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Belarus, as a young state that received its full independence only in 1991, had 
no historical record of sovereignty except for a few months in 1918. This short 
period of time did little to create the foundations for a historical discourse for 
most Belarusians. When compared to Ukraine, the Baltic States or Poland, due to 
historic ties, Belarus’ path is different in many respects. In terms of civil society, 
or civil movements, a pre-independent Belarus never had its own Sajudis, a reform 
movement in neighbouring Lithuania that organised the struggle for independence 
in the 1990s, or massive workers movement like Solidarity in Poland. Likewise, 
QR�SURYLQFH�H[LVWHG�WKDW�FRXOG�VKDSH�GLVFRXUVH�OLNH�8NUDLQH¶V�*DOLFLD��D�À�RXULVKLQJ�
island of independent intellectual thought throughout its history. 

Belarus achieved its independence without an organised struggle, unlike a ma-
jority of its neighbouring countries. In fact, Belarus is often referred to as a coun-
try that was not prepared for its own independent statehood. These considerations 
have major implications for the current state of civil society in the country, as well 
as its development. Its strong ties to its Soviet legacy shapes people’s understand-
ing of civil society, which, in turn, is a major reason why modern concepts do not 
resonate well among its citizens. 

The available scholarly work on the weak state of civil society in Belarus gives 
credence to this argument. While post-communist civil societies are often consid-
ered uniformly weak and ineffective, Belarus does not have a functioning civil 
society (Lenzi 2002, 404). Authentic, pro-democratic non-governmental organisa-
WLRQV�DSSHDU�WR�EH�VPDOO�LQ�QXPEHU��PDUJLQDOLVHG�DQG�ZLWK�OLPLWHG�LQÀ�XHQFH�LQVLGH�
the country. At the same time, state administrative resources have witnessed sub-
stantial growth. The stronger position of the state (when compared to civil society) 
is due, in part, to its success in developing various levers of control to authentic 
civil society and the established pro-government ‘non-governmental organisations’ 
(NGOs) loyal to the state. These operate without obstacles. In the authoritarian 
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state that has become Belarus, NGOs are closely connected and loyal to the author-
ities. This DOLJQPHQW�DOORZV�1*2V�WR�EHQH¿�W�IURP�GRLQJ�WKHLU�ZRUN�XQKLQGHUHG�DQG�
extend the reach and type of activities they are able to carry out. As a result, civil 
society is divided, or polarised, with their relation to the state serving as the deci-
sive dividing line between them. Distortion of the concept of civil society occurs 
DV�D�QDWXUDO�FRQVHTXHQFH�RI�LPPDWXUH�QDWLRQV�WKDW�GR�QRW�KDYH�D�ZHOO�GH¿�QHG�DQG�
widely-accepted notion or understanding of civil society. 

This paper endeavours to provide a closer look at the extent to which the activi-
ties of pro-democratic organisations are copied by government-backed entities and 
to what extent the substitution of authentic civil society with government-organ-
ised non-governmental organisations (GONGOs) takes place. While membership 
in GONGOs is impressive, the extent to which the efforts to present themselves 
as civil society organisations can partly facilitate their popularity and supplant the 
work of real NGOs. Under these circumstances, it is becoming harder to promote 
the cause of civic values. Instances of imitating the activity of pro-democratic 
NGOs by organisations created by the government will be discussed and analysed. 
This paper is mainly based on statements and interviews from practitioners and 
H[SHUWV�LQ�WKH�¿�HOG��7KLV�SURYLGHV�DQ�DGGLWLRQDO�SUDFWLFDO�GLPHQVLRQ�WR�WKH�UHVHDUFK�
FRQGXFWHG��7KH�DQDO\VLV�LGHQWL¿�HV�VXEVWLWXWLRQ�LQ�WKUHH�GLPHQVLRQV��LQWHUQDO��H[WHU�
nal and mixed) and considers them separately in greater detail. It should be noted, 
however, that this paper does not serve as comprehensive document on GONGOs 
and NGOs in Belarus. Rather, it should be looked at as the foundation for further 
research on the topic. 

The Operation of GONGOs in Belarus 

7KH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�D�VLJQL¿�FDQW�QXPEHU�RI�*21*2V�LQ�%HODUXV�LV�RQH�RI�PRVW�
important factors in understanding how Belarusian civil society operates and is 
an issue that has long been overlooked. GONGOs are organisations that require a 
certain degree of dependency on the state and often are created by it. Interestingly 
HQRXJK��D�VHW�RI�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�GH¿�QHG�DV�µVWDWH�DVVRFLDWLRQV¶�RU�µVWDWH�1*2V¶�H[�
LVWV�LQ�%HODUXVLDQ�ODZ��EXW�WKHVH�DUH�GLVWLQFW��*21*2V�UHFHLYH�VXEVWDQWLDO�EHQH¿�WV�
from the state and, as such, they represent the GONGOs described here. 

If one takes a closer look at GONGOs, naturally, they do not appear to be inde-
pendent, as they are initiated from above, rather than from below. Apart from being 
created by the government, the organisations continuously align their work with 
that of the state. Therefore, they do not act in the name of protecting the public’s 
interests, but often embody a mechanism for additional governmental control over 
society. Their decision-making process does not follow any kind of democratic 
principles, but is designed to implement the state’s will, rather than their own. The 



69 The Journal of Belarusian Studies 

Belarusian authorities reciprocate the loyalty of GONGOs through lifting obstacles 
which the organisations would otherwise face. Financial dependence also plays an 
LPSRUWDQW�UROH��DOWKRXJK�VRPH�*21*2V�DUH�JXLGHG�E\�WKH�GHVLUH�WR�UHFHLYH�¿�QDQ�
cial support from sources other than the state.

Therefore, the main characteristics of a GONGO are the dependent mode of 
their creation, operation and decision-making, privileges of extended rights in 
comparison to other similar organisations, maintaining the role of an implement-
ing agent of the state, rather than as an actor for civil society. The existence of 
this phenomenon echoes a common practice found during Soviet times when any 
volunteer state association that existed was, in fact, a body in support of the Com-
munist Party. Mandatory participation in many of these ‘voluntary’ organisations 
resulted in the rejection of the very system by Soviet citizens. 

The existence of pro-government organisations ensures greater control and bet-
ter rule over society by the authoritarian state. These organisations can be estab-
lished in different civil sectors and for different civil society groups to ensure state 
control (Egorov 2009, 43). In these cases, space for authentic NGOs to function 
LV�VLJQL¿�FDQWO\�OLPLWHG�DQG�FDQ�EH�IXUWKHU�UHGXFHG�E\�LQVWLWXWLQJ�OHJDO�UHJXODWLRQV�
that make it harder for NGOs to operate. In Belarus the mandatory registration of 
organisations, in conjunction with the criminal liability one faces for acting in the 
name of an unregistered organisation, serves as mechanisms that hamper the work 
of NGOs. 

Vitali Silitski made an important distinction between pro-democratic and 
pro-government organisations and argued that the ‘democratic’ NGOs specialise 
in public campaigns and seminars, while pro-government organisations are mostly 
represented in areas such as social projects, charity and leisure activities (e.g. festi-
YDOV��FRQWHVWV���6LOLWVNL��������7KLV�LV�FRQ¿�UPHG�E\�D�TXLFN�VXUYH\�RI�WKH�ZHEVLWHV�
of two of the best known pro-government organisations - the Belarusian Republi-
can Youth Union (BRSM in Belarusian) and Belaya Rus’. Although the total num-
ber of their members is remarkable for Belarus (they claim to have 500,000 and 
138,000 members respectively), their websites are not particularly informative and 
mostly list leisure activities as their specialisation (e.g. organising cultural events, 
concerts, sporting events).1 These two organisations will be analysed further as the 
most obvious examples of GONGOs.  

The Belarusian Republican Youth Union (BRSM) is the most well-known 
GONGO in Belarus. Its overall structure is comprised of other organisations, but 
no detailed information is publicly available. The creation of BRSM in 2002 was 
the result of a merger of two organisations, the Belarusian Patriotic Youth Union 

1� 6HH�PRUH�DW�WKH�RI¿�FLDO�ZHE�VLWH�RI�%HODUXVLDQ�5HSXEOLFDQ�<RXWK�8QLRQ�DW�KWWS���EUVP�E\��DQG�%HOD\D�
Rus’ at http://www.belayarus.by/ [accessed 17 December 2013].
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and the Belarusian Union of Youth. Today BRSM brings together about 500,000 
young people, ranging in age from 14 to 31 years old, and represents about 19% of 
WKH�QXPEHU�RI�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�LQ�%HODUXV��7KHVH�¿�JXUHV��KRZHYHU��PD\�EH�GLVWRUWHG�
as several revelations make light of their recruiting techniques. There has been a 
certain amount of pressure on young people to join the Union over the years, and 
sometimes people have discovered that they were members without having ever 
VXEPLWWHG�DQ�RI¿�FLDO�PHPEHUVKLS�DSSOLFDWLRQ��Polit.ru 2009). 

