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Executive Summary

The Civil Society Index (CSI) is a research project that assesses the state of civil society in countries around the world. The project is being implemented simultaneously in approximately 54 countries (2003-2006) with project coordination provided by CIVICUS. The ultimate goals of the project are to enhance the sustainability of civil society and to promote and strengthen its contribution towards positive social change. In Armenia, the Center for the Development of Civil Society (CDCS) acted as the National Coordinating Organisation (NCO) for the CSI assessment. 

The CSI applies 74 indicators, which are grouped in 25 sub-dimensions. They are then consolidated within four basic dimensions of civil society. The four dimensions are structure, environment, values and impact. In Armenia, these civil society indicators were studied using in-depth primary and secondary research, including a Community Survey in six communities, Regional Stakeholder Consultations and a review of key media. Figure 1, the Civil Society Diamond, depicts the scores of the four main dimensions, showing a score of slightly more than 1 for three of the dimensions, and slightly less than 1 for the fourth dimension, Impact, making it the least developed dimension. 

FIGURE 1: Civil Society Diamond for Armenia                     


                                                                                                                                                         
Our main findings can be summarised into the following sections:

1. Civic engagement and civic participation

An analysis of 4500 civil society organisations (CSOs) in Armenia, which include not only NGOs but also a wide range of other community organisations and actors shows that a wide range of public activities and associations exist within the Armenian social-political scene. CSOs in Armenia are working to express and protect the interests of various marginalised groups of the society. However, there is still work to be done, since the data shows that the Armenian population does not yet have strong confidence in the capacity and strength of CSOs in Armenia. 

2. Networks of CSOs
Although CSOs have made a variety of efforts in exchanging information, creating coalitions and coordinating their activities and campaigns, the CSI data shows that these efforts have, unfortunately, been insufficient thus far. Instances of fragmentation and competition between CSOs occur frequently, resulting in an ineffective system for Armenian CSO networks. Working together would enable Armenian CSOs to band together and share resources, thus have a greater impact on society.

3. Low trust and social capital
The CSI data shows that the level of trust in Armenian society is very low. Mass emigration of the population is not only a consequence of an economic crisis, but also a result of distrust in the state and a lack of belief in the capabilities of “new democrats” to move the country forward. Even when the state tries to gain the trust of the population by improving the quality of life and strengthening the legal system, the lack of trust in the state and in CSOs to realise their social mission remains high.

4. Biased media coverage


In Armenia, there are about 500 newspapers and 50 TV and Radio companies. Despite an absence of official censorship, these media outlets often have unofficial restrictions on their freedom of speech and right to criticise government. In particular, there is not a single oppositional voice among all the TV companies; yet, they have a larger audience than all the newspapers put together. Indirect activities and pressures are used to stifle media freedom. For example, the government forces advertisers not to advertise on oppositional media. In addition, the media takes an apologetic position on civil society events while continuing to report on the positions of government.

5. Legal basis

Armenia has strong institutional foundations and laws directed at supporting and protecting citizens’ civic rights and freedoms, which in turn support the work of CSOs. CSOs have to register with the government, and if an application for registration is denied, or the government decides to dissolve a CSO, it may be brought to court for a final determination of the validity of the states’ actions. The registration procedures for public organisations and media editorial bodies are simple. The registration procedures are, however, more complicated for political parties. For example, political parties are required to have at least 2000 members and branches in the eleven regions of Armenia before registration. The existence of laws designed to regulate civil society actors in compliance with international legal standards does not, however, guarantee that CSOs opportunities to ensure the state complies with these laws and standard. Even though aggrieved CSOs have the right to apply to courts of law, no organisations use this option, due to a generally low level of trust in the juridical system and a high level of corruption in the country.

6. Concentration of CSO in larger towns

In Armenia, CSOs are disproportionately located in larger towns and cities. Apart from the 11 communities in the capital, where 2/3 of CSOs are located, there are more than 900 communities outside of the capital where the majority of the population of Armenia lives. 

7. Financial resources 
CSI research findings established that 42% of CSO funding in Armenia comes from international organisations and resource centres. Indeed, the amount of international funding exceeds donations by local sponsors. Until recently, the government had confined its support and funding to Parliamentary Parties (this support was pegged to the number of seats they held), public TV broadcast stations, national radio stations, and a number of private media companies. However, the government is currently financing NGOs projects. Local authorities and municipalities have been following suit as well. The present system makes the funding of CSOs by the private sector difficult, since special permission of the government is required for each case. About 4/5 of CSOs in Armenia have a chronic shortage of financial resources.

8. Corporate social responsibility

Although the corporate sector is quite developed in Armenia, research findings show that it does not follow principles and standards of corporate social responsibility, which has given rise to a broad range of criticism from civil society in the country. An assessment by international experts indicated that Armenia’s shadow economy comprises approximately 60% of the entire economy of the country. Since the shadow economy is hidden, the overall corporate sector has made limited contributions to the state budget formation, from which school education, medical aid, elementary and secondary education, subsidy and pensions are partially or wholly financed. Additionally, the corporate sector does not always follow proper standards during its hiring processes, and the exploitation of non-renewable natural resources by some members of the sector is an alarming concern.

