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Since the Central Asian republics gained independence from the Soviet Union
in 1991, foreign governments and Western NGOs have spent tens of millions of
dollars to promote democratization in the region. In 1998 alone the U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID) spent more than $11 million
on democratic transition programs in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan.1 In addition,
international organizations, Western European governments, and private orga-
nizations, such as the Soros foundations, have all been involved in promoting
democracy in the region. Much of the money finances strategies and programs
that are designed to strengthen civil society, particularly the creation of an inde-
pendent third sector in the region, composed of local advocacy NGOs such as
professional organizations, women’s organizations, and environmental groups.
The logic behind these assistance efforts is that funding local and independent
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advocacy NGOs helps to build independent interest groups in civil society that
in turn can provide the impetus for democratic reforms or transition.

In Central Asia these democracy assistance programs have produced a num-
ber of notable achievements. Both the government and the population now in-
creasingly recognize a burgeoning third sector in the region as a legitimate po-
litical player, and many NGOs supported by democracy assistance programs
have attained a high degree of success. Democracy assistance programs have
empowered local women’s groups, such as the Women’s Resource Center in
Tashkent, Uzbekistan, to engage in community organizing and to publish origi-
nal research.2 Democracy assistance programs also provide computers, Internet
access, and other infrastructural improvements in the region and sponsor edu-
cation, training, and exchange programs that are producing a new Westernized
elite. Independent local NGOs, such as the International Center Interbilim
clearinghouse in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, act as hubs for grassroots organizing on a
variety of issues, such as legal reform. And a number of independent interna-
tional NGOs such as the Soros Foundation and the Christian organization
Central Asia Free Exchange (CAFE) provide education, training, and skill de-
velopment to sectors of the youth population.

Democracy assistance programs, however, have not been as successful in ef-
fecting large-scale structural changes in the region or strengthening grassroots
democracy beyond individual local successes. It is increasingly clear that Cen-
tral Asian states are not on a track toward anything resembling liberal democ-
racy. Instead, the trend is toward consolidation of authoritarian or semiauthori-
tarian rule in the region, coupled with the strategic incorporation of some
institutional features and discursive trappings of democracy, resulting in little
change in the overall structure of power relations within society and continued
economic stagnation and underdevelopment.3 Despite attempts by interna-
tional actors to strengthen civil society in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan by sup-
porting the development of a third sector and independent civic advocacy
groups, popular opposition to authoritarian regimes in the region comes not
from a vibrant Western-style NGO sector but from religious movements or eth-
nic mobilization. Islamist movements in particular have gained strength as ex-
pressions of popular opposition to existing regimes, and Central Asian state
elites view these movements as posing a threat to existing power configurations
in the region.4

Why have international democracy assistance strategies generally been so in-
effective in building a working and politically engaged civil society in Central
Asia? One reason is certainly the challenging economic and political conditions
under which international actors operate in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. Given
the concrete challenges that local field offices face in implementing programs
there, the success rate of the individual programs supported by democracy assis-
tance efforts in the region is surprisingly high. This attests to the dedication and
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persistence of many international actors. At the same time, however, the ideal
end points that many of these programs and strategies are designed to achieve
stand in severe contrast to the reality in which international actors carry out
their programs. In part, this may indeed be due to a failure by some interna-
tional assistance organizations to incorporate an understanding of variations in
regional conditions into the design of their strategies. As Sarah E. Mendelson
and John K. Glenn point out in the first chapter of this book, democratization
strategies designed to be applied to “thickly integrating” states are unlikely to
have the same effect in “unintegrated states.”

At the same time, however, Mendelson and Glenn’s discussion of levels of
integration into the international community implies but does not address a
deeper issue that is at stake here. They define integration as embracing “norms,
ideas, and practices common to the democratic states of Western Europe and
North America.”5 The norms and practices that democracy assistance programs
are promoting have developed within specific cultural and institutional con-
texts. It is therefore necessary to address not only the relationship that exists be-
tween strategies and ideal results but also between the ideal results and local
conditions. In other words, evaluations of democracy assistance programs must
move beyond an approach that adjusts strategies to fit local conditions and in-
stead incorporates a more fundamental and open discussion regarding the pre-
conditions and assumptions inherent in the notion that exporting a stylized ver-
sion of liberal democracy to diverse local settings is either possible or desirable.
Are the seeds of liberal democracy likely to spawn the same offspring under all
conditions? This question suggests that more attention needs to be paid to the
interaction between institutions and political culture or, more specifically, the
relationship between transplanted and indigenous political institutions.6

In this chapter I discuss some challenges facing democracy promotion in
Central Asia and suggest reasons why such a gap exists between the vision of de-
mocracy that international actors are promoting and the actual results that de-
mocracy assistance programs in the region produce. To do this I draw attention
to microlevel processes and dilemmas that shape interactions between interna-
tional assistance organizations and local actors, and I juxtapose the macrolevel
goals that shape democracy assistance programs with the microlevel political
conditions that local field offices of democracy-promoting agencies and interna-
tional NGOs encounter. International democracy assistance programs, how-
ever well intended, have not reached broad segments of society in Central Asia
and have not resulted in macrolevel democratic outcomes in Central Asian
states. In fact, many programs have interacted with the local environment in
ways that unintentionally aggravate a number of conditions, such as corruption,
income inequality, and dependence on foreign aid. These results, however,
should not be taken merely as a sign that the strategies that actors use to pro-
mote democratization in the region have failed—because many individual
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success stories indeed exist at the local level. Rather, they should serve as a re-
minder that democracy promotion activities, despite great imbalances in power
between international and local actors, do not occur within an institutional or
cultural vacuum at the local level but are characterized by two-way interactions
between international and local actors. The outcome is shaped as much by the
local environment into which democracy assistance programs are inserted as it
is by the strategies that international actors use to promote democratization.

