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Country chapter 

The end of the partnership model? 
Collaboration between non-governmental organizations and local governments in Poland

Civil society in Poland

According to a study conducted by the Klon/Jawor 
Association, in 2018 there were 143,000 registered 
organizations (associations and foundations) in Poland. 
Klon/Jawor estimates that about 65% of these NGOs are 
active (approximately 80,000 organizations, excluding 
voluntary fire brigades). 
 
The main field of non-governmental activity is to 
supplement the services provided by the state: “NGOs 
mainly deal with issues where the Polish state is 
ineffective,” argues Andrzej Bukowski, Professor of 
Sociology at the Jagiellonian University in Kraków. 
The majority of NGOs promote physical culture and 
popularize sports, recreation, and tourism. This is 
followed by organizations that are active in the fields 
of culture and the arts as well as education (Table 1). 
Research shows that there are only a few organizations 
that deal with local development, social participation, 
and transparency.

Unfortunately, as Agnieszka Bejma (2016) writes in her article on the development of civil society in Poland after World War II, “the 
dynamic development of civil society institutions is not accompanied by an increase in social involvement. Although voluntary activity 
is gaining greater popularity from year to year, still only a small percentage of Poles are involved in the activities of NGOs” (p. 217). On 
average, NGOs have 30 members, of whom only ten tend to be active. According to the Public Opinion Research Center (2018), two-thirds 
of Poles do not participate in civic organizations. In 2017, one in six adult Poles (16%) were involved in work for the benefit of either their 
community or a CSO.

Political and legal context

The development and growth of the non-governmental sector in Poland was shaped by the political transformation in 1989. After the 
communist government fell, Poland adopted several laws introducing decentralization and the legal basis for the operation of civil 
society organizations (CSOs). Poland’s local governmental structure was created in 1990. The reform assigned a number of tasks 
that were previously the prerogative of the central government to the municipalities and gave them relative autonomy in carrying them 
out. Local governments have several revenue-raising powers and can collect real estate as well as local taxes. Most interactions between 
public administrations and citizens take place at the local government level. According to Andrzej Bukowski, the 1990 Act on Municipal 
Government (OJ 1990, No. 16, item 95), was “one of the best results of the political breakthrough.” 

Since then, Poland has been one of the most decentralized states in Europe where civil society is perceived as an indispensable element 
of democracy. Since 1989, CSOs in Poland are governed by the Act of 7 April 1989 on Associations (OJ 1989, No. 20, item 104, as amended). 
In the early 1990s, a large increase in the emergence of new organizations could be observed, given that Poland’s transition to a market 
democracy “released a lot of social energy. There was an explosion, an eruption of the third sector,” as Bukowski explains.

Another turning point in the formation of CSOs in Poland was the adoption of the Law on Public Benefit and Volunteerism by the 
Polish parliament (OJ 2003, No. 96, item 873, as amended) in 2003. “It has been called the constitution of the third sector,” Bukowski 
notes. It introduced the definition of an NGO into the legal system, provided the basis for financing NGOs, and formulated guidelines for 
the relations between non-profit organizations and the public authorities. In short, it “civilized the relations of the local government and 
public administration with non-governmental organizations,” as Tomasz Schimanek, an expert from the Academy for the Development of 
Philanthropy in Poland, says. 

Table 1. The focus of NGOs in Poland. 

Source: Charycka, B., Gumkowska, M. (2018). The capacity of NGOs in Poland – Key 
Facts. Warsaw: Klon/Jawor Association.
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As a result of this law, the local government is obliged to launch formal procedures of collaboration with non-governmental organizations. 
For example, it is required to establish, at the request of such organizations, a consultative and advisory body of civic dialogue known 
as a Public Benefit Works Council. The Law on Public Benefit and Volunteerism “was promoted and supported by the Ministry […]. It 
contributed to the fact that many local governments began to open themselves to cooperation. It empowered NGOs and turned them into 
real partners for dialog,” explains Schimanek. Moreover, there are other regulations that affect the operations of NGOs. For example, the 
Act on Access to Public Information (OJ 2001, No. 111, item 1198), which ensures free access to and the re-use of public information held 
by the public authorities, is especially important for watchdog organizations.

However, despite the legal possibilities, much of the collaboration between local governments and NGOs is based almost exclusively on 
financial aspects, as Stanisław Mocek (2010) has shown. Only a minority of local governments and NGOs are engaged in non-financial 
cooperation, understood as “an area of civil dialog, within which non-governmental and public organizations exchange information and 
opinions or build advisory, initiative and consultation teams” (Bogacz-Wojtanowska, 2011, p. 25). 