7KH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�DWWUDFWV�\RXWK�XVLQJ�¿�QDQFLDO�LQFHQWLYHV��&DUG�FDUU\LQJ�PHP�
bers get discounts on products and services in more than one hundred retail out-
lets and service centres in Minsk alone. Outside Minsk, a system of discounts for 
BRSM members can be found at sport clubs and swimming pools as well as beauty 
salons, cosmetics shops, and printing and other services that are certainly appeal-
LQJ�WR�PRVW�\RXQJ�SHRSOH��7KH�¿�QDQFLDO�LQFHQWLYHV�HQWLFH�PDQ\�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�WR�
join the organisation, as Belarus constantly suffers from one or another economic 
crisis. It does not create equal conditions with other organisations which do not 
KDYH�WKH�¿�QDQFLDO�EHQH¿�WV� WR�LQFHQWLYLVH�PHPEHUVKLS��/XNDãHQND�ZLOOLQJO\�SD\V�
the BRSM for its support. For instance: 

...in 2011 the BRSM received 20.5 billion Belarusian roubles (about 
�����PLOOLRQ���7KLV� FRQVWLWXWHV� ����RI� WKH� WRWDO� RI� DOO� WKH� ¿�QDQFH�
provided to youth politics in Belarus. In reality, the BRSM gets even 
more. On 13 January 2003, Lukashenka signed a decree which re-
TXLUHG�WKDW�ORFDO�%560�EUDQFKHV�ZHUH�¿�QDQFHG�E\�WKH�ORFDO�DXWKRU�
ities’ budget.  The government was also responsible for repairing the 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�PDLQ�RI¿�FH��,W�LV�REYLRXV�WKDW�WKH�DXWKRULWLHV�FUHDWHG�
favourable conditions for the development of a strong loyal youth 
organisation in Belarus (Astapenia 2012).  

However, information about how exactly the money is being spent remains 
outside the realm of public discourse as it is not disclosed. Although the website 
of the Ministry of Education of Belarus lists 16 organisations that receive support 
from the government for their activities the aim of this support and the extent to 
which other organisations are supported remains unclear. The real reason behind 
the rise of the BRSM is the government’s desire to subvert independent NGOs and 
other civic organisations. In this way it demonstrates its intentions to gain as much 
control as possible over businesses, charitable funds, and particularly youth organ-
isations - making them subject to governmental control (Lenzi 2002, 413). BRSM 
is a vivid example of executing such control. The organisation receives money 
from the state budget, though formally it has the status of a public organisation and 
should be on equal footing with all other public youth organisations. In addition, 
WKH�UHJLPH�KDV�VXFFHVVIXOO\�PRQRSROLVHG�FLYLF�LQWHUDFWLRQ�ZLWK�D�VLJQL¿�FDQW�IDFWLRQ�
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of Belarusian youth. This will be described at a later point. 

Much less is known about another recognised GONGO, Belaya Rus’. Their 
emergence followed the pattern established by the BRSM. It includes former min-
isters, including the ex-Minister of Education and the current Vice Chairman of 
WKH�3UHVLGHQWLDO�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ��$OLDNVDQGDU�5DGĨNRǎ��PHPEHUV�RI�3DUOLDPHQW��WKH�
UHFWRU� RI� WKH�%HODUXVLDQ�6WDWH� 3HGDJRJLFDO�8QLYHUVLW\�� 3LRWU�.XFKDUþ\N� DQG� WKH�
UHFWRU�RI�WKH�%HODUXVLDQ�6WDWH�(FRQRPLF�8QLYHUVLW\��8ODG]LPLU�â\PDǎ��LQ�DGGLWLRQ�
WR�QXPHURXV�RWKHU�JRYHUQPHQWDO�RI¿�FLDOV��$OPRVW�DOO�WKH�VHQLRU�PDQDJHPHQW�RI�WKH�
organisation (3 out of 4 vice-chairmen) have worked in the House of Represent-
atives (i.e. the lower chamber of Belarusian Parliament between 2008 and 2012) 
�6KHP\DNLQ��������2I¿�FLDO�GLVFRXUVH�GHSLFWV�%HOD\D�5XV¶�DV�RQH�RI� WKH� OHDGLQJ�
large-scale organisations expressing the interests of all segments of the population. 
7KH�ZHEVLWH�RI�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�VSHFL¿�HV�D�PHPEHUVKLS�RI���������SHRSOH��DV�RI�
1 May 2013) and lists several organisational activities. However, its real function 
is similar to that of the BRSM, as it serves as a ‘narrow channel of articulation of 
public interest’ (Shemyakin 2012).

To sum up, GONGOs were created to complement government activities and 
function as state actors, enjoying extended rights in comparison to other organisa-
tions in Belarus, rather than as representatives of authentic civil society. 

NGOs and GONGOs: Is There a Substitution? 

Pro-government organisations operating in Belarus have their roots in their 
Soviet legacy. This practice was used during the Soviet Union to provide more 
control over society and secure its loyalty. Belarusian political scientist Chernov 
describes the operation of pro-government public organisations in the Soviet Un-
ion in the following way: 

…almost every citizen was a member of a public organisation (e.g. 
a trade union, sport club and children, youth, women, veterans as-
VRFLDWLRQV��DQG�ZDV�ZRUNLQJ�IRU�WKH�EHQH¿�W�RI�WKLV�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�E\�
participating in its meetings, electing its leadership, paying mem-
EHUVKLS�IHHV��IXO¿�OOLQJ�SHUPDQHQW�RU�RQH�WLPH�SXEOLF�GXWLHV��,Q�UHDO�
ity, such popular social activity, as a rule, was the result of intense 
mobilisation and forced recruitment, and, besides, was under the 
total political control of the party-state apparatus. Each segment of 
Soviet society was presented by a single public organisation with a 
hierarchical structure. Membership in it was compulsory, and, there-
fore universal. Authorised ‘public’ organisations were built into the 
overall system of government. They did not have autonomy and 
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operated strictly at the behest of the Communist Party, which de-
¿�QHG�WKH�VSHFL¿�F�JRDOV�DQG�GLUHFWLRQV�RI�WKHLU�DFWLYLW\��FRQWUROOHG�WKH�
decision-making process, the selection of leaders, strictly regulated 
FRPPXQLW\�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�KHOG�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�¿�QDQFLDOO\�GHSHQGHQW�
to the state (Chernov 2009). 

The extent to which the features of this Soviet practice still shape today’s polit-
LFDO�OLIH�DQG�DIIHFWV�SUR�GHPRFUDF\�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�LQ�%HODUXV�LV�GLI¿�FXOW�WR�HVWLPDWH��
7KLV�PLJKW�EH�DWWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�GLI¿�FXOW\�LQ�GLIIHUHQWLDWLQJ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�UHDO�LQLWLD�
tives coming from civil society and those purely simulative in character. Indeed, 
a distinction between NGOs and GONGOs using objective criteria is close to im-
possible (Egorov 2010a).

State Corporatism in Belarus

In theoretical conceptualisations of authoritarianism studies the use of of-
¿�FLDOO\�VDQFWLRQHG�SXEOLF�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�WR�UHVWULFW�SHRSOH¶V�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�SR�
litical processes is referred to as state corporatism where corporatism is de-
¿�QHG�DV�D��

System of interest representation, in which the constituent units are 
organised into a limited number of singular, compulsory, non-com-
petitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated cate-
gories, recognised or licensed (if not created) by the state and granted 
a deliberate representational monopoly within their respective cate-
gories in exchange for observing certain controls on their selection of 
leaders and articulation of demands and supports (Schmitter 1974, 93).

Originally elaborated to describe the interaction between the state and econom-
ic interest groups, the model almost immediately began to be used to analyse other 
interested groups, such as NGOs (Cawson 1985). Under this model, the state sets 
strict conditions for granting organisations permission to operate. The authorities 
also suppress authentic civil society groups. Such dependency reduces the number 
of such organisations, allowing the state to monitor their activities and supervise 
WKHLU�PHPEHUV��7KLV�SUDFWLFH�LV�HYLGHQW�LQ�%HODUXV�WKURXJK�LWV�RI¿�FLDO�VWDWH�SROLF\�
towards NGOs and democratic civil society. Restrictions on the representation of 
real interests in Belarus and its various limitations can be traced along two veins 
of thought for maintaining state control. Firstly, the neutralisation, or limitation of 
opportunities for public activities of independent NGOs, with the most advanced 
NGOs being excluded entirely from operating (Chernov 2007, 15). This is made 
possible through impediments to registration and limited possibilities inside the 
country to advocate civil society causes (due to restrictions on freedom of speech 
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and assembly). Secondly, the creation of GONGOs and other public society organ-
isations by the government that replace authentic NGOs and promote state policies 
in their respective segments of society (Chernov 2007, 5). 