Local actors draw upon international democracy assistance programs to pur-
sue their own interests, just as international actors in the region represent a cer-
tain set of interests to which they are implicitly or explicitly bound. When these
interests coincide or can be coordinated, individual programs are likely to be
successful. The majority of international assistance organizations have their
headquarters in advanced industrial democracies; their overall organizational
structure, mission, macrolevel strategies, and programs reflect this context.7 The
goals of international assistance organizations operating in Central Asia reflect
the larger geopolitical context within which they operate. Democracy promo-
tion is a key component of U.S. foreign policy, and a large number of democ-
racy assistance organizations in the region are funded by USAID or other gov-
ernment agencies and international organizations.8 A number of independent
international NGOs operate in the region and do not receive government fund-
ing, yet the majority of democracy promotion activities in the region are ulti-
mately government funded. There are thus clear limits to the extent to which
democracy promotion activities by government-funded international NGOs
can be directly compared to the activities of transnational advocacy networks
and issue networks that originate predominately from nonstate societal interests
rather than the policy interests of powerful states.9

Much of the ineffectiveness of democracy assistance strategies in post-Soviet
Central Asia is attributable to the challenges that international assistance orga-
nizations face as they attempt to operate simultaneously in two or more different
institutional environments. Many strategies and programs carried out by inter-
national NGOs and other assistance organizations are designed at their head-
quarters and applied to a variety of local settings. Local branches of interna-
tional assistance organizations must operate under different conditions in
Central Asia and must adapt to these conditions in order to survive. This results
in internal incoherence and inefficiency in organizations, as international ac-
tors cope with and try to reconcile the contradictory demands of the different
environments in which they are embedded. Indeed, the most effective interna-
tional NGOs are those that operate independently, are flexible, and are able to
develop reactive strategies based on local needs, as opposed to proactively im-
plementing strategies imported from abroad. In the former case small interna-
tional NGOs engaged in grassroots work attempt to meet and articulate local in-
terests. In the latter case international actors arrive with their own interests and
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goals and attempt to shape local society to fit these end points. In practice, of
course, international actors apply a mix of proactive and reactive strategies in
their interactions with the local environment. In principle, however, democracy
promotion and the building of civil society are to some extent inherently proac-
tive strategies.

The concept of international actors who promote “grassroots” civil society
and democratization in Central Asia is therefore filled with practical and, in-
deed, philosophical contradictions. To what extent can projects that are run,
funded, and administered by international actors really bring about local forms
of democratic participation? What is the version of democracy that such actors
are promoting? Is this vision appropriate to local conditions? What is the rela-
tionship between international democracy assistance and the larger interna-
tional geopolitical context, and how does this play out at the local level? In
countries such as Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, what should be the balance be-
tween basic economic development programs and programs that are designed
to promote democratization and civil society? In this chapter my purpose is to
provide a context for thinking about the larger issues raised by these questions,
as they relate to international democracy assistance in the region.

First, I examine the political context of democracy assistance in Uzbekistan
and Kyrgyzstan. Despite their differences, the two countries share a number of
characteristics as “unintegrated states” that provide similar challenges to inter-
national actors in designing effective democracy assistance strategies. Second, I
present an overview of the international actors, strategies, and programs in the
sector of civil society development in Central Asia. I focus primarily on the ac-
tivities of U.S.-based international donor NGOs, many of which are largely gov-
ernment funded, and I pay particular attention to the ways in which the strate-
gies of international actors have adapted to local conditions. The empirical
examples in the chapter are designed to give the reader a sense of what democ-
racy assistance activities look like in Central Asia, how they relate to the local
environment, and the inherent dilemmas that local field offices face when they
are caught between the conflicting interests of democracy promoters in indus-
trialized states and local actors who are pursuing their own interests. In the con-
clusion I address what the successes and failures of democracy assistance in
Central Asia imply for the overall project of democracy promotion in the region
and the power and limits of NGOs that are engaged in this project.

THE POLITICAL CONTEXT OF DEMOCRACY

ASSISTANCE IN UZBEKISTAN AND KYRGYZSTAN

The post-Soviet republics of Central Asia can be described as “unintegrated
states,” given that these states are far from adopting the institutional practices
and political cultures that define Western European and transatlantic political
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communities. This should not be surprising, given the states’ geographical loca-
tion, historical legacies, cultural orientations, and low levels of economic devel-
opment. Indeed, state elites in the region look only partially to the West as a
model for political development. Turkey, Iran, Russia, Saudi Arabia, China,
and other East Asian states have all shown interest in the region, and various
parties in Central Asia have held many of these countries up as appropriate role
models for Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan.10

Within the Central Asian context Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan appear to pro-
vide examples of two contrasting types of political environments that have at-
tracted democracy assistance. Uzbekistan has an authoritarian regime, a largely
state-controlled economy, and severe restrictions on freedom of expression and
association, while Kyrgyzstan has institutionalized many of the formal institu-
tions of democracy, adopted a policy of economic liberalization, tolerated a rel-
atively independent press, and generally places fewer restrictions on freedoms
of expression and association. While these differences do matter for understand-
ing the effect of democracy assistance, more significant are the shared charac-
teristics of the two countries. In addition to their common Soviet institutional
legacies, the two countries have similarly high levels of corruption; both are
marked by a disjunction between formal and informal political and economic
institutions; both have low levels of economic development, accompanied by
an uneven distribution of wealth; and both are characterized by a weakened
public sector infrastructure, especially in realms such as education, health, and
social security.

U Z B E K I S TA N:  AU T H O R I TA R I A N I S M
A N D S TA T E-R U N E C O N O M Y

Uzbekistan is in many respects less democratic today than during the glasnost
period of the late 1980s. During the 1988–1989 period of liberalization in
Moscow, widespread political opposition movements such as Birlik (Unity) and
Erk (Will, or Freedom) were allowed to operate and hold mass demonstrations.
Following Uzbekistan’s independence in August 1991, however, President Islam
Karimov increasingly strengthened his grip on power and ensured state pene-
tration into almost all areas of social, political, and economic life. The political
context of democracy assistance in Uzbekistan cannot be understood without
taking into account the sweeping powers of Karimov and the cult of personality
that surrounds him and his office.

Karimov has advocated a gradual, rather than rapid, transition to a market
economy, arguing that rapid economic transition would be too disruptive. He
makes a similar argument with respect to transformation in the political realm.
As justification for his political and economic policies, Karimov has in the past
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pointed to the relative stability in contemporary Uzbek society, especially when
compared to the economic collapse in Russia and the civil wars in the border-
ing countries of Tajikistan and Afghanistan. Indeed, despite the February 1999
bombings in Tashkent, Uzbek society still has a level of stability that gives Kari-
mov’s policies a strong measure of legitimacy with the population, which ap-
pears to place greater value on economic and political stability than on in-
creased democratization.11 At the same time, however, evidence exists that the
increasingly repressive policies that Karimov’s regime has been using to deter
the rise of political Islam in the region may be creating conditions that breed
the very instability that they are supposedly designed to curtail.12

While the pace of political and economic reform has been slow, the imple-
mentation of nationalizing policies such as language reform have been fast.
Uzbekistan quickly made Uzbek its single official language and is well on its
way to the adoption of a Latin alphabet. The country eliminated Soviet symbols
in the space of a few months, when in 1996 Karimov ordered the renaming of
“administrative-territorial and other objects,” arguing that “the names of objects
that serve the old order and communist ideology deflect the people from the
concept of independence.”13 Uzbekistan has consistently been the most anti-
Russian of the Central Asian republics, and it has almost eliminated the Russian
language from public view. The state has shut down most Russian cultural
groups, with the result that there is little overt opposition to Uzbekification poli-
cies. Despite this process, however, Russian still remains the lingua franca
among elites.