Collaborations are therefore limited to entrusting organizations with public tasks or awarding subsidies or grants. Consequently, this 
kind of cooperation reproduces the hierarchical relationship between the two types of entities and places CSOs in a dominated position 
(Mocek, 2010). The local government remains the ordering party, while CSOs play the role of contractor whose activities need to be 
controlled. This is a far cry from partnership understood as a model where both parties are equal partners in the decision-making process. 
Partnership should also involve a mutual understanding of the goals and responsibilities, a shared culture of cooperation based on trust 
and an understanding each other’s expectations and values (ibid.), all of which is lacking in a purely financial exchange.

At the same time, the collaboration between NGOs and local government is gaining in importance and is being promoted in many 
publications. Therefore, as Ewa Bogacz-Wojtanowska (2011) points out, many local governments declare that they promote partnership 
models of collaboration, while in reality this is not the case. Birkenhoff (2002, p. 98), quoted by Bogacz-Wojtanowska, calls such behavior 
“the rhetoric of partnership.” Currently, many municipalities have designated officials who are responsible for contacts with NGOs, and 
the local authorities maintain NGO registers, create social dialog committees, and so on. However, the question is to what extent such 
institutional activities produce collaborations in the manner of a true partnership.

Background of the study

In our study, we decided to focus on non-governmental organizations that support transparency, promote open data, and enhance social 
participation. We tried to identify and understand the best practices for non-financial collaboration between NGOs and local governments. 
In doing so, our aim was to analyze the most important challenges and preconditions for the implementation of successful cooperation. 
We also asked our interviewees about the nature of their collaboration with the authorities. Is it democratic and based on the principles of 
partnership? Does it empower citizens or simply serve to legitimize those in power? 

During our research, we carried out 21 in-depth interviews with three different groups of people: experts (2 interviews), representatives 
of non-governmental organizations (14 interviews) and local government officials (5 interviews) in different cities across Poland (Figure 
1) who are involved in collaborations. We selected initiatives from cities with a population of more than 10,000 inhabitants. The capital 
city of Poland, Warsaw, was excluded from our study. We selected the respondents by means of purposive and snowball sampling. We 
contacted CSOs via national umbrella organizations such as the Urban Movements Congress. After the interviews, we asked the NGOs 
to suggest an official responsible for collaboration whom we might interview. Unfortunately, not every official agreed to be interviewed.
Very quickly, we discovered that collaboration can take various forms and is not limited to clear-cut partnership relations. Based on our 
interviews, we assembled four case studies that demonstrate the patterns of collaboration between local government and NGOs. First, 
NGOs can decide to work for the municipality and collaborate with the local government from the inside. This is the case in the 
city of Dąbrowa Górnicza (Case Study 1), where representatives of the local urban movement, the Dąbrowska Initiative, ran for jobs in 
the municipality. Members of the association joined the mayor’s office as officials in charge of civil society matters (Piotr Drygała) and 
collaboration with NGOs (Magdalena Mike). Eventually, the founder of the association also became the city’s mayor. 

Secondly, NGOs can form a political opposition and try to collaborate with the local government as political actors (Case Study 2). 
In Gorzów Wielkopolski, the People for the City movement won the elections in 2014. Currently, its representatives, among them Marta 
Bejnar-Bejnarowicz, act as opposition politicians in the city council. This political involvement has led to successful collaborations, for 
example with the Department of Social Consultations and Revitalization of the city of Gorzów Wielkopolski. However, not every instance of 
collaboration proceeds in a conflict-free manner. NGOs may be perceived as political competition, and the municipality may thus look at 
them through the prism of politics. Unsuccessful joint projects with the local administration may also lead an organization to move 
its activities elsewhere (Case Study 3). After several failed collaborations, the Fix Your City Foundation and the Sustainable Development 
Workshop decided to implement their ideas outside their municipality of origin.

Finally, there is also the question as to what counts as collaboration. Watchdog and whistleblower organizations do not formally 
collaborate with local governments (Case Study 4). They perceive themselves as organizations that are independent, and which can 
therefore monitor the local authorities‘ activities. However, they do take part in meetings, provide advice, and influence local governments 
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in other ways. They effect change and exert pressure on local authorities. This perspective corresponds with the observations of Donatella 
Della Porta (2006), a researcher of social movements: “While the capacity of social movements for the realization of their general aims 
has been considered low, they are seen as more effective in the importation of new issues into public debate, or thematization” (p. 232). 
Sylwia Kowalska, a member of the Time for Citizens movement from Toruń, agrees: “In my opinion, the language we used and the issues we 
pointed out began to be mentioned more often by the local authorities. This can be considered a success. If you talk about something and 
then it happens or is implemented, you can be happy about it, because it represents a real change.”

Table 2. Case studies.

No. Case study Organizations

1 Working for local government Dąbrowska Initiative, Dąbrowa Górnicza

2 NGOs as opposition in the city council People for the City, Gorzów Wielkopolski

3 Providing expert knowledge from outside local government Fix Your City Foundation, Katowice; Sustainable Development Workshop, Toruń

4 Influencing local government as a watchdog Civic City, Lubartów; Freedom Foundation, Lublin; Kalisz City Initiative; To Know 
More, Kędzierzyn Koźle 

The end of the partnership model?