As a result of this system, two risks become apparent due to the undeveloped 
political culture. First of all, the state (in relation to a weaker civil society) starts 
the process of incorporating and substituting real mechanisms for people to rep-
resent their interests. Secondly, it can distort the perception of the public towards 
civil society, in the absence of other models of a civil society to refer to. It is espe-
cially alarming under the current political regime in Belarus, when the strength of 
the state is supported and reinforced by a weak political culture of participation. 
The processes of centralisation of state power and consolidation of the authoritar-
LDQ�QDWXUH�RI�/XNDãHQND¶V�UHJLPH��KDV�OHG�WR�D�VLJQL¿�FDQW�GHFOLQH�LQ�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�
structures. 

A considerable number of public organisations in Belarus do not just work 
closely with government agencies, but are incorporated into them and depend al-
PRVW�HQWLUHO\�RQ�WKH�ZLOO�RI�WKH�SROLWLFDO�HOLWH��6LGDURYLþ������������$V�D�UHVXOW��WKH�
sector of society originally meant to be an arena for civil society is being intensely 
LQFRUSRUDWHG�LQWR�WKH�VWDWH��FUHDWLQJ�D�µK\EULG�VWDWH�SXEOLF�VHFWRU¶��6LGDURYLþ�������
75). One of the consequences of this blend of the state and civil society is seen 
in data from two opinion polls from 2005 and 2010, which give light to society’s 
eroding perception of NGOs. Three important trends can be outlined2:

A lack of understanding of NGOs role and function and an absence 
of knowledge about the problems faced by civil society. The public 
does not see the need to protect public interests through participating 
in NGOs and supports the introduction of stricter controls over the 
DFWLYLW\�RI�1*2V��ýDYXVDǎ��������±����

There is a lack of knowledge about NGOs. In 2005 only 30.7% had a formed 
an attitude (either positive or negative) towards NGOs, while the rest (69.3%) did 
not explicitly relate to the role of civic, or non-governmental organisations in Be-
ODUXV��ýDYXVDǎ������������$QRWKHU�VWXG\�IURP������VKRZV�WKDW�����RI�UHVSRQGHQWV�
said they did not know what an NGO is (Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs and 
Eastern Europe Studies Centre 2010, 2). There are no prominent organisations in-
dependent from the government in the Belarusian public sector. In the 2010 sur-
vey most respondents to the open-ended questions named only the BRSM, Belaya 
Rus’ and the Consumer Rights Protection Society, whilst references to names of 

2� 7KH�RXWOLQHG�WUHQGV�DUH�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�IROORZLQJ�UHSRUWV������-XU\�ýDYXVDǎ�µ+UDPDGVNLMD�
DEMDGQDĔQL�� LFK� UROLD� ǎ� VXþDVQ\P�KUDPDGVWYLH��$QDOLW\þQDMD� ]DSLVND� SD� Y\QLNDFK� QDF\MDQDOQDFKD�
VDF\MDODJLþQDKD�DS\WDĔQLD¶��0LQVN��6HSWHPEHU������� ����$VVHPEO\�RI�3UR�'HPRFUDWLF�1*2V�DQG�
Eastern Europe Studies Centre, ‘Non-governmental organisations: their role in the modern Belarusian 
VRFLHW\��%ULH¿�QJ�QRWH�RQ�WKH�UHVXOWV�RI�D�QDWLRQDO�SROO¶��������0LQVN�
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pro-democratic NGOs were negligible (Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs and 
Eastern Europe Studies Centre 2010, 6). 

7KHUH�ZDV�GLI¿�FXOW\�LQ�GH¿�QLQJ�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�DV�DQ�DJHQW�RI�DQ\WKLQJ�VHSDUDWH�
from the state. People’s perceptions of NGOs transmit stereotypical perceptions of 
NGOs in the framework of Soviet collective-style thinking (often this stereotype is 
VDQFWLRQHG�E\�WKH�VWDWH���ýDYXVDǎ�����������7KH�SXEOLF¶V�SRRU�VWDWH�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
awareness legitimises state policy in regard to NGOs and reinforces the existing 
model of relations between state and society (Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs 
and Eastern Europe Studies Centre 2010, 10). The ‘voluntary’ sector is either not 
viewed as part of ‘civil society’ (the ‘voluntary’ sector is understood as organisa-
tions loyal to the state), or ‘civil society’ is only viewed as ‘democratic civil soci-
ety’ (with pro-government organisations excluded from it). The mixture of ‘dem-
ocratic’ and ‘pro-government’ factions in a single civil community is confusing 
for the public. There is a sense of difference between pro-government, democratic 
political and democratic neutral organisations among the population, but it cannot 
WUDQVPLW�WKLV�GLVWLQFWLRQ�WR�GH¿�QLQJ�1*2V��ZKLFK�VHHP�DEVWUDFW�WR�WKHP��ýDYXVDǎ�
2005, 13). Another example from the 2010 study shows that about 40% of people 
surveyed said that NGOs should be of assistance to the state and act as a state agent 
(Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs and Eastern Europe Studies Centre 2010, 4). 
It is fair to state that this is typical of people’s understanding of NGOs in Belarus. 

The data illustrates the increasing role of GONGOs in the Belarusian politi-
FDO�PRGHO��SURPRWLQJ�D�GLVWRUWHG�LGHD�RI�FLYLO�VRFLHW\��1*2V�DUH�GH¿�QHG��ZKHQ�LW�
comes to civil society activities (as GONGOs are typically organisations dedicated 
to sports or leisure time activities, by the dichotomy of their degree of dependency/
independency on the state. Belarus’ immature civil society also demonstrates that 
SDWWHUQV�RI�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�KDYH�QRW�\HW�EHHQ�¿�[HG��3XEOLF�RSLQLRQ�DERXW�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�
DQG�WKH�UROH�RI�WKH�FLYLO�VHFWRU�FDQ�EH�IRUPHG�XQGHU�WKH�LQÀ�XHQFH�RI�DOO� WKH�IHD�
tures of a hybrid civil society. Thus, Belarus is reviving the old corporatist system 
RI�LQWHUHVW�JURXSV�LQ�WKH�¿�HOG�RI�VWDWH�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�RQH�VLJQL¿�FDQW�
difference – it is ‘no longer totalitarian (post-totalitarian) but classic authoritarian 
corporatism’ (Chernov 2007, 4).

State Relations with GONGOs and NGOs

Civil society as a public sphere of citizens engagement, and a way for indi-
viduals to organise themselves to voice their interests in different areas, is often 
considered to be an agent of society that is independent of the state. The current 
classical understanding of civil society assigns it to a ‘third sector’, as opposed to 
the state or market (Corry 2010, 11). However, in Belarus the rules of the game 
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for civil society are drawn up almost exclusively by the state. Thus the state in-
GLUHFWO\�LQÀ�XHQFHV�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�ZKLOH�GHSULYLQJ�WKH�ODWWHU�RI�VXFK�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\��
$V�FORVHU�WLHV�ZLWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�FDQ�EULQJ�WDQJLEOH�EHQH¿�WV�IRU�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��
the extent to which they are tied to, or dependent on the government, is impor-
tant. A variety of patterns of relations between the state and GONGOs and NGOs 
should be reviewed emphasised.

:KLOH� WKH� VWDWH� KDV� YDULRXV� LQVWUXPHQWV� LW� FDQ� XVH�� IRU� JRRG� RU� LOO�� WR� LQÀ�X�
ence the health of the NGO sector, relations between civil society and government 
can be characterised in different ways: non-interventionist, active encouragement, 
partnership, co-option or control (Clark 1993, 8). For individual NGOs the most 
favourable policy setting is when legal restrictions are minimised and they have 
complete freedom to receive funds from whomsoever they choose, to speak out 
and to associate freely (Clark 1993, 9). Belarus’ NGOs do not enjoy these rights, 
as the state has a control-based relationship with society. The state executes control 
through a pervasive ideology, the dominance of media, repression of political ac-
tivists, non-acceptance and suppression of any form of civil discontent. Numerous 
obstacles for the operation of NGOs, including the infamous article 193.1 of the 
Criminal Code of Belarus, exist. Simply put, this article stipulates that activities of 
unregistered organisations are subject to criminal liability. 

This control was gradually consolidated throughout Lukašenka’s rule. Start-
ing in 1995, the President strengthened his regime by gradually sweeping away 
opponents, or anyone that could compete with the President in the political arena. 
He concentrated all power in his hands by bringing the Parliament, court system 
and security forces under his direct control. The rigour with which the measures 
were introduced led to the seizure of the judiciary, the lower and upper houses of 
parliament, which in effect gave the president carte blanche for nominating and 
removing people to and from key positions in these institutions. The strategy of 
corporatism employed in an authoritarian state is in line with control-based rela-
tions between the state and NGOs. It is characterised by the existence of limitations 
in the registration process and the creation of GONGOs, to attempt to pre-empt the 
creation of truly independent grassroots NGOs and attract funding from foreign 
states and donors (Heurlin 2010, 222). 