On paper Uzbekistan has some formal institutions of democracy. Indeed,
the constitution, official government documents, and speeches by Karimov are
often full of the terminology of liberal democracy. The constitution, for exam-
ple, guarantees a number of civil and political rights, including freedom of the
press and freedom of association. These rights are not, however, recognized in
practice. The government owns most printing presses and can easily withhold
printing supplies and time slots. Bureaucratic red tape and loopholes can im-
pede registration of nongovernmental organizations within the state. Nomi-
nally, Uzbekistan has held parliamentary and presidential elections, but restric-
tions on political party formation and bureaucratic impediments have
prevented open and democratic multiparty elections.14

K Y R G Y Z S TA N:  E C O N O M I C A N D
P O L I T I C A L L I B E R A L I Z A T I O N

In contrast to Karimov in Uzbekistan, President Askar Akaev of Kyrgyzstan em-
braced policies of economic and political liberalization immediately after inde-
pendence. Determined to win favor with the international community, he
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began to promote a nominally free press, private political associations, and a
market economy. Kyrgyzstan quickly gained recognition in the West as an “oasis
of democracy” in Central Asia, and by the end of 1993 Western donors had
pledged almost half a billion dollars in foreign assistance to the tiny republic.15

Kyrgyzstan’s acceptance into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1998—
the first newly independent state of the former Soviet Union to gain admit-
tance—demonstrates the extent to which Kyrgyzstan has made neoliberal eco-
nomic reforms.16

Kyrgyzstan has been less insistent than Uzbekistan on ridding itself of the
symbols of the Soviet past. Kyrgyzstan’s laws give Russian the status of language
of “inter-ethnic communication” and make it an official language in some
areas.17 Kyrgyzstan still universally uses the Cyrillic alphabet, and no one has
torn down or replaced Soviet monuments, as in Uzbekistan. Ethnic minorities
have been generally free to organize and form associations, although, as in the
rest of Central Asia, repression of Islamist organizations has increased since the
late 1990s.

The differences between the official policies of Karimov and Akaev are strik-
ing. Yet while economic and political reforms have gone further in Kyrgyzstan
than any other Central Asian republic, it was clear by the mid-1990s that any
transition to democracy and a market economy was not to be a linear process.
Kyrgyzstan was plagued with problems of corruption, an inefficient bureau-
cracy, economic decline, and increasing social divisions. In the first four years of
independence productivity fell by an average of 18.5 percent per year, and un-
employment soared. The industrial sector virtually collapsed under the pressure
of market reforms, and it is estimated that the country’s 1995 national income
was only 25.9 percent of what it was in 1990.18 By 2001 the country was in an eco-
nomic crisis and straddled with a foreign debt that is one-third higher than the
annual gross domestic product and requires monthly service payments of $12
million to $15 million, leaving only $3 million per month for socioeconomic ex-
penditures by the government.19

In 1994 Akaev began to take antidemocratic measures such as closing down
newspapers and shutting down parliament. In the 1995 parliamentary elections
“fraud, corruption, and public anomie reigned.”20 Since 1995 Akaev has taken
steps to consolidate power in the executive branch of government. More re-
cently, the upsurge in popular support for the Communist Party, intensified
crackdowns on independent media outlets by the state, and the emergence of Is-
lamist insurgency groups in parts of the country have called into question the
image of Kyrgyzstan as a bastion of liberalization in Central Asia.21 Kyrgyzstan
faces numerous obstacles to a transition to a Western-style liberal democratic sys-
tem and indeed transitional may be too optimistic a description of the current sit-
uation. Alexander Cooley has observed that “what is currently transpiring in . . .
Kyrgyzstan is less institutional transformation, and more the creation of dual or
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hybrid institutions, where old established practices tend to coincide and fuse
with, rather than be replaced by, new institutions based on Western models.”22

P O L I T I C A L C O N T E X T A N D D E M O C R A C Y
A S S I S TA N C E S T R A T E G I E S:  U Z B E K I S TA N

A N D K Y R G Y Z S TA N C O M PA R E D

Important differences between Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan affect the work of in-
ternational actors in the region. For example, repressive government policies in
Uzbekistan directly influence the decision of international actors to devote less
attention to programs that emphasize human rights or freedom of the press and
more attention to programs that are less politically threatening. This has not
been as much of a problem in Kyrgyzstan. On the other hand, some interna-
tional organizations claim that implementing programs in Uzbekistan is often
easier than in Kyrgyzstan, because the centralized government functions better.
Kyrgyzstan has severe problems of corruption and miscommunication between
different levels of government, which may be partially attributed to “democra-
tizing” reforms that have emphasized the devolution of power to local authori-
ties. Apart from these differences, a number of other factors affect international
democracy assistance strategies and outcomes in the region. Some factors are
specific to one or the other country; many are common to both Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan. They include levels of economic development, pervasive corrup-
tion, a disjunction between formal and informal institutions, levels of press free-
dom, societal divisions, and political culture.

The economies of Central Asia are facing not simply problems of “economic
transition” but also severe challenges of basic economic development.23 The
low levels of economic development found in both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan
affect democracy assistance strategies in a number of ways. Democracy assis-
tance programs that are appropriate for more economically developed societies,
including many countries in Eastern Europe, are simply not appropriate for
Central Asia.24 For example, the development of self-sustaining local NGOs
with membership fees is not a realistic goal where the average monthly income
is approximately $25 to $35.25 Similarly, many democracy assistance programs
do not resonate with the goals of the government or the needs of local people,
who are more concerned with economic survival than following an idealized
Western model of how to be a good citizen. A 1995 survey published by the
United States Institute of Peace showed that building a democratic society was
low on Central Asians’ priority list, compared to achieving economic growth
and maintaining social and political order in the region.26

Another problem is that most people view the newly rich sector of the popu-
lation in Central Asia as corrupt and, in the case of Kyrgyzstan, see the wealth
and the corruption as products of democratic reforms (the label “democrats,” as

Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan 185

Mendelson_177_206_ch7  6/13/02  12:35 PM  Page 185



applied to them, is meant to be disparaging).27 “Democratization” is associated
with structural changes that have simultaneously led to the destruction of Cen-
tral Asian economies, the loss of social safety nets, and an increase in economic
inequality in the region. This creates a problem for international actors that
began to work with newly privileged elites and later tried to expand services to
reach a wider spectrum of the population.