What, then, makes the partnership model difficult to implement in Poland? According to the majority of respondents, this problem may be 
related to the specific political culture in Poland. “Political culture determines the totality of values, norms, and patterns of behavior fixed 
in consciousness of subjects taking part in political actions” (Dutkiewicz, 2013, p. 62). The political culture of Polish society influences the 
shape of collaboration between local governments and NGOs. According to Pawel Kubicki (2011), most Polish cities are deeply rooted in 
their 19th century heritage; in cities, “the patterns of quasi-noble (pathologically understood as ‘golden liberty’) and peasant culture (a lack 
of understanding for values broader than one’s own family and home) persisted. As a result, cities were perceived in terms of the sum of 
private property, rather than the common good” (p. 224).

During our interviews, the NGO representatives thus frequently mention that local authorities treat the municipality “as their own 
kingdom” and do not want to share their tasks with any other entities. Alina Czyżewska, an activist from the Citizen Network Watchdog 
Poland and the People for the City movement from Gorzów Wielkopolski, say this outright: “The mayor often follows a feudal line of 
thinking: that the inhabitants are his inhabitants, that this is his commune, his municipality, his village, and he is the king who neither has 
to confess to anyone nor explain anything to anyone.” This opinion is shared by both Kamil Nowak from the To Know More Foundation 
from Kędzierzyn-Koźle, and Krzysztof Kowalik and Krzysztof Jakubowski, representatives of the Freedom Foundation from Lublin (Case 
Study 4). The latter notes that “power in Poland is treated as ‘being the king.’ It is not about public service but about being a king – 
therefore this power cannot be shared.” The situation can change if the mayor does not have a majority in the city council, when NGOs 
form a political movement with its own councilors (Case Study 2), or when NGO representatives decide to work for the municipality and 
try to effect change from the inside (Case Study 1)  

At the same time, CSOs draw attention to overly complicated procedures at the level of the municipality, which they often associate with 
attempts to restrict their freedom of action. On account of this bureaucracy, it is often difficult to introduce changes and to offer solutions. 
According to Anna Gryta and Elżbieta Wąs from the Civic City Lubartów, “every change is met with great reluctance by officials. Because 
why do something new? You would have to put in work, change something, show some initiative, and you don’t want to do that” (Case 
Study 4). Such complex formalities also affect the time it takes to process projects. Often, CSOs demand that solutions be implemented 
very quickly, but this is not possible within the existing legal framework (Case Study 1).

As the respondents note, Polish politics is characterized by “tribal wars.” This term is used by both Kowalik and Jakubowski, as well as 
by Hubert Barański, president of the Normal City – Phenomenon Foundation from Łódź. Barański summarizes this thinking as follows: 
“If someone criticizes us, it means that he is our enemy. The local government sees no other option. Consequently, it does not want to 
cooperate with organizations that have some other proposals or different visions.” Likewise, Jędrzej Włodarczyk from Better Gdańsk 
argues that “in Poland, there is no culture of cooperation between the various camps, the opposition and the authorities – groups with 
different views.” 

Local governments in Poland are divided between the ruling party and an opposition, and the quality of collaboration does not differ, no 
matter if the ruling party is the Civic Platform, Law and Justice or any other party. Kalina Michocka, a representative from the Kalisz Urban 
Initiative, notes that “political affiliations at the level of medium-sized cities are not important […] it doesn’t really matter who belongs 
to which party.” The quality of collaboration can be good with both of the major parties, regardless of whether activists agree with their 
national programs or not. Kowalska, who calls herself a leftist, says that on a local level, decisions are independent of political views. In 
fact, it is sometimes easier for her to get along with Law and Justice. For her, “this was bizarre because I am clearly against what Law and 
Justice does at the national level – I went to Warsaw for the protests.
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According to the logic of these “tribal wars,” NGOs that criticize the local authorities may be seen as political competitors. As Bogacz-
Wojtanowska (2011) writes, smaller towns are particularly prone to this problem because the number of activists is limited, and local 
politicians are also recruited from NGOs. Local authorities fear that the NGOs will take power and thus put a stop to collaborations (Case 
Study 3). This tends to happen if an organization presents strong opinions and criticizes the local authorities. There are other NGOs, 
however, that use more gentle language and do not enter into disputes with the local authorities. As Barański explains, “there are also 
NGOs that are somehow ‘polite’, such as tourist and sports organizations. They do not argue with the authorities in any way, they do not 
criticize it, but take money because doing so is more convenient.”  Sometimes, this “gentle” way of collaboration is the only possible 
option. Mirosław Arczak, a local councilor in Olsztyn and a member of Common Olsztyn, says that some NGOs “have switched to such 
‘safe’ activities, which are not aimed at confrontation with the authorities. Because there will always be a subsidy, and the authorities will 
not be difficult.” 

