
Elections Today: How would you assess the
health of civil society in Bulgaria today? In the
words of David Cohen of the Advocacy
Institute, does civil society in Bulgaria have
the "public space" it needs to function? 

Lyudmila Georgieva: Yes, the necessary
constitutional and legislative framework exists
to guarantee the development of a vibrant
civil society: separation of powers, democrat-
ic political institutions, freedom of speech and
association, and a free media. I believe the
fact that more than 8,000 nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) and 286 political par-
ties have been registered in my country con-
firms a healthy civil society.

ET: In your work with Foundation Common Cause, an organiza-
tion that educates citizens in the art of political advocacy, what
have you found allows NGOs to act as effective political advo-
cates? 

LG: First, and most importantly, political institutions have recent-
ly become more open (such as the parliament and municipal
councils) and joint advisory commissions to the government
have been established especially to allow NGO participation. All
these committees now include representatives of both the gov-
ernment and NGOs, and they function as consultative bodies
that help in the planning and implementation of national policy in
various fields. Second, many NGOs have developed the capac-
ity and expertise that make them credible sources of specialized
information for our executive, legislative and self-governing insti-
tutions.

We have access, we have the right to represent and defend our
specific interests and now we have to learn how to present them
in a more efficient way. A recent poll shows that 69% of citizens
do not recognize NGOs as mediators that represent their inter-
ests and, in fact, only 3% of respondents report involvement in
any NGO activities. That is why it is really crucial to make our
NGOs more representative so they are better able to carry out
their responsibilities and to become real intermediaries between
governmental institutions and NGO members. 

ET: In a recent study your foundation con-
ducted entitled "Citizen Participation in the
Legislative Process," you found that many
NGOs did not take advantage of all the par-
ticipation opportunities available to them. Why
do you believe this was the case? 

LG: One of the main reasons is their lack of
understanding of the gist of advocacy and 
the role and mission of interest groups. Our
NGOs have not yet realized that their strength
is in membership and therefore NGO leaders
do not usually try to inform, involve and 
mobilize their members in support of the
group’s legislative proposals. This definitely

would improve the results of their advocacy efforts. 

Another reason is their lack of knowledge about basic advoca-
cy tools and strategies. Advocacy is not well known in our coun-
try. According to a survey, 65% of respondents do not know
what lobbying is. Many people view lobbying as negative and
only 4% equate it with positive action, like the defense of a com-
mon cause or efforts to represent our national interests abroad.
So, our NGOs have to educate their members about the full
arsenal of advocacy tools and strategies and encourage them to
actively support advocacy campaigns. 

ET: How difficult do you think CSOs find it to maintain a line
between citizen advocacy and advocacy for special interests? 

LG: That is the problem in Bulgaria: we do not try to achieve a
balance between special and public interests. Business associ-
ations and labor unions are usually much more active in bring-
ing their proposals to the attention of policymakers. I strongly
believe that every group has the equal right to present and pub-
licly defend its interests, but unfortunately, there is often no one
on the “other side” who tries to present alternatives or mobilize
public support to try to at least limit the influence of special inter-
ests. 

Ms. Georgieva is a founding chair of Foundation Common
Cause in Sofia and a 2003-04 Reagan-Fascell Democracy
Fellow with the National Endowment for Democracy.

Elections Today: How would you assess the
health of civil society in Armenia today?

Anahit Bayandur: There are over 1,000
NGOs. However, among these, only 20 to 30
take on civic responsibilities. But it is an 
ongoing process and NGOs have a future,
especially now that they have gained experi-
ence, share information and are able to coop-
erate. Some NGOs have come together in
forums, especially those that work for human
rights. Despite this, the president and parlia-
ment do whatever they want and they do 
not intend to change. Things are tense in
Armenia; the opposition has announced its
intention to come to power. People are very disappointed in 
politics – and tired. 

ET: In 2002, Armenia committed itself to bringing its national
legislation into conformity with European human rights laws. In
your opinion, is sufficient progress being made toward that goal?

AB: No, it is just a formality. It is just like during Soviet times:
there were rules to playing the game in that system and now
there are rules for playing the game in European democratic
systems. They have learned the rhetoric, but it is all a formality.
The people in power are very rigid, and they never check in with
the people. They have their own agenda, and that is the most
important thing to them.

ET: How might the actions of civil society organizations promote
progress on this issue?

AB: Certainly, there are people who are willing to speak out.
There are still a couple of independent newspapers. But the
country is very small and the political position of each person is
known. During the elections, NGOs and independent members
of the press protested when Arthur Sakunts (coordinator of the
Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly in Vanadzor, Armenia) was arrested.
Several organizations united and appealed to the government to
release him, which it did. In that sense, there is an established
system, an established procedure. But too often the government
does its own thing. Unfortunately, these united actions can’t
completely change the system, though in some cases they can
partially influence the process and minimize abuses. This is mit-
igated by the fact that these organizations are supported by
international organizations. This support is really important.

ET: What are the largest challenges facing former Soviet states
in the transition to democracy? How can civil society help over-
come these challenges? 

AB: First, there is the region’s isolation from the rest of the world.
People there do not know enough about democracy in other

parts of the world. Armenians do not know
what level of public discussion other citizens
have. They don’t have the Internet to stay
informed; rather they are more concerned
with surviving. But at the same time, when
they get invited to events, they are interested
and want to get involved. 

The second challenge is Russia. There are a
lot of negative processes going on in Russia,
moving away from democracy. This is true in
Armenia, too. Our government looks to Russia
and aligns with Russia. The cultural and his-
torical ties with Russia get confused with polit-
ical ties. It is very interesting; I came out

against the political line of the Russian government, and people
said, “You lived in Russia, you speak Russian. How can you say
these things?” But this is different. You can love Chekhov but not
like Putin. Such is the situation and there is a lot of work to be
done. It is a dire situation.

Another challenge is the unresolved conflicts in the region.
Georgians and Azeris have worked well together since the war,
but it is often difficult to meet. Azeris are afraid to come to
Armenia and Armenians have not been able to travel to Baku for
the past two years. Right now international organizations need
to pressure the government of Azerbaijan. It cannot continue to
impede NGOs that are working for peace, education and
democracy.

Ms. Bayandur is a leading peace and human rights activist in
Armenia and currently co-chair of the Armenian Committee of
the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly. She was a 2003-04 Reagan-
Fascell Democracy Fellow with the National Endowment for
Democracy.
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Our NGOs have not yet realized that their
strength is in membership…. 

Do you try to involve your members in your attempts 
to influence parliamentary committees’ decisions?

From Citizen Participation in the Legislative Process, 
Sofia: Foundation Common Cause, 2001.

YES 50%

NO 50%
People…do not know enough about 

democracy in other parts of the world.

                                                    