Corruption is perhaps the biggest obstacle facing international actors in both
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, and it affects democracy assistance strategies in nu-
merous ways. First, international actors must find a way to operate on an every-
day, practical basis in a system in which corruption is the norm. International
actors may either not have an official policy for this or may have an official pol-
icy that is difficult to adhere to. In either case the de facto policy is likely to be
in the hands of the local country director. For example, the director may decide
that paying a bribe to get phone lines installed is acceptable, but paying a bribe
to get a local NGO registered is not acceptable. Or the director may decide that
paying a bribe to get an NGO registered is more reasonable and efficient than
going through two years of red tape. Corruption is so entrenched in the region
that it is difficult, or maybe even impossible, to operate at the local level without
making compromises and arriving at a modus vivendi that straddles the abstract
political goals of international actors and the pragmatic means used to promote
them. This dilemma is one that is rarely acknowledged or addressed openly by
those who are engaged in goal setting and planning at the headquarters of an in-
ternational assistance organization, leaving the local country directors with al-
most unresolvable dilemmas that lead to internal contradictions in the imple-
mentation of local programs.28

In Uzbekistan inconvertibility of Uzbek currency compounds such dilem-
mas, as do black-market foreign exchange rates that are many times higher than
official rates. Some international NGOs prefer to bypass official channels in
their financial transactions, arguing that the grassroots organizations that they
support can put the money to better use than the government can. Organiza-
tions that adhere to a policy of using official channels for financial transactions
do so at a high price. The director of one major international NGO estimated
that it lost more than $45,000 a year in Uzbekistan by using official financial in-
stitutions for currency exchange.29

Corruption limits the overall effectiveness of international democracy assis-
tance programs. Grant money donated to local groups may be treated as per-
sonal funds; donated equipment might be sold on the black market; and local
leaders often insist on skimming money off projects. While an element of mu-
tual exploitation is involved in democracy assistance projects in the region, un-
derstanding the dynamics behind corruption is impossible without taking into
account the important role that social networks play in all aspects of life in the
region.30 International actors may eventually cancel funding programs, but sur-
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viving in Central Asian society without membership in strong reciprocal social
networks is impossible. It is thus highly rational for local actors to choose to use
external resources to strengthen their indigenous support system and survival
networks, rather than put themselves at risk by alienating support networks and
playing by rules that are not of their making and are relevant to what may only
be short-term transactions. Of course, international actors, at the same time,
have to ensure that resources are not misappropriated, yet attempts at doing so
have other undesirable consequences, such as creating overwhelming levels of
paperwork for local NGOs, limiting the autonomy of groups and impinging
upon their ability to make independent decisions, or reinforcing the cultural
barriers that exist between local and donor organizations.31

Finally, corruption undermines the fundamental logic that informs many
democracy assistance strategies. For example, giving professional training to de-
fense lawyers is of little use if the usual way to resolve a case is to bribe the pros-
ecutor or judge. Similarly, educational reform programs, such as instituting
competency tests for teachers, do not have the desired effect if bribery pervades
all aspects of educational institutions, from admissions procedures to grading to
the awarding of degrees. Sending officials on trips abroad may not lead to
greater respect for the rule of law but to a heightened desire for expensive West-
ern products that can only be filled by demanding bigger bribes. Democracy as-
sistance programs designed to promote reform must take into account the un-
derlying logic of how local institutions function in practice, rather than assume
that an idealized version of an institutional arrangement can be transplanted
into a new environment without being affected by local realities.

Corruption is a symptom of the disjunction that exists between formal and
informal institutions, but other examples exist of discrepancies in how things
work on paper or in their formal institutional design and how things work in re-
ality.32 One example is the discrepancy between written legislation and its ac-
tual application. International assistance organizations may take a long time to
understand the distinctions between the formal institutions of society and where
the real power lies, because informal networks of patronage or personal influ-
ence are difficult for outsiders to access. The obvious result is that international
actors find it difficult to operate in the local society on an everyday basis: to
know which channels to go through for permits and permissions, to know with
whom they are really working, or to know how to evaluate the genuineness of
grant applications.

In both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan independent NGOs are a relatively new
phenomenon and have provoked suspicion on the part of both local and na-
tional government officials. Many practitioners in the NGO sector say that offi-
cials understand the term nongovernmental organization to mean antigovern-
ment organization.33 While this problem is common to both countries, it is
more marked in Uzbekistan than in Kyrgyzstan. In Kyrgyzstan establishing
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good relations between local NGOs and the government has been an ongoing
challenge for third-sector actors but has achieved mixed degrees of success.34 In
Uzbekistan government suspicion of NGOs is compounded by its repeated at-
tempts to control the NGO sector by a number of means, including establishing
“government NGOs”; attempting to install government personnel as leaders of
grassroots NGOs; using threats, sanctions, or bureaucratic red tape to prevent
the setting up of local NGOs; and monitoring NGO events.

The Western NGO community in Uzbekistan has engaged in considerable de-
bate about how best to interact with the government and government-organized
NGOs (known as “GONGOs” or “quasi NGOs”). Some Western donors have a
policy of not providing direct financial assistance to government NGOs,
whereas others give assistance to a wide variety of both governmental and non-
governmental organizations.35 In general, the Western donor community agrees
that it must do more to address the issue of relations between international or
local NGOs and government officials at the local or national level. But whereas
some outside observers view improved NGO-government relations as a much
needed step, others are suspicious of what they view as “kowtowing” to govern-
ment officials.

In both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan the regulatory framework for NGOs pro-
vides a number of challenges. In Uzbekistan, for example, “public associations”
must register with the Ministry of Justice. This process can be extremely bu-
reaucratic and relatively expensive. Registration fees are the equivalent of
twenty monthly salaries for national organizations and ten monthly salaries for
local and regional organizations. The organization has to submit its by-laws,
which are subject to approval by the ministry. Tax laws in Uzbekistan and Kyr-
gyzstan make it difficult for local NGOs to finance their activities. For example,
NGOs are taxed for any income-generating activities in which they engage,
even if these are designed to provide money to underwrite NGO programs. Ad-
ditionally, contributions to NGOs from private business are not tax exempt.36

In Kyrgyzstan relations with government officials have generally improved in
the past years, with local governments giving some NGOs land or office space
or offering NGOs contracts to perform some social services. However, in some
cases problems have arisen, and “the distinction between government and
NGOs is blurred.”37 Local governments or parliamentarians have been known
to establish NGOs in order to get Western money to carry out local government
initiatives and to line their own pockets.

The level of press freedom is considerably different in Uzbekistan and Kyr-
gyzstan. The press has almost no freedom in Uzbekistan, and finding foreign
publications is difficult. Kyrgyzstan has had a fairly high degree of press freedom
(with important exceptions), and there are several independent newspapers. In
Uzbekistan NGOs have had mixed success in getting into the press, publicizing
their events, and publishing their opinions, such as critiques of new legislation.
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When they do gain press coverage, it is mostly superficial but not negative. The
typical press coverage of international NGOs consists of a story about a cere-
mony to initiate a new program or a conference that portrays the event as a sign
that Uzbekistan is a modern state. Some international NGOs also use the press
to promote and announce grant competitions. In Kyrgyzstan both international
and local NGOs have less difficulty getting access to the press, but corruption,
scandals, and misappropriations of funds have brought them a great deal of neg-
ative publicity from both the government and independent press. At times the
government press has made a concerted attack on specific NGOs.