The possibilities of change

Based on the comments of our respondents, implementing effective collaboration requires a change in attitude on the part of officials 
and the local authorities. They should be open to dialog, accessible and flexible. Magdalena Mike and Jakub Leszczyński underline the 
importance of accessibility (Case Study 1). According to Mike, collaboration in Dąbrowa Górnicza has been possible because officials 
are working outside standard business hours. Similarly, Krzysztof Ślebioda from the Sustainable Development Workshop and Pawel 
Wyszomirski from the Fix Your City Foundation (Case Study 2) underline that the best partner is an open partner.

Changing the political culture requires bringing new people into local government, but experience on the part of officials is also 
important. In the Department of NGOs and Civic Activity of Dąbrowa Górnicza, the officials have experience working in the non-
governmental sector (Case Study 1). Likewise, Piotr Choroś, Director of the Department of Social Participation in Lublin, notes that “the 
quality of cooperation may be much higher in local governments where the leadership, for example the chairpersons of councils, mayors 
or deputy mayors, have experience in the non-governmental sector. In local governments where those in power have no experience of 
working in the third sector and are unfamiliar with the details of this work, there are more barriers to cooperation.” 

On the other hand, NGOs should also be open to dialog and be prepared to compromise and collaborate with local government, as Bejnar-
Bejnarowicz emphasizes (Case Study 3). Włodarczyk admits that “one has to realize that an NGO does not lose anything in this type of 
cooperation – it is just a pragmatic move, a tool to implement a part of the program. If the authorities are willing to enter into some kind of 
conversation, and are ready to support the demands, they must be allowed to do so.” In other words, collaboration allows CSOs to achieve 
greater successes and to implement their ideas. Kowalska agrees that “it is necessary to consider whether it is actually always good to be 
in opposition. Perhaps it is better to cooperate in some way, for example by designating a few common points that can be implemented.” 

What will the future bring?

However, it is also important to look beyond the local level and to consider the national context. As Tomasz Schimanek notes, the political 
context has played a bigger and bigger role since 2016. “Until that time, in the local context, party membership was of little importance. 
People voted for a candidate regardless of what party he or she belonged to. The same candidates ran for different parties and people 
voted for them anyway.” According to Schimanek, now “that Law and Justice rules, you can see locally that money is transferred to NGOs 
working in areas related to tradition, family and so on, and that support for tolerance, the environment and the defense of minority rights 
is limited.” CSOs should thus be ready to cooperate not only with the local government, but also with other (local) NGOs. One of the 
umbrella associations that support the development of civil society is the Urban Movement Congress, which gathers NGOs dealing with 
urban policy from all over Poland. In addition, the Citizens Network Watchdog Poland also provides legal advice and training for NGOs. 
However, there are also other challenges on the horizon. The policy of the ruling party affects not only non-governmental organizations 
but also local governments. The words of Andrzej Bukowski sum up the current situation in Poland: “At the moment, we are talking about 
cooperation between local governments and non-governmental organizations, and at the same time the process of limiting the power 
of local government in Poland is taking place […]. We can talk about cooperation between local governments and non-governmental 
organizations, but if there is no local government, there will be no cooperation.”



7The end of the partnership model? Collaboration between non-governmental organizations and local governments

References

Act of 24 April 2003 on Public Benefit Organizations and Voluntarism (OJ 2003, No. 96, item 873, with further amendments).
Act of 6 September 2001 on Access to Public Information (OJ 2001, No. 111, item 1198).
Act of 7 April 1989 on Associations (OJ 1989, No. 20, item 104, with further amendments). 
Act of 8 March 1990 on Municipal Government (OJ 1990, No. 16, item 95).
Bejma, A. (2016). The development of civil society in Poland after World War II. [In:] Pająk-Patkowska, B., Rachwał, M. (eds.). Hungary and 
Poland in Times of Political Transition. Selected Issues, pp. 209-221. Poznań: Faculty of Political Science and Journalism, Adam Mickiewicz 
University.
Bogacz-Wojtanowska, E. (2011). Współdziałanie organizacji pozarządowych i publicznych [Cooperation of non-governmental and public 
organizations]. Cracow: Institute of Public Affairs, Jagiellonian University.
Boguszewski, R. (2018). Aktywność Polaków w organizacjach obywatelskich [Activity of Poles in civic organizations]. Warsaw: Public 
Opinion Research Center.
Charycka, B., Gumkowska, M. (2018). The capacity of NGOs in Poland - Key Facts. Warsaw: Klon/Jawor Association.
Della Porta, D., Diani, M. (2006). Social movements. An introduction. Malden, MA: Blackwell publishing.
Dutkiewicz, G. (2013). Political culture of the Polish society versus civic education. Colloquium nr 3, pp. 61-70.
Kubicki, P. (2011). Nowi mieszczanie – nowi aktorzy na miejskiej scenie. Przegląd Socjologiczny 11 (60), pp. 203-227.
Mocek, S. (2010). Raport cząstkowy: analiza diagnostyczno-poznawcza dobrych praktyk współpracy między administracją publiczną i 
organizacjami pozarządowymi (z wykorzystaniem analizy jakościowej na małej próbie badawczej) [Diagnostic and cognitive analysis of 
good practices of cooperation between public administration and non-governmental organizations]. Warsaw: Forum for the Animation of 
Rural Areas.