The state cooperates willingly with GONGOs, rather than with NGOs, for eas-
LHU�FRQWURO�RI� WKHLU�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�¿�QDQFLDO�À�RZV��$V� WKH�VWDWH� LV�QRW�DOZD\V�DEOH�
to satisfy the needs of the GONGOs it had created, international funds open up 
DGGLWLRQDO�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�VXFK�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��,U\QD�ä\FKDU��,QWHUYLHZ������������
The creation of GONGOs extends possibilities for their government-controlled 
operators and, in particular, provides access to these external funds. The trend 
RI� ¿�QDQFLDO� À�RZV� JRLQJ� IURP�JRYHUQPHQW� WR� FLYLO� VRFLHW\� VKRXOG� EH� WDNHQ� LQWR�
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consideration as an additional factor when analysing the state’s intention to use 
GONGOs as grantees in international projects. There has been a steady increase 
in donor assistance to civil society in Belarus. The EU and the United States have 
LQFUHDVHG�¿�QDQFLDO�DVVLVWDQFH�IRU�WKH�µ*RYHUQDQFH�DQG�&LYLO�6RFLHW\¶�VHFWRU�DIWHU�
the 2010 presidential election and repression that subsequently followed. The EU 
increased its aid by a magnitude of 1.5 and the United States by 12%. This trend 
was clearly observable already in 2010, when donors such as the United States, 
*HUPDQ\��6ZHGHQ�DQG�)UDQFH�VLJQL¿�FDQWO\�UHGXFHG�WKH�GLVWULEXWLRQ�RI�DLG�WKURXJK�
government institutions and appealed to civil society instead. In 2006, for example, 
twice the amount given in 2010 was allocated to the public administration than was 
provided to civil society. In 2011 eleven times more funding was allocated to civil 
society compared to the amount of funding for the government (Shylo and Egorov 
2013, 16). 

Another reason for the state’s more favourable attitude towards GONGOs, as 
opposed to NGOs, is that it gives the state a chance to shift some of its own work-
load from the state level to their sponsored organisations and still be able to yield 
EHQH¿�WV�IURP�WKH�ZRUN�GRQH��5HIHUHQFH�WR�*21*2V�DV�µDJHQWV�KLUHG�E\�WKH�VWDWH¶�
LV�D�IDLUO\�DFFXUDWH�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�WKHVH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��,U\QD�ä\FKDU��,QWHUYLHZ�����
2013). Choosing the ‘easy road’, the state cooperates with GONGOs, which are its 
own creation, as a tool of keeping real NGOs out of the real decision-making pro-
cess, or having a voice in the dialogue surrounding important issues. Having said 
that, it would undoubtedly be wrong to think that every act of cooperation with the 
state makes an organisation pro-government. The extent of independence that an 
organisation is ready to maintain in exchange for said cooperation is pivotal. For 
some organisations state cooperation, and even support from the state, appears to 
be a leading principle when they are considering the work they wish to conduct. 
They are ready to exchange their own independence in order to merely exist and 
continue on with their work. This mainly refers to those organisations working in 
the area that necessitates vital government input (e.g. working with the disabled 
or socially marginalised groups) (Taciana Paševalava, Interview #1, 2013 and Jury 
ýDYXVDǎ��,QWHUYLHZ�������������

The differing levels of dependency of organisations on the state make the line 
of demarcation between organisations cooperating with the government and a 
pro-governmental GONGO extremely thin. At the same time, limited cooperation 
in an authoritarian state, like Belarus, is possible even with democratically oriented 
NGOs who can be an effective contact and partner for the government without hav-
ing their independence compromised. The interests of the state in its interactions 
with the civil sector can at times converge in order to ensure the non-appearance 
of a group being seen as an alternative to the state. In case they do appear, they are 
eliminated through marginalisation, or replaced by a pro-government entity (An-
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drei Egorov, Interview #5, 2013). The evidence suggests cooperation is possible 
even for unregistered organisations. However, the success of this cooperation often 
proves volatile and depends on the area of cooperation (Taciana Paševalava, In-
terview #1, 2013 and Anna Herasimava, Interview #4, 2013). The state allows for 
some topics to be open to real cooperation (e.g. the environment), but also denies 
others that encroach on its own mandate such as, for example, electoral reform. At 
the same time this cooperation is fragile and does not eliminate the same problems 
organisations had prior. Nor does it ease the burden of operating under unfriendly 
conditions. Thus, the same organisation may successfully cooperate with the state 
on one issue and have the completely opposite result on another matter (Andrei 
Egorov, Interview #5, 2013). A vivid example can be drawn from ecological NGOs 
when a successful campaign on draining swamps was followed by a campaign 
against a nuclear power plant which encountered serious pushback from the au-
thorities and zero state cooperation (Taciana Paševalava, Interview #1, 2013).

Some NGOs choose the strategy of leaning towards the ‘nomenclature dia-
logue’ in their relations with the state, often for pragmatic rather than ideological 
considerations. ‘Nomenclature dialogue’ is referred to as the 

«GHYHORSPHQW�RI�D�UHIRUP�SURJUDPPH�LQ�VSHFL¿�F�GLUHFWLRQV�DQG�LWV�
implementation with the assistance of the authorities which might 
also lead to abandoning some of the political demands for the sake 
of evolutionary reforms (EuroBelarus 2013). 

However, positive outcomes and, therefore, the level of desired cooperation 
can be impeded by the presence of the ‘political aspect’ in the activity of such 
organisations. While there are organisations that solely deal with providing ser-
vices and, thus, avoid the politicisation of their activities (and according to some 
experts, the number of such organisations is growing (Taciana Paševalava, Inter-
YLHZ������������WKHUH�DUH�RWKHUV�WU\LQJ�WR�LQÀ�XHQFH�RU�FKDQJH�JRYHUQPHQW�SROLFLHV�
and engage in solving various problems. In Belarus this is perceived by the regime 
as ‘politics’. In sum, several conditions have to be met in terms of cooperation 
between organisations and the state: a) there are only certain areas in which coop-
eration is possible b) the activity of the organisation should not be perceived as a 
WKUHDW�WR�WKH�UHJLPH�DQG�ɫ��FKDQFHV�IRU�FRRSHUDWLRQ�LV�KLJKHU�LQ�LQVWDQFHV�ZKHUH�WKH�
issue is not acutely political. 

Is There a Substitution?

The concept of substitution exists in the theoretical literature in connection 
with failed states when a state can no longer implement its role as a provider to the 
public of necessary services and civil society takes over (Posner 2004, 237). This 
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approach, however, assumes the state is ‘good’ by default and relations between 
the state and civil society are either complementary or substitutionary. As gov-
HUQPHQW�HI¿�FDF\�GHWHULRUDWHV�� LQIRUPDO� VRFLDO�JURXSV�EHFRPH�VXEVWLWXWHV� IRU� WKH�
state (Narayan 1999, 16). However, when a government is strong and repressive, 
WKH� H[WHQW� LW� LV� DEOH� WR� LPSOHPHQW� SROLFLHV� FDQ� VXI¿�FLHQWO\� OLPLW� WKH�PHDQLQJIXO�
existence of civil society. After analysing the theoretical considerations of various 
aspects of GONGO operations in Belarus, below is presented a further analysis of 
cases of substitution.

As described, Belarus employs control-based relations with civil society and 
has revived a state corporatist model. In this section we will consider the most 
recent evidence in Belarus when GONGOs were acting as representatives of 
pro-democratic NGOs or had the intention to be perceived as such, which will be 
analysed as a tool to identify instances of substitution. These cases are grouped into 
WKUHH�FDWHJRULHV��7KHVH�LQFOXGH�LQVWDQFHV�RI�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�RI¿�FLDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�
and structures that are counterbalancing the activity of independent pro-democrat-
ic NGOs; cases when GONGOs, or their representatives participate in providing 
evaluations of civil society in Belarus; and reports on instances when GONGOs 
received funding intended for pro-democratic NGOs, all of which will be present-
ed below. 

