Dear Ladies and Gentlemen,

My name is Siarhei Salei and I was a director in one of the projects coordinated by German-Russian Exchange in frames of TACIS Civil Society Development Program, which was “Activation and Informational Support of NGOs in Grodna Oblast”. That project was implemented by two Grodna-based organizations (VIT Association and Third Sector).

Our project was aimed at competence building of local NGOs in Grodna Oblast by means of training and informational activities. One of the strategic goals of our project was to facilitate creation of working links between the NGOs and local authorities, since we consider this factor as a key one for survival and sustainability building of Belarusian NGOs.

Majority of Belarusian non-governmental organizations rely entirely on their own resources (very small!) or foreign aid now.  State funding and assistance from private business is almost not available for NGOs in Belarus now. That is why partnership building between different sectors of society are very up-to-date in Belarus now.

In order to reach this goal in frames of our project we initiated a round table discussion with participation of representatives of NGOs and local authorities form different towns of Grodna Oblast. As a result, representatives of the state structures and NGOs learned more about activities of each other aimed at solving of local problems, discussed main principles for prospective cooperation, and proposed future joined projects and activities.

As a result, we jointly implemented one of the planed TACIS project activities (Youth conference) in cooperation with and with partial co-funding from the Department of Youth Affairs of the Grodna Oblast Executive Committee. It was a joint enterprise starting from the very first planning stage till implementation and assessment of the conference, and this could be considered as one of the positive examples of NGO-State cooperation in today’s Belarus.

During the fall 2002 we have planned and submitted for funding new cooperative project with local authorities aimed at joint training of youth leaders and state officers responsible for youth affairs. That project had been supported by the World Bank and is being implemented now.

Taking into account our experience let me outline tentative list of possible Opportunities and Limitations for NGO-State cooperation in Belarus. This kind of cooperation is possible once the following factors are considered:

· Activities, proposed by NGOs, should fall into general priorities of the office it is applying to.

· Proposed activities should be important to corresponding office of local authorities and should supplement, but not substitute their activities.

· NGOs should propose investment of additional resources (financial, know-how, personal) for solving problems, to which the priority is given by local authorities.

· Respect of acting state legislation and local regulations is strongly required from NGOs.

· NGO and its leaders should have non-political and non-partisan background.

· Proposals from NGOs should be non-risky for local authorities, so that the officers feel no personal threat for being involved.

However, I would like to stress that local authorities by no means will cooperate with NGOs considered ‘non-reliable’, once this is not sanctioned by superior officers and structures, and it is necessary to think of supporting this kind of NGOs too, since the majority of them are watch-dog organizations supporting human rights and democracy in Belarus.

Summing up, I want to say that not looking at existing tension in NGO-state relations in contemporary Belarus, NGOs could and should find opportunities for mutually beneficial cooperation and by no means to limit their environment just by themselves.

Thank you for attention.