List of respondents

Case study 1: Working for local government 
Magdalena Mike | Responsible for collaboration with NGOs in the Dąbrowa Górnicza mayor’s office
Piotr Drygała | Responsible for civil society matters in the Dąbrowa Górnicza mayor’s office
Jakub Leszczyński | Head of the Dąbrowska Initiative

Case study 2: Providing expert knowledge from outside local government
Krzysztof Ślebioda | Head of the Sustainable Development Workshop, Toruń
Sylwia Kowalska | Head of the Time for Residents association, Toruń
Paweł Wyszomirski | Head of the Fix Your City Foundation, Katowice
Agnieszka Lis | Responsible for collaboration with NGOs in the Katowice mayor’s office [written response]

Case study 3: Influencing local government as a watchdog
Kamil Nowak | Head of To Know More, Kędzierzyn Koźle
Anna Gryta and Elżbieta Wąs | Heads of Civic City, Lubartów
Krzysztof Kowalik and Krzysztof Jakubowski | Heads of the Freedom Foundation, Lublin
Piotr Choroś | Director of the Social Participation Office, Lublin municipality
Kalina Michocka | Kalisz City Initiative

Case study 4: NGO as opposition in the city council
Alina Czyżewska | Citizens Network Watchdog Poland, People for the City Gorzów
Marta Bejnar-Bejnarowicz | Head of People for the City, local councilor in Gorzów, Urban Movements Congress
Anna Bonus Mackiewicz | Director of the Department of Social Consultations and Revitalization, Gorzów Wielkopolski municipality

Activists active on the local level
Hubert Barański | Head of Normal City – Phenomenon, Łódź
Mirosław Arczak | Head of Common Olsztyn, local councilor in Olsztyn
Jędrzej Włodarczyk | Head of Better Gdańsk
Paweł Harlender | OSOM Gliwice

Experts
Tomasz Schimanek | Expert from the Academy for the Development of Philanthropy in Poland
Andrzej Bukowski | Professor of Sociology at the Jagiellonian University in Kraków



8The end of the partnership model? Collaboration between non-governmental organizations and local governments

Case study 1 

Working for local government  
– promoting change from within
Dąbrowska Initiative & Dąbrowa Górnicza

Interviewees 

Magdalena Mike | Responsible for collaboration with NGOs in the Dąbrowa Górnicza mayor’s office
Piotr Drygała | Responsible for civil society matters in the Dąbrowa Górnicza mayor’s office
Jakub Leszczyński | Head of the Dąbrowska Initiative

“NGOs should be given the opportunity to act; it is important to trust them, to bet on them.” 
Jakub Leszczyński, President of the Dąbrowska Initiative

“There is not a single person in the Department of NGOs who was not previously involved  
in the work of an NGO or volunteering.” 
Magdalena Mike, responsible for collaboration with NGOs in the mayor’s office

The city of Dąbrowa Górnicza

Dąbrowa Górnicza is located in the eastern part of the Silesian Voivodeship. As part of the Katowice 
conurbation, it forms part of the Upper Silesian Zagłębie Metropolis and has a population of over 120,000. 
Dąbrowa Górnicza is home to heavy and traditional industry, including the biggest steel producing 
plant in Poland, as well as metallurgy, mining, and coal installations.According to Magdalena Mike, who 
is in charge of collaboration with non-government organizations in the mayor’s office, there are 323 
civil society organizations (CSOs) in Dąbrowa Górnicza, one-fifth of which deal with sports and physical 
culture. In general, the city is host to a diverse range of NGOs, such as volunteer fire brigades, farmers’ 
wives’ associations, as well as charity and aid organizations.

The Dąbrowska Initiative and its history

The history of the Dąbrowska Initiative (pol. Inicjatywa Dąbrowska) began in 2001. That year, the Green Zagłębie (pol. Zielone Zagłębie) 
association was founded by a group of 20-year old enthusiasts from Dąbrowa Górnicza. Some of them knew each other from high school, 
some from participation in the European Club of Zagłębie. Since the very beginning, the association has focused on integration and 
development of the local community. The early 2000s were also the time of Poland’s accession to the European Union, and European 
integration was one of the association’s priorities. At the time, its activists organized debates and summer camps for young people, for 
which they obtained funds from the EU.  