In addition to these concerns, numerous societal divisions affect democracy
assistance strategies in Central Asia. These include ethnic, linguistic, and clan
or tribal divisions, rural versus urban divisions, and intraelite divisions. Distribu-
tion of resources such as humanitarian aid, microcredit lending programs, and
NGO grants can easily play into ethnic or local divisions. This has occurred re-
peatedly in southern Kyrgyzstan. In some cases international NGOs have also
increased tensions between ethnic groups in the region by hiring staff of only
one ethnic group or by working with only one group in the local population.
This has usually occurred inadvertently, from a lack of knowledge or sensitivity
on the part of external actors regarding salient cleavage lines.

Language divisions also influence the effectiveness of international NGOs.
Most local elites in Central Asia are Russified; most foreigners coming to Cen-
tral Asia are more likely to know Russian than a local Turkic language, and Rus-
sian is still the lingua franca in urban areas. This means that much of democ-
racy assistance is conducted in Russian with Russified elites. This is changing,
and democracy assistance organizations are making an effort to publish materi-
als in local languages and provide simultaneous translation at conferences, but
the gap is still wide: Many programs operate in Russian despite the large per-
centage of the population that does not know Russian.

The language problem intensifies the effects of rural-urban divisions in the
administration of democracy programs. The first wave of democracy assistance
in the region was concentrated in the cities of Central Asia; little assistance
reached rural areas, where 80 percent of the population live and where it is
most needed. This was a result not only of language issues but of other problems
in the ability of international actors to distribute information and monitor rural
organizations. The situation has improved somewhat since the late 1990s.

A lack of understanding of the local culture or political culture can in many
instances undercut the effectiveness of international NGO strategies in Central
Asia. One example comes from work with women and women’s organizations:
Organizing discussion groups will not be an effective strategy in areas where
women are unable to leave the home, nor will seminars on birth control options
for young women be effective if participants will be ostracized by the commu-
nity. Home craft production, which might appear to provide an independent
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source of income to women, will not have the desired result if women must
hand over all their earnings to the men in the family. Promoting Western-style
women’s rights may create a negative reaction in areas where it looks like a
continuation of forced Russification/Sovietization or the suppression of local
traditions.38

DEMOCRACY ASSISTANCE STRATEGIES FOR

BUILDING CIVIL SOCIETY IN CENTRAL ASIA

In both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan much of the democracy assistance provided
by international actors is designed to strengthen civil society in the region. This
has been in response to the limited political openings that exist in the region, as
well as a general trend to focus assistance efforts on projects that will promote
democracy from the bottom up.39 A surprisingly wide variety of actors are in-
volved in democracy assistance in Central Asia. In addition to international
NGOs, these include international organizations and multilateral assistance ef-
forts such as the United Nations Development Program, the World Bank, and
the European Union’s Tempus and TACIS (Technical Assistance to the Com-
monwealth of Independent States) programs; government foreign aid programs
such as those run by USAID, the U.S. Information Agency/U.S. Information
Service, British Know-How Fund, Swiss Aid; and local NGOs such as the
Tashkent Center for Public Education, and International Center Interbilim.40

The degree of overlap between the various actors and their strategies is high.
For example, distinguishing the interests of a local NGO from the interests of a
donor organization is often difficult. Some international NGOs act as contracting
organizations for government foreign aid programs, and some local NGOs act as
contracting organizations for the development programs of international organi-
zations and international NGOs. A number of different types of actors may work
together on specific projects. Actors at all levels can simultaneously pursue a vari-
ety of strategies that may at times be contradictory. For example, USAID promotes
programs that simultaneously support privatization and democratization—
although in some instances these two goals are mutually exclusive.

Table 7.1 provides an overview of the strategies that international actors use
to strengthen civil society in the region. Supporting local advocacy groups and
an independent third sector is key to their overall strategy. Yet it is only one as-
pect of the multipronged approach that they pursue in the region. The far left
column of table 7.1 suggests the variety of strategies that external actors use to
strengthen civil society in Central Asia. The middle column, Methods and Pro-
grams, provides a survey of the actual programs that are implemented and
funded in the region. The far right column, Actors, lists the organizations en-
gaged in each strategy. In parentheses is the affiliation or funding source of each
organization.
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table 7.1 Building Civil Society in Central Asia: 
Strategies, Methods and Actors

Strategy Methods and Programs Actors

Create and support • Provide seed money to • Counterpart International 
independent advocacy establish civic-oriented (USAID)
groups; foster the develop- NGOs • Eurasia Foundation (USAID)
ment of a local NGO sector • Provide training to • Soros

individual NGO leaders • INTRAC
• Provide grants to local • NOVIB (largely Dutch gov’t.)

NGOs for specific projects • EU’s TACIS Program
• Strengthen independent • American Bar Association

interest groups (USAID)
• Create and work with local • Aid to Artisans (USAID)

NGO support centers. • Citizens Network for Foreign 
Affairs, Inc. (USAID)

• Save the Children
• Center Interbilim (Local 

NGO clearinghouse, Bishkek)

Expose elites to Western ideas; • Fund and organize long-term • IREX (USIA/USIS)
educate elites in the practices and short-term academic • ACCELS (USIA/USIS �
of democracy exchange programs Central Asian governments)

• Fund and organize trips • EU’s TACIS and Tempus
abroad programs

• Organize partnerships • Soros
between local and Western • Konrad Adenauer Stiftung
organizations (German gov’t.)

• Provide seminars and • Goethe Institute (German 
conferences on democratic gov’t.)
principles • British Council (British gov’t.)

• Provide technical assistance Civic Education Program
and consulting. (largely Soros)

Increase public access to • Provide computers and • IREX (USIA/USIS)
information and ideas internet access • Soros

• Provide internet training • ACCELS (USIA/USIS)
• Provide language training • CAFE
• Sponsor and organize • American Bar Association

conferences for exchange (USAID)
of information between • INTRAC
various sectors

• Sponsor regional conferences
• Provide journal subscriptions
• Establish information centers 

and libraries.