&UHDWLRQ�RI�µ2I¿�FLDO¶�2UJDQLVDWLRQV�WR�&RXQWHUEDODQFH�'HPRFUDWLFDOO\�
Oriented NGOs

Often authoritarian states create organisations to counterbalance and ‘mirror’ 
the activity of pro-democratic NGOs. Formal NGOs that exist only on paper were 
also created during the Soviet Union, so the phenomenon is not totally new. One 
of the earliest examples of simulative organisations in the history of independent 
%HODUXV�RFFXUUHG�EDFN�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��ZKHQ�DLG�SURJUDPPHV�IRU�¿�JKWLQJ�WKH�
consequences of Chernobyl were opened by Belarusian NGOs. Funding was dis-
tributed directly to NGOs, bypassing the government. After 1994 GONGOs were 
HVWDEOLVKHG�WR�WDNH�WKH�PRQH\�GHYRWHG�WR�¿�JKWLQJ�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�&KHUQRE\O�
and aid programmes were ‘governmentalised’ (Matskevich 2012, 45). The same 
followed with programmes involving the competence of structures of (e.g. border 
JXDUG�HTXLSPHQW��¿�JKWLQJ�WUDI¿�FNLQJ�LQ�SHRSOH�DQG�GUXJV���7KH�JRYHUQPHQW�FUH�
ated sham organisations which existed only on paper and were composed of state 
RI¿�FLDOV��0DWVNHYLFK�����������

Such examples have also occurred in other countries. In Slovakia, for example, 
during the Meciar times in the mid-1990s, civil society was seen as a threat and 
GONGOs were commonly used to ensure better governmental control over civil 
society. Such was the case with youth organisations, where the independent Youth 
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Council of Slovakia was confronted by the Slovak Youth Congress, which was 
comprised of representatives of the youth structures of the ruling coalition under 
Meciar. A similar situation involved the Slovak Syndicate of Journalists and the 
Association of Slovak Journalists (Forbrig 2004, 260). This trend (like the one de-
scribed above), is repeating itself currently in Belarus. The names of the organisa-
tions are often strikingly similar, making it even harder to distinguish among them. 
Despite having certain privileges, like access to state funding and the absence of 
impediments to their activity. These organisations subordinate their agenda to the 
VWDWH�DQG�IROORZ�WKH�JHQHUDO�LGHRORJ\�RI�WKH�VWDWH��2QH�RI�WKH�PRVW�VLJQL¿�FDQW�H[�
amples of organisations that mirror the activity of NGOs are those organisations 
devoted to young people, including the BRSM, the National Council of Youth and 
the children’s organisation ‘Rada’. 

The national Council of Youth and children’s organisation ‘Rada’ served as an 
umbrella organisation, uniting both registered and unregistered associations under 
a platform for dialogue with a good balance of representation from various groups. 
The BRSM, after its creation in 2002, aspired for membership in Rada. Due to a 
vote during one of its meetings, Rada rejected the application to avoid the monop-
olisation and governmentalisation of activities pertaining to the nation’s youth. 
Following that decision, Rada and its members encountered pressure and criticism. 
The President himself, during his annual address in 2003, spoke on the growing 
importance of the nation’s youth and the importance of the state in developing the 
potential of young people: 

$� VLJQL¿�FDQW� UROH� KDV� WR� EH� SOD\HG� E\� WKH�%HODUXVLDQ�5HSXEOLFDQ�
Youth Union. It should reveal itself as a genuine organiser, leader 
of the youth movement in the country. Instead, BRYU, right after 
its creation fell under the umbrella of the so-called Rada. A huge 
organisation went under some kind of worn-through umbrella… 
(Poslanie Prezidenta 2003).

Prior to that, Rada had some cooperation and dialogue with the state, however 
since 2003 communication has stopped. From 2003 until 2006 the state actively 
exerted pressure on the members of Rada until they were either abolished or had 
withdrawn their membership. Of the 30 organisations comprising Rada, around 
only seven members were left by 2006 (Belorusy i Rynok 2006). A lawsuit against 
5DGD�ZDV�WKHQ�¿�OHG��,WV�DFFRXQWV�ZHUH�IUR]HQ��DQG�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�ZDV�RI¿�FLDOO\�
closed in 2006 after its registration was recalled. The interest of the state was clear-
ly the monopolisation of society’s youth policy. To do this it ostracised and allowed 
one of the most well-known youth organisations of the time to close-down. 

After the elimination of Rada, the BRSM under the close patronage of the state, 
began establishing itself as the leading organisation in the youth sector domesti-
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FDOO\�DQG�DEURDG��,WV�HIIRUWV�DEURDG�LQFOXGHG�¿�OLQJ�DQ�DSSOLFDWLRQ�IRU�PHPEHUVKLS�
with the European Youth Forum three times, along with several attempts to deprive 
Rada of its membership status. As of now the BRSM participates in all state pro-
grammes for youth and educational policy, and enjoys considerable state support 
with Presidential decrees issued to formalise their position. Despite the diversity of 
other youth organisations, the BRSM is brought to the fore as it enjoys the state’s 
full support. BRSM was elevated to the rank of a leading organisation, overshad-
owing the activity of other organisations with similar target groups. 

The legal operation of GONGOs can be ensured through the potential criminal-
isation of organisations which might otherwise be competitors. With the require-
ment of registration (the granting of which is fully in the government’s hands) and 
space for the operation of loyal organisations is rapidly expanding at the expense 
of NGOs (as shown by the two organisations in question). Thus, the state-public 
sector is formed by granting preferences to organisations loyal to the government 
�6LGDURYLþ�����������

In 2003 the Belarusian Committee of Youth Organisations (BCYO) was creat-
ed which, (along with the BRSM), was supposed to copy the activities of Rada and 
other organisations working in the youth sphere. Currently, BCYO consists of 39 
youth and children’s organisations, with the task of ‘improving relations between 
public organisations and the government’ (Monitoring obshestvennogo mnenia v 
Belarusi 2010). However, BCYO exists only on paper. It does not have a website, 
and available information about its activities is limited. The committee members 
GR�QRW�NQRZ�LWV�VWUXFWXUH�QRU�LWV�DFWLYLWLHV��7KH\�ZHUH�RQO\�LQYLWHG�WR�WKH�¿�UVW�FRQ�
JUHVV��6RPH�RI�WKHP�GLG�QRW�JLYH�FRQVHQW�WR�WKHLU�PHPEHUVKLS��$OWHQDW\ǎQDMD�PR�
ladzievaja platforma 2011). 

Another example of the existence of two sets of organisations is the Union of 
Writers. The democratic aspirations and intractability of its leadership deprived 
the organisation of property. The authorities initiated a split in the Union and 
supported the creation of a new Union of Writers of Belarus (UWB) in 2005, 
which was loyal to the state (Matskevich 2012, 46). The latter organisation is led 
by the Chairman of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the National Security 
&RXQFLO�RI�WKH�XSSHU�FKDPEHU�RI�WKH�%HODUXVLDQ�3DUOLDPHQW��0LNDODM�ýDUKLQLHF��
8:%�ZDV� LQWHQGHG� WR� IXO¿�O� WKH� VWDWHV�QHHGV� LQ� WKH�DUWLVWLF�DQG� OLWHUDU\� VSKHUH�
and enjoys considerable state support. Members of the UWB enjoy full support 
IURP�WKH�VWDWH��6LGDURYLþ������������7KH�VDPH�LV�WUXH�ZLWK�WKH�8QLRQ�RI�3ROLVK�
minorities, where two unions exist, one supported by the government and the 
other one in opposition. 

Other cases include the Belarusian Journalist Association (pro-democratic) and 
its governmental counterparts – the Belarusian Union of Journalists, the Belarusian 
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Union of Women (pro-government) and the Belarusian organisation of Working 
Women (pro-democratic), ‘Green Network’ (pro-democratic) and the pro-govern-
PHQW�RUJDQLVDWLRQ� µ(FRORJLFDO� ,QLWLDWLYH¶�� DV�ZHOO� DV�RI¿�FLDO� DQG�SUR�GHPRFUDWLF�
(i.e. independent) trade unions. These are some of the most well-known and com-
monly referred to examples, but the list is not exhaustive. The existence of such 
GONGOs creates an imitation of public dialogue in the country. In case the author-
ities ever need to show the democratic nature of the state and improve society’s 
perception of its democratic state, it will use GONGO organisations, whilst eradi-
cating uncontrolled NGOs from the public sphere (Egorov 2011, 43).  

The support that GONGOs enjoy from the state often comes at the expense 
of real NGOs. In return GONGOs need to execute the state’s will. This becomes 
evident, for example, during election campaigns when GONGOs play a leading 
role. The widespread practice of nominating electoral commission members and 
observers from such structures lends credence to this claim. As the report on the 
campaigns leading up to elections ‘Human Rights Defenders for Free Elections’ 
from 2010 shows, the vast majority of domestic observers were representatives of 
pro-government associations and political parties loyal to the authorities: 

The majority of observers (20,715 out of 39,619) represented the 
¿�YH� ODUJHVW� *21*2V�� %HOD\D� 5XV¶�� WKH� %HODUXVLDQ� 5HSXEOLFDQ�
Youth Union, the Belarusian Women’s Union, the Belarusian Pub-
lic Association of Veterans and the Federation of Trade Unions of 
Belarus ... their aim was to confront observers from pro-democratic 
organisations and journalists (Doklad po rezultatam nezavisimogo 
nabludenia 2011).

