisi

Population: 4.5 million

Form of governance: Semi-presidential republic

Current president: Giorgi Margvelashvili, since 2013

Current Prime minister: Irakli Garibashvili, since 2013

Freedom in the World 2015: partly free

Freedom in the Press 2015: free

» Georgia has made significant progress in 

reforms and strengthening its relations with 

the eu.«4

– Andrejs Mamikins, Member of the European Parliament.

4  EU Neighbourhood Info Centre, European Parliament ratifies EU-Georgia Asso-
ciation Agreement leading to deep political association and economic integration 
http://www.enpi-info.eu/maineast.php?id=1704&id_type=11&lang_id=450, 
2014 (2015-02-26)
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moldova
Capital: Chisinau

Population: 3.5 million

Form of governance: Parliamentary republic

Current President: Nicolae Timofti since 2012

Current Prime minister: Chirili Gaburici since 2015

Freedom in the World 2015: partly free

Freedom in the Press 2015: partly free

» in may, lGbT activists held a small pride march, 

marking the third such event ever carried 

out in moldova after two were successfully 

organized in 2013.«
Freedom in the World 2015.



ukraine
Capital: Kiev

Population: 46 million

Form of governance: Semi-presidential republic

Current president: Petro Poroshenko since 2014

Current prime minister: Arseniy Yatsenyuk since 2014

Freedom in the World 2015: partly free

Freedom in the Press 2015: partly free

» ukrainian csos are quite open and have various 

possibilities for cooperation. The limitations 

are mostly related to bureaucracy required 

by our legislation which in its turn requires 

a huge amount of time and human resources. 

Plus taxes.«5

– Julia Sadycho, Hromadske TV.

5  Julia Sadycho, Hromadske TV, Interview over e-mail correspondence, 2015
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concludinG remarks

The European neighborhood policy, established in 

2004, had shown its insufficiency in meeting the 

need for engagement with the EU’s immediate 

eastern neighbors. The Eastern Partnership 

initiative thus became a clear signal that the EU is 

responsive to aspirations for European integration, 

democratization and economic modernization.

Six years after the launch of the Eastern 

Partnership, the EU has managed to sign Deep and 

Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements (DCFTAs) 

with three partner states – Moldova, Georgia and 

Ukraine – the same countries that has shown progress 

in respecting democratic values and governance.

The Belarusian and Azerbaijani governments 

have shown no interest in democratic reforms 

and have thereby distanced themselves from 

deeper cooperation with the EU. The EU needs to 

complement the positive offer of a partnership with 

un-waivered support for democracy and human 

rights activism.

This overview shows that despite some positive 

steps, civic space is severely challenged in three 

out of six partnership countries. The more positive 

developments in Moldova, Georgia and Ukraine 

should not be taken for granted. Support for 

European values in not omnipresent. All three have 
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Russian destabilization zones within their borders 

and the populations are under attack by Russian 

media warfare.

Moldova and Georgia can be considered the success 

countries of the Eastern Partnership. Important 

reforms have set new standards in elections and 

democratic governance. A more friendly and 

inclusive environment for civil society organizations 

has been created, giving them an important role 

in the shaping of a democratic society. Although 

further improvements need to be made, substantial 

difference can be seen from the years before the EaP 

and the years after, which this report has shown.

New initiatives for repressive legislation in Ukraine 

are a response to the Russian-induced turmoil. While 

fighting terrorism and treason is the objective, new 

legislation puts people’s right to organize themselves 

at risk. Monitoring by civil society organizations will 

play an important role in discerning and influencing 

how the Ukrainian government acts in this time of 

crisis.

Belarus has a long history of repressing basic 

human rights. Freedoms of association and assembly 

are stopped by arbitrary laws; elections are marked by 

tampering of votes and abuses from the government. 

The government controls most media, thus making 

information unavailable to citizens. Laws on funding 
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from abroad have made international cooperation 

difficult. In spite of the repression, there are 

many civil society organizations (both legal and 

clandestine) inside Belarus working to change 

the situation, and the contacts with civil society 

organizations in the EU are frequent. In particular 

Poland and Lithuania are host to many cooperation 

activities.

For some time, Belarus has been named “the last 

dictatorship in Europe”. However, the situation 

in Azerbaijan is becoming similar. Freedom of 

association is very restricted, important activists are 

thrown in jail, freedom of expression is neglected, 

elections are farcical and international cooperation 

is hampered. While Belarus is widely known as a 

brutal state, Azerbaijan has been neglected, partly 

due to its importance as a natural gas exporter, but 

also because of the regime’s heavy investment in 

lobbying. A strategy for supporting democracy and 

human rights activism needs higher priority in the 

EU and its member states.

Armenia is geopolitically tilting to the Russian 

sphere and initiatives related to civic space are 

negative. Armenia is discussing restrictions on 

foreign funding, and simultaneously supports 

CSO’s loyal to the government agenda. The country 

has not closed down all pluralism in civic life yet, 
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and it is important to engage immediately and 

broadly with activism for for the EU human rights 

and democratic reforms.

All six countries in the Eastern Partnership are 

influenced by the agenda of the Russian government. 

Russia is undergoing a transformation from 

restricted pluralism to an outright dictatorship, 

with a conservative, anti-modern and anti-European 

agenda. It counteracts the Eastern Partnership 

agenda through military destabilization, energy 

policy, information warfare, campaign financing for 

pro-Russian politicians and ultimatums on trade. 

While the governments in Belarus and Azerbaijan 

are themselves opting for similar agendas, the 

Russian influence has yet to prevail completely 

in Armenia. Georgia, Ukraine and Moldova need 

positive engagement by the EU as a counterweight.

It is clear that the Eastern Partnership has served 

well in promoting norms of freedom and democracy 

among the partner states. However, it has also 

been based, initially and to some degree, on wishful 

thinking. Promoting and safeguarding civic space 

should become a priority for the Eastern Partnership. 

An active and well-organized civil society needs 

an enabling environment. Once it is vital and 

operational, it is a bulwark against authoritarian 

tendencies in society.