(table continues)
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table 7.1 (continued )

Strategy Methods and Programs Actors

Change the institutional • Advise government and draft • American Bar Association
structure within which civil laws in the areas of NGO (USAID)
society operates development, human rights, • International Center for

and other reforms. Not-for-Profit Law (USAID)
• NDI (USAID)
• UNDP
• CAFE

Transform political culture • Provide textbooks and civic • Soros
in society education training materials • NED (U.S. Congress)

• Provide pedagogical training • CAFE
to teachers • Peace Corps

• Provide foreign instructors • Junior Achievement
• Fund and organize youth • Tashkent Center for Public

events (e.g., debate camps Education (local NGO)
and mock parliaments) • Kyrgyzstan Peace Research

• Support cultural events. Center  (local NGO)

Promote community • Conduct community needs • Crosslink International
development at the assessment • NOVIB
grassroots level • Community empowerment • Mercy Corps International

projects • (USAID)
• Support and organize local • UNDP

development projects. • Peace Corps
• Aid to Artisans (USAID)
• Farmer to Farmer (USAID)
• CAFE 

C R E A T I N G I N D E P E N D E N T A DVO C A C Y G RO U P S

The independent NGO sector in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan is an interesting ex-
ample of both the successes and failures of democracy assistance in Central Asia.
The millions of dollars that USAID- sponsored donor organizations, such as
Counterpart International and the Eurasia Foundation, have spent on seed
money, grants, and training have made a significant difference. Whereas Central
Asia had few, if any, independent civic-oriented NGOs when Counterpart began
its work, many people in the region now know what an NGO is, and there are
hundreds of NGOs, both registered and unregistered. Of these new NGOs, how-
ever, only a small percentage are active organizations. The majority are inactive
or were set up simply to acquire Western grant money (the so-called BONGOs,
or business-oriented NGOs). This means the discrepancy between the “on
paper” success story of NGO development in Central Asia and the actual state of
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the sector is quite big, as I explain later. Two other problems are the donor-driven
nature of the sector and a “brain drain” from the public sector to NGOs.

As a measure of its success, USAID counts the number of NGOs created in
a year. For example, in 1998 it listed 157 new NGOs created in Kyrgyzstan.41

What USAID counts as a success, however, others view as problematic: The
British International NGO Training and Research Centre asserts that “new
NGOs continue to be established at a sometimes alarming rate.”42 Many, or
even most, of the new organizations are likely to be BONGOs, which makes the
USAID claim to success rather suspect. Quantitative criteria are not the only
evaluative criteria that USAID and its NGOs use, but institutional pressure to
measure successes largely in quantitative terms—number of NGOs founded,
number of grants distributed, number of people trained—is strong.43 In order to
have their USAID funding renewed, international NGOs have an incentive to
distribute as much grant money to as many organizations as quickly as possible.

This quantitative approach to NGO development is slowly changing, but its
effects on the sector appear to have been lasting. Seed grants for NGOs of
$15,000 or more—a considerable sum in the local economy—constitute a large
incentive for the misappropriation of funds.44 Examples abound of what reap-
pears on the black market—everything from computer equipment to school
textbooks and donated heating oil. Commented one observer, “Most of the
funds from humanitarian organizations that finds its way there [to Kazakhstan]
turns into Mercedes, Ford Explorers, and new houses for the rich and politically
connected.”45 Stories of NGO leaders who suddenly buy houses after receiving
a grant or are spotted flying first class are equally common in Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan.

The problem of misappropriation of funds undermines the effectiveness of
the whole NGO sector. When individuals first learned that they could obtain
seed money and computer equipment after attending an NGO training session,
both countries saw a rush to continually establish new NGOs at the expense of
undertaking long-term programming work. Many were resentful when the rules
of the funding game began to change. Even when donors are aware of problems
of misappropriation, they face an organizational imperative to distribute grant
money but lack the organizational resources to work closely with every grantee.

Misappropriation of funds also undermines the credibility of the NGO sec-
tor as a whole and is an issue that legitimate local NGOs have repeatedly com-
plained about.46 The local NGO sector, in the words of one observer, is com-
posed of “both efficient energetic activists and lazy, greedy frauds.”47 Not only
do legitimate organizations have a more difficult time being taken seriously in
society but they may also be forced to pay for the sins of others. They find them-
selves overwhelmed with paperwork when donors, attempting to prevent misap-
propriation, increasingly require them to keep close track of finances, go
through official banking channels, obtain receipts for all purchases, submit
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quarterly reports, and the like.48 On the surface this is a reasonable way of trying
to get the misappropriation problem under control. However, what are standard
procedures in the West can easily take on burdensome dimensions for small or-
ganizations where bureaucracy is relentless and receipts are the exception. Fur-
thermore, paperwork can easily be falsified and does not, in and of itself, pre-
vent misappropriation.

One side-effect of misappropriation is that well-known legitimate local
NGOs quickly become overextended. They are overburdened with paperwork
and find that every international donor organization wishes to work through
them. This is a danger for the best local organizations in both countries. Some
successful organizations are able to manage this challenge and either expand
slowly or turn down project and grant offers. Others may find that their effec-
tiveness decreases as they become answerable to more and more different inter-
national donors.

A further problem with the NGO sector in Central Asia is its donor-driven
nature. Local NGOs receive almost 100 percent of their funds from interna-
tional actors and can easily become almost 100 percent donor driven. A 1997
survey of the third sector in the region acknowledges that “many of the lessons
learned in other countries about creating NGO dependency on donor strategies
appear not to have been taken account of here in Central Asia.”49 In some cases
international donors implicitly or explicitly expect local NGOs to administer
programs that do not necessarily match local needs. A common complaint by
local NGOs is that donors are more interested in their own agendas than those
of the region and that they take an approach of handing out money and then
asking for reports from local NGOs, rather than providing core management or
organizational support relevant to the local context.50

Local NGOs also point to problems with funding cycles. Many local NGOs
find it difficult to cover their operating costs, since most grant money available
is to support start-up costs or specific projects. Grants rarely cover salaries and
overhead. Expenses such as international phone and fax bills can quickly
mount as local NGOs become more successful and make contact with overseas
organizations. Local NGOs also have a sense of uncertainty because they are
aware that they are financially dependent on donors and can never be sure that
international NGOs will not pull out of Central Asia and stop funding their
projects. This is not a feature unique to Central Asia, but the uncertainty re-
garding long-term commitments in the region, combined with the larger sense
of economic uncertainty produced by rapid transition and economic decline,
further contributes to the problem of misappropriation of funds.

One unintended consequence of the emphasis on developing a local NGO
sector is the continued brain drain from the public sector to the NGO sector.
This is good news in some respects for the NGO sector and bad news for the
public sector. Ula Ikramova and Kathryn McConnell write that many women
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who have started and led Central Asia’s NGOs are professionals with experience
in problem solving—scientists, physicians, lawyers, engineers, teachers, admin-
istrators, artists, museum workers, architects, and advocates.51 This is a positive
aspect of NGO development, as highly qualified people often head the bur-
geoning sector. The problem is that many of these people may turn to the NGO
sector as a means to earn an income that is simply not attainable as, for exam-
ple, a university professor or high school English teacher. This creates, for the
public sector, a serious deficit of qualified professionals. It may also create a
problem for the NGO sector, because many may be doing jobs for which they
are not ideally suited (e.g., they are academics who would prefer to be doing re-
search but are obligated instead to produce newsletters). Some view NGOs sim-
ply as a means to support their own research or their main line of work and may
thereby lack a deep commitment to the sector.