The BYCO, along with conducting election observations and providing nom-
inees for election committees, holds opinion polls. The results of which usually 
PLUURU�RI¿�FLDO�HOHFWLRQ�UHVXOWV��,QWHUHVWLQJO\�HQRXJK��RQO\�WZR�%HODUXVLDQ�RUJDQL�
sations were allowed to conduct exit polls during the latest Presidential elections 
(2010) – the BCYO and the analytical centre EcooM. The latter was created with 
direct support of the Administration of the President of Belarus and its previous 
exit polls caused an ambiguous reaction during the 2004 referendum and the 2006 
elections. The results of these exit polls were opposite to those obtained by the 
Baltic branch of Gallup and other independent observers such as UA REGNUM. 
This provides doubts as to the methodology of EcooM. 
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Structures Built to Imitate a Dialogue with Civil Society

In addition to creating organisations which mirror the activity of non-govern-
mental organisation, instances of civil society structures providing a facade of co-
operation between the state and civil society also are known to occur.  One of the 
¿�UVW�H[DPSOHV�UHIHUV�WR�D�SHULRG�ZKHQ�WKH�26&(�$GYLVRU\�DQG�0RQLWRULQJ�*URXS�
�$0*��RI¿�FH�LQ�0LQVN�ZDV�RSHQHG�IROORZLQJ�WKH�FORVXUH�RI�WKH�6RURV�)RXQGDWLRQ�
in 1997. As described by Lenzi:

7KH�RI¿�FH�ZDV� RSHQHG�ZLWK� WKH� LQWHQW� RI� DVVLVWLQJ� WKH�%HODUXVLDQ�
authorities and civil society in the development of democratic in-
stitutions of a European standard and to monitor the compliance of 
Belarus with OSCE commitments. After protracted negotiations, the 
$0*�RI¿�FH�ZDV�¿�QDOO\�DOORZHG�WR�RSHQ�LQ�$XJXVW�������$OWKRXJK�
the mission could have been an effective mediator between the Pres-
idential Administration and civil society structures, its hands have 
been tied by the regime’s disregard for any meaningful dialogue. 
Lukashenko withdrew from the process and opened a sham political 
dialogue with carefully selected pro-regime NGOs (2002, 412). 

The Belarusian authorities involved various organisations as civil society rep-
resentatives, when in fact the area of their work was not relevant to the agenda. 
This was the regime’s version of demonstrating an alleged dialogue between civil 
society and the state. The GONGOs, thus demonstrated their loyalty and did not 
provide critical remarks (Matskevich 2012, 47). Thus, their presence provided ad-
ditional legitimisation to the decisions of the President and a positive evaluation 
of the status quo in Belarus. However, it could not be considered a guarantee of 
true civic dialogue. The environment was not conducive to involving all existing 
civil society organisations. In 2009, the Public Advisory Council (PAC) in the 
Administration of the President of the Republic of Belarus was created with the 
objective to:

… discuss issues of current importance on the development of the 
state and society, develop proposals for the active involvement of 
Belarus in global processes, improvement of the directions of so-
cio-economic and political development of the country (TUT.by 
2009a). 

Not only GONGOs, but also representatives of pro-democratic NGOs were 
invited. PAC was designed to regularly meet and discuss issues that were then to be 
communicated to decision-makers. However, no explicit feedback mechanism was 
put in place. Whether the views of PAC members were actually taken into account 
remains unclear (Novaya Evropa 2009). Although a variety of opinions exist on 
how successful the PAC was, a few important points on its operation and activities 
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have to be taken into account. 

The Head of the Presidential Administration, Uladzimir Makiej, created PAC. 
All of its representatives were personally selected by Makiej, without any public 
discussion. The agenda was also formed mostly by the Head of the Presidential 
$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ��-DUDVODǎ�%HNLã��,QWHUYLHZ������������7KH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�WKH�&RXQFLO�
coincided with the announcement of the Eastern Partnership programme, where 
Belarusian civil society was to have a voice at an international level in the frame-
work of the established Civil Society Forum of the Eastern Partnership. In 2010 
Uladzimir Makiej expressed the readiness of the PAC of the Presidential Adminis-
tration to represent Belarus at the Civil Society Forum of the Eastern Partnership 
(Belapan 2010). Interestingly enough, Makiej expressed his intention to do pre-
cisely this and pursued it vigorously despite that the fact that the National Plat-
form of the Civil Society Forum had already been created. The selection procedure 
was done, the delegation members were selected, and as such PAC formally could 
not aspire to participate (Egorov 2010b). The reasoning behind the validity of the 
claim was that PAC ‘is a meaningful structure in Belarusian society and its position 
is being taken into consideration in decision making’ (Novaya Evropa 2010). Such 
statements should not be accepted at face value, as no explicitly transparent or 
democratic mechanism existed to demonstrate these claims.

Under the scheme of PAC’s participation in the Civil Society Forum, the Pres-
LGHQWLDO�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ� GH¿�QHG� WKH� FRPSRVLWLRQ� RI� WKH� GHOHJDWLRQ� �0DWVNHYLFK�
2012, 51). It was an attempt to control civil society not only ‘from inside’ the 
country, but also from the outside, through its aspirations to represent civil society 
H[WHUQDOO\��([SHUWV�FRQ¿�UPHG�LWV�LPLWDWLYH�FKDUDFWHU�DW�SXEOLF�KHDULQJV�LQLWLDWHG�E\�
NGOs to discuss the place and purpose of PAC (Egorov 2010b). The statement of 
PAC on its participation in the Civil Society Forum preceded the creation of civil 
society platforms in the framework of the OSCE project ‘Development of the ca-
pacities for cooperation between government and civil society organisations’. Jury 
=DKXPLHQQDǎ�DQG�KLV�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��WKH�6XSSRUW�&HQWUH�IRU�$VVRFLDWLRQV�DQG�)RXQ�
dations (SCAF) initiated the creation of twelve platforms (e.g. education, culture, 
human rights, social security and business). The completion of this process was 
VHW�WR�EH�FRQ¿�UPHG�WKURXJK�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�D�QDWLRQZLGH�1*2�SODWIRUP�XQGHU�WKH�
patronage of PAC (Egorov 2010a).

Yet, pro-democratic NGOs had already created a nationwide NGO platform 
uniting various organisations in the framework of the National Platform of the 
Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum (NP CSF). Thus, the structure proposed 
E\�=DKXPLHQQDǎ�FRXOG�QRW�EH�GLVWLQJXLVKHG� IURP� WKH�RQH� DOUHDG\�FUHDWHG��7KLV�
had resembled an attempt to create a national platform of organisations to counter-
balance the existing state line, with the only distinction between them being that 
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it was composed of non-government controlled entities. The members of the NP 
CSF stated there are not ‘enough reasons to believe that the above […] structures 
established in recent months are truly focused on an equal dialogue with civil soci-
ety’ (Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum 2010). The mechanisms of existing 
platforms for dialogue and NP CSF were not taken into consideration. The process 
was also characterised by a ‘lack of publicity and transparent procedures on the 
side of the new platform organisers with regard to the selection of participants, 
[and] certain public statements do not correspond with real activities’ (Statement 
by the Members of the National Platform of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society 
Forum 2010).

All three processes (the creation of PAC, alternative platforms and aspirations 
WR�WDNH�SDUW�LQ�WKH�&LYLO�6RFLHW\�)RUXP�RI�WKH�(DVWHUQ�3DUWQHUVKLS���FRQ¿�UPHG�WKH�
state’s attempt to demonstrate its reconciliation with civil society inside the coun-
try. Still, the regime also replaced civil society structures with identical ones tai-
lored to this aim. After this process raised public condemnation inside and outside 
the country, the structures were deactivated. PAC was dissolved in 2011, following 
a lack of meetings for over a year. After its termination, experts agreed that it was 
of little value to the authorities and the opposition (Dunaeva 2011). Thus, proving 
its initial function of being created for the purpose of imitating a state-civil society 
dialogue. The NP SCF in the Eastern Partnership continued without other organi-
sations joining it.