9. Meeting the needs of economically
 marginalised groups

After Armenia became an independent state and adopted a market economy system, the state, the private sector, and the general population have all been trying to boost the economy in various ways. However, this is usually done at the expense of the population (through low salaries, high unemployment and poor social and medical care); at the expense of the private sector profits (through onerous taxes); and at the expense of state effectiveness (through reduction of state expenditures). The population seems to be in the worst position, given that the State and private sector can overcome some of these hurdles. For example, State officials can take bribes and businesses can escape paying taxes, but ordinary people have no recourse in the face of these changes. The state has an assistance program for low-income families, but Armenian society requires greater intervention regarding price-controls, social welfare (especially for the disabled, retired, students, and families with a large number of children) and pressure on private employers in setting salaries and wages. Since the three sectors have never gathered to discuss common problems and goals, all the processes trying to manage the problem are working independent of each other, and sometimes against each other.

10. Civil society actions to protect the environment
Until 1991, environmental protection was one of the most active and popular causes for public campaigns and outreach. At that time, environmental activists succeeded in closing a nuclear power plant and several seriously polluting metal and chemical industrial facilities. However, the closing of this nuclear power plant became a problem during the energy and economic crisis in 1992 -1996 in Armenia, and environmental movements suffered a blow in public opinion. The crisis led to the cutting of timber, which was already a dwindling natural resource in the country, and water reservoirs of the already-dying Lake Sevan were also used for electricity generation to compensate for the lack of electricity-producing infrastructure after the nuclear power plant closure. Consequently, environmental activists were blamed for a lack of foresight and the nuclear power plant and several potentially-environmentally hazardous industries were re-opened. 

Today, environment is not cited among the top ten problems for the country, mainly because the main pollution sources have been closed. Their closure, however, led to many negative consequences such as unemployment. This led to re-opening of one of the plants. The state, with public support, has continued to run this plant despite the environmental harm it perpetuates. 

Currently the ecological problems faced by Armenia, including the exploitation of natural resources resulting from the privatisation of land and mineral resources, and the desertification of cultivated land, take other forms. Illegal tree cutting and excessive fishing, which have already brought many species endemic to Lake Sevan to the brink of extinction, continue to be practiced. The two existing ecological political parties (Union of the Green and Ecological Party of Armenia) are not currently represented in parliament. Their attempts to become a strong political force have not been successful so far. The civil society ecological organisations, nearly 25 of which are active in Armenia, suffer from financial constraints. However, the establishment of a regional ecological centre sponsored by European countries will benefit local environmental CSOs in their work.

11. Relationship between the State and CSOs

The relationship between the state and CSOs is rather limited and infrequent. Several committees were established to liaise between the two sectors. Often, the state has sought to avoid having to consult with civil society on policy matters. Thus, a special Committee on Humanitarian Assistance affiliated to the Government was established in 1994. This Committee investigates various issues such as whether a donation received from a donor can be considered ‘charitable.’ Should this be the case (i.e., it is considered charitable), the funds are exempted from taxation. The decision of the Committee is final and is not subject to an appeal. 

In addition, the public councils on gender, youth and issues of ethnic minorities were established, and are affiliated with the President or Prime Minister. The existence of such structures, designed to establish relationships between the State and CSOs, can create the impression that the State is trying to advance CSOs; but in fact, the activities of these councils are in name only, and no examples of their decisions can be found. 

Finally, CSOs still do not have enough leverage or investments necessary to actively participate in public life; they are rarely invited to participate in the process of preparing, passing, or implementing laws or policies, and they have only a very modest impact on public policy formulation. Overall, the state tries to demonstrate participatory democracy and in this respect often uses CSOs to make such an impression, while in reality not supporting their work or activities.

12. Reactive approach of CSOs

In general, the approach of Armenian CSOs is rather reactive that proactive, despite the historical fact that Armenia was the first of the Soviet Republics who dared organise strikes and protest demonstrations in the history of the Soviet Union. Civil society started to form in the country after independence; therefore, Armenian CS is relatively young and is in the process of development and experience building.

However, in several cases, CSOs have managed to attract public attention to pressing social problems through the media and demonstrations. Despite these successes, CSOs’ engagement with social issues is not focused on preventing problems that may emerge. The attention of society is often directed towards secondary social problems, which has resulted in dependence of CSOs on international donors. CSOs most often implement projects sponsored by international organisations. Consequently, they rarely have a clear view of national priorities and expectations of the various social groups they represent and support. 
Conclusion

The CSI diamond diagram, as a visual representation of the various aspects of the Republic of Armenia’s civil society, shows that civil society in Armenia is relatively balanced. However, its size is below the average. The CSI data further show that while there is still much to be done to develop the capacity and effectiveness of civil society in Armenia, the sector has made considerable progress in the past two decades and has achieved some important goals and priorities. By developing a collective strategic focus for the country, coming up with creative ways to work together, and by prioritizing the strengthening of CSOs and civil society networks, civil society in Armenia can continue to respond to the needs of the people, and effect positive social and political change in the country.


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































� Since Armenia is a country with a high mono-ethnicity of population (95% of the population are ethnic Armenians), marginalization of the population is observed mostly on economic grounds. 
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