E X P O S I N G E L I T E S T O W E S T E R N
I D E A S A N D M O D E L S

A second strategy used by international NGOs in Central Asia has been to ex-
pose local elites to Western ideas and institutions by bringing Central Asian
elites to Western countries on short trips or for academic exchanges and by
bringing Western ideas to Central Asian elites via conferences, seminars, tech-
nical assistance, and partnership programs.

Academic exchanges were institutionalized in Central Asia before the
breakup of the Soviet Union, but since that time they have expanded and at-
tracted more participants. The major challenge for the biggest academic ex-
change organizations, IREX (International Research and Exchanges Board)
and ACCELS (American Council for Collaboration in Education and Lan-
guage Study), has been to disburse information about exchange programs, at-
tract qualified applicants, and ensure that the selection process is fair and trans-
parent. One notorious problem has been that academic exchanges and trips are
viewed as a form of patronage. The long-term effects of academic and profes-
sional exchanges are difficult to measure. Most returnees have good English
skills and are therefore in high demand in Western firms or international orga-
nizations. In theory academic and professional exchanges provide training and
open up new possibilities for work or research. However, many participants
have a difficult time making use of their training when they return to their
home countries and may face challenges in reintegrating into their old work en-
vironment, often leaving it soon after to work for a Western organization. Nev-
ertheless, many have gone on to make significant contributions in their fields
and are able to act as a bridge between local and Western organizations.

The regime in Uzbekistan routinely uses access to externally funded semi-
nars, conferences, and trips as a form of patronage. A certain number of slots are

Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan 195

Mendelson_177_206_ch7  6/13/02  12:35 PM  Page 195



allotted to government-chosen participants in USAID-funded trips and confer-
ences. Similarly, the attendees of seminars on democracy sponsored by groups
such as the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung are almost wholly apparatchiks. A similar
problem exists with the European Union’s Tempus programs, which pair local
and Western educational institutions. Trips abroad may increase not only pro-
fessional aspirations but also consumer appetites. One critic argues that trips
abroad for government officials lead to greater corruption, because they develop
new consumer tastes that their civil servant salaries cannot support, and this in-
creases the incentives for corruption.52

Exchange programs and travel are a crucial aspect of democracy assistance
in the region. If political change in the direction of democratization, liberaliza-
tion, and increased openness is to occur in the region as a whole, it will likely
come from a Westernized elite that has participated in exchange programs and
established ties with foreign institutions. At the same time, because of the lan-
guage and other skills required for participation, these are programs geared to-
ward a small percentage of the country’s elite, not the general public. Given the
severe inequalities that have arisen in the region since independence from the
Soviet Union, it is important that programs such as exchanges and trips abroad
be balanced with assistance that can strengthen the basic educational infra-
structure in the region.53

I N C R E A S I N G P U B L I C A C C E S S T O I N F O R M A T I O N

A third strategy of international actors has been to provide increased access to
information and ideas in Central Asia. One popular method for facilitating ac-
cess to information has been to provide computers, Internet hookups and ac-
cess, and training. Primarily because of the work of international NGOs and
substantial financial support from the U.S. government, Internet access in Cen-
tral Asia has increased from virtually none in the early 1990s to the current level
with several national and local providers; most educational institutes and local
NGOs are on line. In addition, public access sites are numerous, although most
of the local population does not use them. As of 2001 only a very small portion
of the total population (approximately 0.2 percent) used computers and had ac-
cess to the Internet.54

Despite efforts by international actors to promote Internet usage in the re-
gion, the five post-Soviet Central Asian republics have earned a reputation for
having some of the least connected and tightly controlled areas of Internet ac-
cess in the world. Together they comprise one-quarter of the world’s “enemies of
the Internet,” according to the 2000 Annual Report of Reporters Sans Frontières;
three out of five republics require Internet connections to be run through the
government.55 In Uzbekistan the government is attempting to catch up with the
implications of Internet access and is now requiring Internet providers to regis-
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ter and sign agreements pertaining to the content of information to be distrib-
uted. Government concerns about Internet access in Uzbekistan focus on both
political and moral issues. A particular government concern is that the Internet
will become an organizing tool for Islamic fundamentalists and other opposi-
tion groups. While international actors were the first to promote Internet access
in the region, and access has certainly grown since the early 1990s, early predic-
tions that Internet access would lead to greater democratization in Central Asia
have proved to be overly optimistic. Instead, governments in the region are
adapting to the Internet and at times using it to their advantage to monopolize
political control and raise revenue by instituting access fees.56

C H A N G I N G T H E D O M E S T I C
I N S T I T U T I O NA L C O N T E X T

Several international organizations are working for legal reform in areas such as
NGO laws, human rights, and women’s issues. NGOs have had some success
with legal reform in both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. The Foundation for In-
ternational Legal Cooperation, International Center Interbilim, and the Krygyz
Bar Association were all part of an NGO coalition that was influential in devel-
oping a new regulatory framework for NGOs in Kyrgyzstan. Some claim that
this “may be the only genuinely successful case of effective legislative lobbying
by domestic NGOs in the region.”57 A consortium of international assistance or-
ganizations in Uzbekistan also drafted new NGO laws in 1998. The government
initially rejected them, but several months later President Karimov announced
that Uzbekistan, as a “modern country,” needed to revise its laws on associations
to allow for more freedoms for NGOs. He established a working group to draft a
new NGO law, and in late December 1998 the Uzbek parliament unanimously
approved a new NGO law with Karimov’s support. In April 1999 Uzbekistan be-
came the first country in the region to adopt a completely new law aimed only
at NGOs; the new law allows for the establishment of philanthropic founda-
tions and simplifies registration procedures.58

These examples point to the influence that international and local NGOs
have had in achieving both legal reform and symbolic changes in governments’
attitudes toward NGOs. The extent to which the new law will substantively af-
fect the NGO sector in Uzbekistan remains to be seen. Richard Remias writes,
“Most commentators on the new legislation agree that ultimately the law will
prove itself in the way it’s implemented and enforced by the authorities.”59 If
past instances of legal reform provide any indication, only a minimal de facto
change is likely to occur. Legislation that was adopted in the area of women’s
rights, for example, was not implemented. This is a problem that affects legal re-
form in all areas: The process of reform is slow and time consuming, and any
written changes are likely to be open to a broad range of interpretation or even
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ignored in practice. Still, legal changes provide symbolic openings that both
local and international actors can draw upon to expand the role of nonstate ac-
tors in the region.