*21*2�3DUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�(YDOXDWLRQ�RI�&LYLO�6RFLHW\�E\�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�
Organisations 

-XU\�=DKXPLHQQDǎ�DQG�KLV�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�6&$)�LV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�\HW�DQRWKHU�
case involving GONGOs. This case involves the preparation of a report based on 
the CIVICUS index on civil society methodology that was done within the frame-
work of a project supported by the Organisation of Security and Cooperation in 
(XURSH��&,9,&86�LV�DQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�DOOLDQFH�DQG�UHSUHVHQWV�DQ�LQÀ�XHQWLDO�QHWZRUN�
of organisations at the local, national, regional and international levels, thus span-
ning a broad spectrum of civil society groups and organisations worldwide. The 
CIVICUS index is a valuable tool in helping to evaluate civil society in over 75 
FRXQWULHV��,WV�¿�QGLQJV�DUH�GLVVHPLQDWHG�WR�FRXQWU\�H[SHUWV�DQG�VWDNHKROGHUV��ZKR�
use it for assessing the situation in a country. The preparation of the stability index 
report on Belarus under the auspices of CIVICUS was coordinated by Zahumien-
QDǎ��WKRXJK�VLQFH�LWV�FUHDWLRQ��VHYHUDO�À�DZV�KDYH�EHHQ�LGHQWL¿�HG�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�
its preparation.  

First of all, it is not clear why the choice was made to use SCAF and Juri Za-
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KXPLHQQDǎ��7KH�%HODUXVLDQ�SXEOLF�KDV�UDUHO\�PHQWLRQHG�WKLV�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��QRU�GRHV�
LW�DSSHDU�WR�KDYH�PXFK�NQRZOHGJH�DERXW�LW��7KH�RI¿�FLDO�ZHEVLWH�RI�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�
looks modest and does not provide clear information about the organisation: No 
information could be found on the staff and concrete activities, some web pages are 
RXWGDWHG�UHIHUULQJ�WR�WKH�¿�IWHHQ�\HDU�ROG�QHZV��,W�FDQ�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�IURP�WKH�(QJ�
lish version of the website that the scope of their activities range from facilitating 
the removal of anti-personnel mines to strengthening civil society (Bian’ko 2009). 
Secondly, during the course of the research project, the NGOs which participated 
in it withdrew from the process as the methodology used did not prove to be accu-
rately designed for assessing the reality in Belarus (Taciana Paševalava, Interview 
#1, 2013). An analysis of what the appropriate methodology should have been was 
assessed by the Belarusian Institute for Strategic Studies and Centre for European 
7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ��7KH\�FRQFOXGHG�WKDW�WKH�¿�QGLQJV�GLG�QRW�UHÀ�HFW�WKH�UHVXOWV�IURP�
the measurements of the index (Shelest, Vodolazhnskaya and Silitski 2010). The 
report indicated the need to create alternative platforms and an NGO platform to 
counterbalance the already existing platforms of organisations. However the au-
thors of the assessment stated that 

… actions on the formation of thematic platforms and the creation of 
a national platform of civil society are not the result of the research 
of the Civil Society Index. The initiative on the creation of such plat-
forms has not passed through the necessary discussion and analysis 
(Shelest, Vodolazhnskaya and Silitski 2010).

$V�D�UHDFWLRQ��&,9,&86�LVVXHG�DQ�RI¿�FLDO�DSRORJ\�IRU�WKH�FRQIXVLRQ�DQG�H[�
plained that its involvement with SCAF ‘CIVICUS had not been able to ascer-
WDLQ� ����ZKHWKHU� WKHUH�ZRXOG�EH� VXI¿�FLHQW�&LYLO�6RFLHW\� ,QGH[�¿�QGLQJV� DYDLODEOH�
to achieve the two key objectives’ (CIVICUS 2010). The reference to CIVICUS, 
being as it is recognised as a credible organisation for conducting such research, 
emphasises that the report was meant to be distributed not only in Belarus, but also 
LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\��7KDW� VDLG�� =DKXPLHQQDǎ� KDG� LQWHQGHG� RQ� FRRSHUDWLQJ�� SURYLGHG�
WKDW�6&$)�EHQH¿�WWHG�IURP�WKLV�FRRSHUDWLRQ��DV�GLG�WKH�VWDWH��DV�6&$)�ZDV�DFWLQJ�
in its interests.

Another trend refers to a recent situation with the United Nations Universal 
Periodic Review (UPR). The UPR presents a unique mechanism of the UN Hu-
man Rights Council for verifying the compliance of member states with human 
rights standards every four and half years. It is conducted with the involvement 
RI�ERWK�WKH�VWDWH�LQ�TXHVWLRQ�DQG�WKH�FRXQWU\¶V�1*2V��7KH�81�RI¿�FH�KDV�FRRS�
erated with the Belarusian Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the second process 
RI�UHYLHZ�IRU�WKH�835�WR�EH�KHOG�LQ�������$OWKRXJK�WKH�81�RI¿�FH�LV�VXSSRVHG�
to hold consultations with NGOs, unregistered organisations were not invited 
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to the recent consultations. In addition, not all leading human rights organisa-
tions participated (Anna Herasimava, Interview #4, 2013). The fact that the UN 
refused to cooperate with the organisations that the government did not see as 
acceptable subverts its own democratic principles (Anna Herasimava, Interview 
�����������7KLV�LQFRQVLVWHQF\�RIWHQ�FUHDWHV�VLWXDWLRQV�ZKHUH�WKH�81�RI¿�FH�SXE�
licly declares its unwillingness to cooperate with unregistered organisations. 
However at the same time, the UN demands freedom of association, including 
the lifting of bans on unregistered organisations (Centr pravovoi transformacii 
2013). 

7KH�LQYROYHPHQW�RI�*21*2V�LQ�WKH�RI¿�FLDO�PHHWLQJV�RI�WKH�835�GHPRQVWUDWHV�
an attempt to simulate the process of interaction between state and civil society, 
while keeping real NGOs out. The state sanctions the participation of GONGOs in 
H[FKDQJH�IRU�WKHLU�UROH�LQ�FRQ¿�UPLQJ�WKDW�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�DJUHHV�ZLWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��
Usually they have no remarks as to the substance of the issue(s) under discussion. 
This carries the risk of creating an unobjective presentation of the human rights 
situation in the country. The outcome of the process will only be available in 2015, 
when the next review will be published. The concern in the short-term remains that 
by positioning themselves as the sole representatives of civil society, GONGOs re-
strict the participation of pro-democratic human rights organisations, legitimising 
the process.

)XQGLQJ�RI�*21*2V�7KURXJK�WKH�3URJUDPPHV�7DLORUHG�IRU�6XSSRUW�RI�
NGOs

In the surreal world that is Belarus, issues related to funding, in general, are a 
GLI¿�FXOW�DUHD�WR�DQDO\VH��0DQ\�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�%HOD�
rusian regime do not operate openly. The information available about their activ-
ities is limited. This stems from the requirement to register international projects 
inside the country, which is the only legal way for international aid organisations to 
operate, irrespective of its purpose. The odds of successful registration of projects 
for NGOs are extremely low. So an NGO must consider the dilemma of either hav-
ing its request rejected to operate with the funds they have received or face refusal 
and become involved in lengthy bureaucratic procedures with a high likelihood 
of a decidedly negative outcome. Most NGOs choose the latter and decide not to 
UHJLVWHU�WKHLU�SURMHFWV�LQ�WKH�¿�UVW�SODFH��$Q\�SURMHFWV�LPSOHPHQWHG�ZLWKRXW�SURSHU�
authorisation and registration potentially makes an organisation an illegal entity 
QRW�DXWKRULVHG�WR�WKH�¿�QDQFLDO�VXSSRUW�LW�LV�UHFHLYLQJ��,Q�WKLV�UHJDUG��DYRLGLQJ�WKH�
SRWHQWLDO�H[SRVXUH�RI�ORFDO�JUDQWHHV�LV�MXVWL¿�FDWLRQ�HQRXJK�QRW�WR�UHYHDO�LQIRUPD�
tion about recipients. 
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While certain donor programmes deal with the state and its actors, aid pro-
jects intended for the development of civil society, NGOs, or non-state actors 
are also available. Pro-democratic organisations in Belarus are deprived of state 
¿�QDQFLDO�VXSSRUW�DQG�DUH�KLJKO\�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�H[WHUQDO�IXQGLQJ��7KH�DOORFDWLRQ�
of international aid is increasingly important for the operation of civil society. At 
the same time, the economic situation has deteriorated year after year. The au-
WKRULWLHV�FRQVWDQWO\�SXUVXH�¿�QDQFLDO�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WKDW�FDQ�VXVWDLQ�WKH�VWDWXV�TXR�
inside the country. Following this line of logic, Lukašenka publicly motivated 
%5<8�WR�UHDFK�VHOI�VXI¿�FLHQF\�DQG�REWDLQ�¿�QDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV�IURP�VRXUFHV�RWKHU�
than the state budget. As a result, BRYU stated their plans to receive European 
funds (TUT.by 2009b). While there is no publicly available information about the 
VRXUFHV�RI�IXQGLQJ�IRU�%5<8��LW�KDV�FRQ¿�UPHG�FRRSHUDWLRQ�ZLWK�VXFK�RUJDQLVD�
tions as the Council of Europe, European Youth Forum, as well as various Youth 
Unions in Russia and the CIS. This does not itself prove their cooperation with 
other NGO programmes, but the absence of reliable information poses certain 
challenges in this respect. 