Soon after, Green Zagłębie became an active organization aimed at strengthening Polish civil society, and it thus joined the National 
Federation of Polish NGOs. Piotr Drygała, founder of Green Zagłębie, remembers this time as difficult “in terms of cooperation between 
local government and NGOs,” which he says was the general trend in Poland at the time. From 2001 to 2006, the association was involved 
in such projects as the “Academy of Democracy,” a series of debates for teenagers that included a get-out-the-vote campaign to promote 
participation in local government elections and a web portal for the CSO sector that encouraged people to join NGOs.

Source: Wikimedia Commons



9The end of the partnership model? Collaboration between non-governmental organizations and local governments

The year 2006 marked an important turn in the association’s history, after Zbigniew Podraza from the Democratic Left Alliance won 
the elections for mayor of Dąbrowa Górnicza. He replaced a mayor who had not been open to collaboration with CSOs, and members 
of Green Zagłębie sympathized with the Democratic Left Alliance and also knew Zbigniew Podraza personally. After taking office, the 
new mayor began to look for people to create a new team to manage the city. The local elections coincided with the graduation from 
university of the founding members of Green Zagłębie who were then looking for their first full-time jobs. Thus, Piotr Drygała and Marcin 
Bazylak decided to apply for positions in the municipality, to get into office and change the city from the inside.

For Piotr Drygała, it was clear that he would run for a job in the Department of Non-Governmental Organizations. As part of the 
research that he had carried out for his master thesis, he had analyzed the CSO sector in Dąbrowa Górnicza, investigating how the 
local government collaborates with non-governmental organizations. His thesis was fundamental for Green Zagłębie’s projects, for 
which it also received funding from the government’s “Citizens’ Initiative Fund.” This led to the establishment of the Dąbrowa Forum 
of NGOs (DFOP), which today brings together about 100 NGOs. “The forum prepared a proposal for regulations and a package of 
actions that was presented to the new mayor who accepted our proposal,” says Piotr Drygała. DFOP also prepared the “Program for the 
Development of Civil Society in Dąbrowa Górnicza in the years 2008-2013,” which was adopted by the city council. This was the basis on 
which the public-social partnership “Together for the City” was created. “It was thanks to the partnership that the Department of Non-
Governmental Organizations was created in the municipality of Dąbrowa Górnicza in 2008,” recalls Drygała. He was hired as the director 
of the department, and soon after started to implement the program. 

Another institution created through the partnership was the NGO Incubator of Social Entrepreneurship. The foundations were laid by 
Green Zagłębie, which ran a CSO incubator between 2009 and 2011. After the adoption of the second program for the 2013-2020 period, 
the incubator was transformed into the Civic Activity Center, a place where NGOs can receive advice in the field of civil society activities. 
It is a separate entity, based in another building than the rest of the municipal offices, which has gained national recognition: in 2015, 
Dąbrowa Górnicza received an award from the Polish president for the activities organized by the partnership. Another milestone for the 
association was the year 2018. In 2016, Green Zagłębie was transformed into the Dąbrowska Initiative. Two years later, the city’s then 
mayor, Zbigniew Podraza, announced that he would not be running again. For his successor, he proposed Marcin Bazylak, a member of 
the Dąbrowska Initiative and Deputy Mayor of Dąbrowa Górnicza from 2016 to 2018. Bazylak won the elections and then appointed Piotr 
Drygała, another founding member of Green Zagłębie, to be the official in charge of relations with civil society. 

Today, the Dąbrowska Initiative has nearly 80 members, “the majority of whom are people with extensive experience, who have been 
working for the city for many years, who have developed many projects and who have been involved in creating the framework for 
social participation in the city,” says Jakub Leszczyński, President of the Dąbrowska Initiative. Among them there are municipal officials, 
but also businessmen, lawyers, academics, and journalists. “The main goal of the Dąbrowska Initiative has not changed: to continue 
to make our city a better place to live,” notes Leszczyński. “What has changed is our mode of organization: we work more as a think 
tank, we take part in meetings to discuss problems, and sometimes we offer solutions.” Due to this conflict of interest, the Dąbrowska 
Initiative does not apply for funding from the municipality or interfere in its work. Nevertheless, according to Leszczyński, it remains a 
complex and open association that works specifically with civil society in the field of urban development.

The “Factory Full of Life” project

“To fully understand the collaboration between NGOs and the local government in 
Dąbrowa Górnicza, it is crucial to know the history of the city,” states Piotr Drygała. 
Dąbrowa Górnicza developed together with the industries it hosts – the city grew 
its industry grew. In other words, industry determined the urbanization of the city, 
including the very center, where, among other businesses, a mine, a steel mill and 
the Defum machine tool factory were located. Due to this process, Dąbrowa Górnicza 
lacks a distinctive city center with characteristic functions.
 