T R A N S F O R M I N G P O L I T I C A L C U LT U R E

Another broad strategy for building civil society is to promote civic education,
educational reforms, and cultural events. Kyrgyzstan has seen much more activ-
ity in this area than Uzbekistan has because of the continued government re-
strictions there. Promoting civic education includes teacher training and pro-
viding civics and history textbooks and training materials. In Kyrgyzstan civic
education programs have been widespread and successful, but they appear to
have been quite divisive because they have been done without the participation
of the Ministry of Education. A number of local groups in Kyrgyzstan compete
to provide civic education textbooks (and receive grants for the provision of text-
books), leading to confusion about the motives of the different organizations,
the content of the different textbooks, and a hostile and less than civil atmo-
sphere surrounding the whole enterprise.

In Uzbekistan civic education programs are at a very early stage of develop-
ment. The government has tighter control of education and the content of text-
books. The sector is small, with groups working together rather than competing.
Providing civics textbooks and training has a limited effect because teachers, es-
pecially in rural areas, are surviving on low salaries and therefore have little in-
centive or motivation to devote time and resources to adding a new field of
study to their curricula.

P RO M O T I N G C O M M U N I T Y D E V E L O P M E N T
A T T H E G R A S S RO O T S L E V E L

A number of international actors are engaged in what could be termed “grass-
roots community development work.” Small community development projects
appear to be among the most successful forms of democracy assistance in the re-
gion. However, few organizations are flexible enough to work at the local level
and respond to local needs. Such community development work is labor inten-
sive and will affect only a small number of people initially but may have a more
enduring and greater influence than larger projects. Such small-scale projects
reach sectors of the population that are difficult to reach in other ways. The
most successful projects are run by dedicated volunteers with a strong personal
interest in the region and are cemented by personal relationships with members
of the community. They do not necessarily include the direct transfer of finan-
cial resources or equipment. That personal relationships form the basis of these

198 fiona b.  adamson

Mendelson_177_206_ch7  6/13/02  12:35 PM  Page 198



projects is more in tune with local norms and appears to lead to better results
than projects that are run in a more “rational-bureaucratic” style.60

The grassroots approach has had mixed results when administered by larger
organizations. Observers count the USAID-sponsored Aid to Artisans program
as one of the most successful democracy assistance programs in the region and
has resulted in the development of strong, independent, and financially self-
sustaining regional artisan organizations engaged in making traditional handi-
crafts. Several artisan organizations have independently contested local govern-
ment policies by organizing petition campaigns. Artisan organizations have also
been successful both at getting grants from outside donors and at collecting
membership fees from their constituencies. The reason for this success is that
the programs’ design gave participants a strong personal financial stake in the
success of the organization, and they received tangible economic benefits; for
example, association members could participate in local crafts fairs that were
targeted at the Western expatriate community in Central Asia. In contrast, an-
other USAID program, which was designed to foster the development of inde-
pendent farmers’ associations, had to shut down after a massive misappropria-
tion of microcredit funds that further entrenched local divisions, inequalities,
and corruption. Part of the explanation is that the farmers’ associations were not
bringing their members direct financial benefits, and the programs were in rural
areas, which are more difficult for the central administration to monitor.

My purpose here has been to provide examples of how democracy promotion
activities function in “unintegrated states” that are characterized by semiau-
thoritarian or authoritarian regimes. I discussed features of the Central Asian
setting that influence the effectiveness of international democracy assistance
programs, and I described and evaluated various strategies that international
actors use to build civil society within such an environment. By highlighting
both the successes and failures of democracy assistance in the region, I have
highlighted the power and limits of international NGOs as actors that can ef-
fect significant political changes in the region. Despite many individual suc-
cess stories, and some promising trends, the overall effect of democracy assis-
tance in the region has been largely limited to the development of an
externally funded third sector and has not brought about large-scale political
changes leading to greater democratization.

One point that I want to emphasize is the disjunction between visions of de-
mocracy as promoted by many international actors in the region and the actual
social, political, and economic conditions in Central Asia. This means that
local branch offices of international NGOs are involved in a continual struggle
to reconcile competing demands from their head office and local constituen-
cies. In the case of democracy assistance to Central Asia, international actors
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often rely on fixed meanings of democracy, civil society, and NGOs that bear lit-
tle relation to the realities of the local environment. In addition, local structures
constrain international actors in their work—the means of promoting democ-
racy are at times less than democratic—often because of the structural contra-
dictions between the two environments (headquarters and local office).

International actors need to explicitly take into account the effect of infor-
mal processes and institutions on their strategies and programs and pay as much
attention to these factors as to the formal institutional environment. These in-
clude patronage networks, ethnic cleavages, the local political culture, and in-
formal networks. Legal and other reforms will be unsuccessful, and will lead
only to the creation of hybrid organizations, such as patronage-based NGOs, if
such processes and institutions are not taken fully into account. The best de-
mocracy assistance programs can be quickly undermined if they are not de-
signed with an eye for how they will interact with informal processes and local
power configurations.61

The model of promoting democracy by creating parallel Western-style insti-
tutions and organizations, rather than by strengthening and working with exist-
ing structures and institutions, has its limits. An internationally funded “democ-
racy sector” that has no deep roots in local society, and interacts little with
indigenous institutions and structures, is in danger of exacerbating tensions be-
tween the small elite that is able to benefit from international assistance and the
majority of the population, which is struggling for economic survival and, in-
creasingly, the right to religious expression. The hostility of the region’s govern-
ments to most forms of political Islam has contributed to the increased politi-
cization of religion as a form of opposition to authoritarian regimes. At a
minimum international actors must be willing to work with a variety of local
groups in the region, including religious organizations and institutions, but also
extending to government-organized NGOs as well as to traditional local com-
munity structures, such as the neighborhoods associations (mahallas) in Uzbek-
istan. The latter have been co-opted by the state but nonetheless still provide
the basis for communal life in many areas. If international actors work exclu-
sively with the so-called independent NGO sector—which is largely an artificial
creation of foreign assistance organizations—they will continue to reach only a
small sector of society, which may be more attuned to international funding
trends than local political needs.

Following an early period of enthusiasm and optimism about the prospects
for democratic transition in the region, the growing consensus is that the lan-
guage of transition is increasingly counterproductive for addressing the core
problems facing Central Asian states.62 Moving beyond the language of transi-
tion and reevaluating the goals of assistance programs in this light may provide
a means for international assistance organizations to reconcile the discrepancies
between their mission statements in the region and the political context faced
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by local field offices. If democracy assistance is to be context specific in Central
Asia, this may mean less democracy assistance and a greater emphasis on grass-
roots economic and local community development projects. Democracy assis-
tance efforts that are appropriate for the level of economic and political devel-
opment in Eastern Europe and Russia are not necessarily appropriate for
Central Asia. While democracy assistance programs geared to NGO develop-
ment and civic education have had notable successes in the region, they cannot
be expected to expand in areas where basic economic and educational opportu-
nities are limited. Any effective strategy of democracy assistance in Central Asia
must focus first and foremost on programs that promote human development
and redress social and economic inequalities in the region.
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