7KH�QHFHVVLW\�RI�DFTXLULQJ�DGGLWLRQDO�VRXUFHV�IRU�¿�QDQFLDO�LQIXVLRQV�ZKLFK�KDV�
EHHQ�HQFRXUDJHG�E\�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��LQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKH�LQFUHDVHG�¿�QDQFLDO�VXSSRUW�
provided to civil society by international donors since 2010, is more than enough 
PRWLYDWLRQ�IRU�*21*2V�WR�GUDZ�¿�QDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV�IURP�ZKHUHYHU�SRVVLEOH��,Q�
addition, the funding is usually not allocated to well-known GONGOs but rather to 
organisations that work in cooperation with BRYU or are part of its structure and 
less well known (Taciana Paševalava, Interview #1, 2013). In this case, detection 
of such GONGOs becomes extremely problematic and depends on whether there is 
someone willing to disclose it. In general, there are many implications that funding 
is making its way to GONGOs, however, they are rarely proven or supported with  
IDFWV�RU�FRQ¿�UPHG�E\�UHDO�FDVHV��

While there are GONGOs that apply for money designated for NGOs, the im-
portant implications for donors have to be taken into account. On the one hand, it 
EHFRPHV�GLI¿�FXOW� IRU�GRQRUV� WR�GLIIHUHQWLDWH�EHWZHHQ�*21*2V�DQG�1*2V�FXU�
UHQWO\�LQ�%HODUXV��ZKHUH�WZR�SDUDOOHO�VHWV�RI�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�H[LVW��,U\QD�ä\FKDU��,Q�
terview #3, 2013). On the other hand, some donors consciously grant money to 
pro-government organisations (Anna Herasimava, Interview #4, 2013). The reason 
for this behaviour is an apparent attempt by donors to normalise relations with the 
Belarusian government and try different approaches towards cooperation (Anna 
Herasimava, Interview #4, 2013). The idea is that by cooperating with the gov-
ernment, and by at least partially playing by its rules, their work will bring future 
GLYLGHQGV�DQG�KHOS�LQÀ�XHQFH�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�WR�WKH�EHQH¿�W�RI�WKH�SHRSOH��7KH�GHVLUH�WR�
keep good relations with the state also explains this tendency. One such example of 
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foreign aid being allocated to pro-government organisations is the European Union 
Non-State Actors and Local Authorities in Development (NSA LA) programme. 
The programme, introduced in 2007, is oriented towards strengthening capacity of 
civil society organisations and local authorities. 

A new tendency has emerged with regards to the funding mechanism under this 
programme since 2013 – namely, the competition requirements have changed. Now 
there is a demand that all partners in the project must be registered. If the applicant 
acts as an international organisation, it must have at least one registered partner in 
%HODUXV�� ,QWHUHVWLQJO\�� WKH�(XURSHDQ�&RPPLVVLRQ¶V� RI¿�FLDO� SRVLWLRQ� UHPDLQV� WKH�
same, but its practices clearly paint a different picture. Before this change, a formal 
SDUWQHUVKLS�ZDV�VXI¿�FLHQW�IRU�DQ�DSSOLFDWLRQ�IRU�(XURSHDQ�JUDQWV��$W�WKDW�SRLQW�UHJ�
istration was not an obligatory condition. Yet now, since there are problems with 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ�UHJLVWUDWLRQ��PDQ\�RI�WKHP�GR�QRW�¿�W�WKHVH�UHTXLUHPHQWV��7KH�FULWHULD�
set forth excludes the programme’s main stakeholders due to their support for de-
mocracy and human rights (Anna Herasimava, Interview #4, 2013). It has become 
LQFUHDVLQJO\�GLI¿�FXOW�IRU�SURMHFWV�RI�µXQGHVLUDEOH¶�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�WR�EH�VXSSRUWHG�E\�
the European Commission programme for non-state actors. 

UN programmes have also reportedly shifted their focus from real NGOs to 
*21*2V��7DFLDQD�3DãHYDODYD��,QWHUYLHZ����������DQG�-DUDVODǎ�%HNLã��,QWHUYLHZ�
�����������$FFRUGLQJ� WR�SURJUDPPH�JXLGHOLQHV��1*2V�KDYH� WR�EHQH¿�W� IURP� WKH�
grants. However, as of 2000, the focus has shifted towards working with GONGOs 
(Taciana Paševalava, Interview #1, 2013). Thus, the decision-making of the Global 
Economic Fund is tied to the ministries, as some of the ministerial representatives 
are included in the Council. In this way these members of the Belarusian govern-
PHQW�JLYH�JUDQWV�WR�*21*2V��-DUDVODǎ�%HNLã��,QWHUYLHZ������������7KH�&RXQFLO�RI�
(XURSH�VXSSRUWV�*21*2V�HQJDJHG�LQ�HFRORJLFDO�DFWLYLW\��-XU\�ýDYXVDǎ��,QWHUYLHZ�
#6, 2013), even allocating grants to an organisation which has existed for only one 
month. Despite this organisation being almost completely unknown, it received 
funding to the detriment of the pro-democratic alliance of ecological NGOs ‘Green 
Network’ (Andrei Egorov, Interview #5, 2013). While more research is needed to 
investigate the cases mentioned, one can state the existence of a tendency on the 
part of international donors to support organisations considered to be GONGOs. 

Conclusion

The uncontested realm of politics in Belarus excludes civil society actors from 
taking part in the decision-making process. In this way the state monopolises pol-
itics and diminishes the space available for the presentation of alternative views. 
7KH�FRQGLWLRQV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�WKH�IRUPDWLRQ�RI�D�UREXVW�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�VLJQL¿�FDQWO\�
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deteriorate as freedom of expression and assembly remain under constant chal-
OHQJH��7KH�VKULQNLQJ�VSDFH�IRU�1*2V�WR�ZRUN�OHJDOO\�LV�DODUPLQJ��7KH�GLI¿�FXOW\�
and selective nature of registering an NGO, the criminalisation of the activities of 
unregistered organisations, the marginalisation of strong NGOs, fundraising ob-
stacles and the creation of government controlled GONGOs have all diminish the 
legal space for the existence of alternative civil society organisations.

The conditions under which civil society must operate are shaped by a con-
trol-based approach of the state towards these organisations. Control manifests 
itself in the incorporation of civil society by the establishment of GONGOs, whose 
membership exceeds the membership of any pro-democratic NGOs. The state cor-
poratism model, as expressed in Belarus, provides the possibility for the state to 
inhibit the growth of NGOs and marginalise strong (or more well known) NGOs. 
To do this, it creates GONGOs that supplant the work of civil society organisa-
tions. These are given preferential treatment and the full support of the govern-
PHQW��&ORVH�DQDO\VLV�LGHQWL¿�HG�WKDW�VXEVWLWXWLRQ�ZDV�LQGHHG�RFFXUULQJ��6XEVWLWXWLRQ�
is occurring through the growing number of GONGOs operating in Belarus, organ-
isations which often mirror or mimic the activity of existing NGOs. 

The grounds for substitution exist. However, in the cases mentioned, such at-
tempts were characterised by their essentially restrained nature. The third aspect 
analysed a mix of the states attempts at external and internal substitutions, which 
involved funding GONGOs for programmes that are tailored to support civil so-
ciety and NGOs. A clear tendency of providing grants to GONGOs is outlined in 
this article. One can state that the formation of an environment conducive for the 
substitution of pro-democratic NGOs has been established.  

Under the conditions of a repressive and consolidated authoritarian regime, 
reinforced by a weak civil society, substitution leads to distorted perceptions of 
civil society and NGOs. Existing sociological research shows that GONGOs are 
better known than authentic democratic NGOs. Apathy and a lack of interest in the 
activities of NGOs reinforce this argument. Coupled with the restrictive environ-
ment for the operation of civil society by the government, GONGOs are perceived 
as ‘authentic’ NGOs. Appropriate grounds for a comprehensive understanding of 
the role of civil society and NGOs needs to be laid down. Authentic civil society 
organisations should continue to monitor substitution attempts and react quickly 
to these. 
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Annex 1: Table of the interviews with civil society experts 
DQG�SUDFWLWLRQHUV������

ʋ Name $I¿�OLDWLRQ

1 Taciana Paševalava Consortium EuroBelarus
2 0LUDVODǎ�.REDVD 1*2�µ/Hǎ�6DSLHKD¶

3 ,U\QD�ä\FKDU Belarusian organisations of working 
women

4 Anna Herasimava The Barys Zvozskau Belarusian 
Human Rights House

5 Andrei Egorov Centre for European Transformation

6 -XU\�ýDYXVDǎ Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs

7 -DUDVODǎ�%HNLã Association ‘Green Network’