From the very beginning, the members of the Dąbrowska Initiative were concerned 
with how to change the city and make it more livable. During one of their meetings, 
they came up with the idea to revitalize the old Defum machine tool factory and 

to transform it into the new center of Dąbrowa Górnicza. “The members of the Dąbrowska Initiative began to present their proposals 
to the muni cipality and started to talk about it. This was partly done through people working for the municipality who supported this 
idea,” says Leszczyński. The city authorities accepted the project, and soon afterwards started to prepare business and financial plans for 
the revitalization. The result of the work was an “urban design project that aims to completely change the city center in a very modern, 
even modernist style, modeled on many Western cities,” notes Leszczyński. Importantly, the municipality consulted with the Dąbrowska 
Initiative and city residents about the project during all stages of its creation. Members of the Dąbrowska Initiative attended the meetings 
and, as Leszczyński says, “proposed the original idea for the Factory Full of Life (pol. Fabryka Pełna Życia) and conveyed what it was 
about.”

https://fabrykapelnazycia.eu/?fbclid=IwAR1X8lVG8B6pXdR3a6soXIXW7uAqWrffWhh7aR8kMkt9iUhdoE5ZKumKy-k
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In the following stages of the work, other NGOs were also involved. Piotr Drygała sees the Factory Full of Life project as “an example of 
effective cooperation between the public sector and non-governmental organizations.” The consultation process was conducted together 
with local organizations, some of which were responsible for organizing workshops, debates, and meetings about the future of the city 
center. Magdalena Mike cites the example of the Civitas Association, which was responsible for meetings with young people and seniors. 
“We are very proud of all these collaborations,” says Drygała.

Right now, the revitalization is in the process of being implemented. The city council has established a company that is currently planning 
the first investments. “Tenders have been announced for catering services, for the opening of a local brewery. Buildings are being 
demolished. [...] This is why the collaboration right now is somewhat more limited,” explains Leszczyński. It is worth noting, however, 
that a member of the Dąbrowska Initiative has been chosen to be the chairman of the board of the revitalization company. “He was the 
originator of the project. He has been living it for many years, he is 100% involved in it,” says Leszczyński. “The municipality chose him due 
to his business skills, but also for his previous involvement in the project,” he notes.

Conclusions

Positive and negative aspects of collaboration

The local government views the collaboration positively. For Magdalena Mike, the most important benefit of such collaboration is the 
possibility of reaching people who would not normally come into contact with the municipality and who do not like the municipal 
government as an institution. According to her, NGOs can “reach people whom the official can’t reach.” Another positive aspect is the 
organizational flexibility and the capacity for innovation of non-governmental organizations. “NGOs simply offer the support adequate 
to needs of people whose needs are being supported. They are innovative and flexible in their approach to problem solving, and they 
are often very willing to present innovative proposals to the local government.” By contrast, the local government is less flexible because 
its activities depend on administrative and legal procedures. As Leszczyński explains, “the implementation of each project takes the 
municipality a lot of time: it has to prepare the tender documentation and formalize it – these are requirements imposed by law. People 
often do not understand this and react negatively.” The time that needs to be invested can be reason for both the non-governmental 
organizations and the local government to withdraw from a collaboration. “Many officials feel that collaborations and carrying out public 
consultations significantly prolong the decision-making process and delay the implementation of actions,” argues Mike.

How to make it work

“People. People are the worst and the best thing that happens during collaboration,” says Magdalena Mike. Both representatives of NGOs 
and of the local government agree that the most important thing during a collaboration is to trust each other and to maintain an attitude 
of openness. On the one hand, officials need to be open and “ready to introduce changes, not only on paper, but also in reality,” as Mike 
says. “NGOs should be given the opportunity to act; it is important to trust them, to bet on them,” notes Leszczyński. Piotr Drygała recalls 
his own experience of starting to work as an official when the former mayor gave him “a free hand. We could realize our vision of creating 
a real dialog between the city and the organizations without interference. We were able to introduce solutions of our choice – the mayor 
never interfered in our actions.” On the other hand, NGOs also need to be open to collaboration. “There must be some leaders and people 
from NGOs who are willing to get involved,” Mike says.

During the collaboration, close and personal contact between the two partners is important. “It is important to create a team that will be 
available to the NGOs at all times,” Leszczyński argues. According to him, this works well in Dąbrowa Górnicza, thanks to the existence of 
the Civic Activity Center. All the NGOs have to do is to “leave their offices, walk a few meters and knock on the door. The most important 
factors are direct, close contact, frequent meetings and face-to-face conversations,” Leszczyński continues. Magdalena Mike confirms 
these observations: “For many years, as the officials responsible for collaboration with NGOs, we worked from 8 am to 8 pm, 12 hours a 
day, of course on a shift basis. Employees are ready to come in on weekends and talk with the organizations. As an employer, we expect 
flexibility.” In Dąbrowa Górnicza, according to her, this has worked very well. This is also connected to the specific mode of recruitment: 
“There is not a single person in the department who was not previously involved in the work of an NGO or volunteering.” From this 
perspective, the best way for NGO members to effect change is to apply for jobs with the municipality and to successfully implement their 
ideas from the inside.
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Case study 2 

Providing expert knowledge from outside 
local government
Sustainable Development Workshop, Toruń & Fix Your City, Katowice

Interviewees 

Krzysztof Ślebioda | Head of the Sustainable Development Workshop, Toruń
Sylwia Kowalska | Head of the Time for Residents association, Toruń
Paweł Wyszomirski | Head of the Fix Your City Foundation, Katowice
Agnieszka Lis | Responsible for collaboration with NGOs in the Katowice mayor’s office [written response]

“Collaboration with the city of Katowice didn’t work; it was a simple conclusion: ok, they don’t want us here, and we 
think we’re doing cool things, we’ll go do them somewhere else.” 
Paweł Wyszomirski, Fix Your City Foundation 

“We started to work outside Toruń, in municipalities where we weren’t treated as competitors, but as partners, and 
what mattered was our experience and competencies.” 
Krzysztof Ślebioda, Sustainable Development Workshop

Toruń & Katowice

Toruń and Katowice are economically well developed medium-sized cities. Toruń is located in north-
central Poland is one of capitals of the Kuyavian-Pomeranian Voivodeship, together with Bydgoszcz. Its 
population is less than 200,000. Katowice, meanwhile, is the capital of the Silesian Region in southern 
Poland. With a population of 290,000, it is one of the centers of the Upper Silesian Zagłębie Metropolis 
The mayor of Toruń, Michał Zaleski, has been in office since 2002. The mayor’s party forms an “exotic 
coalition” in the city council, as Krzysztof Ślebioda calls it, together with the Civic Platform, the Law and 
Justice Party and the Polish People’s Party. By contrast, the mayor of Katowice since 2014, Marcin Krupa, 
has the support of Law and Justice.

How it started
Katowice and Toruń are home to two non-governmental organizations that collaborate with various municipalities in Poland, but – due 
to communication problems – do not work with the municipalities in which they are located. The first of the two to be established was 
the Sustainable Development Workshop (SDW, pol. Pracownia Zrównoważonego Rozwoju), which was founded in 2007 by three friends 
from Toruń who wanted to stay and live in the city after graduating from university. Among them there was Krzysztof Ślebioda, currently 
the President of the foundation. “From the beginning, the idea was to promote sustainable development with an inclination towards 
environmental protection,” he recalls. Several years later, in 2010, the informal initiative “Fix Your City” (FYC, pol. Napraw Sobie Miasto) 
was established in Katowice. “It all started with an event that involved cleaning the train station,” notes Paweł Wyszomirski, the President 
of the foundation’s Board. “This action gave us the impetus to get to work.” The foundation was formally registered two years later.

Figure 1. 
Location of Toruń and Katowice 
Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Both initiatives are aimed at improving the quality of urban public spaces and enhancing social participation. “Soon after, we started to 
collaborate with the local government. We knew that if we want to change something, we have to cooperate,” explains Ślebioda. At that 
time, the activists organized debates, discussions, and educational campaigns. They worked in a three-person team, which later grew to 
10 people. “At the beginning, the local government approved of our ideas, and the cooperation went very well,” Ślebioda recalls. “The 
municipality was open to collaboration and ready to work together.” Similarly, Wyszomirski argues that “the role of the Fix Your City 
foundation was to act as a mediator between what the local government says and what people want.”

Fix the City!

In Toruń, one of the first projects of the Sustainable Development Workshop implemented in collaboration with the local government 
was “Let’s fix it!” in 2012. SDW was one of the non-governmental organizations that worked on the implementation of “Fix Your Street” 
services in Poland. They wanted to launch a website in Toruń where citizens could report problems to the local authorities. The project 
was coordinated by the Warsaw-based Stocznia Foundation and financed by the Batory Foundation. SDW was responsible for contacts 
with the local government in Toruń, preparing the tool, and running the project for at least one year. At that time, the city of Toruń created 
a Department of Communication, which was open to collaboration with SDW. “This project was a challenge, but also a cool technological 
job for us and for the local government. The beginning was very, very promising” recalls Ślebioda. The team that was set up included 
representatives of SDW and city officials. “We met regularly, we launched a website with the approval and commitment of the local 
authorities. All this went very well and was met with an incredibly positive reception from city inhabitants.”

One year later, SDW activists were suddenly informed that the project would not be continued, after the director of the Department 
of Communication had changed. The new director decided to withdraw the city’s support for the tool. “We were informed that the 
city believes this service is a way for NGOs to highlight our errors to the local authorities,” notes Ślebioda. “The city did not extend the 
contract, claiming that it was working on an application that would be better than ours.” In so doing, the municipality excluded non-
governmental organizations from the process. “Our work was wasted. From the point of view of collaboration, this project is a complete 
failure. We are still disappointed about it.” Finally, the city of Toruń created a new service about five to six years after the SDW project.

The Fix Your City Foundation has a similar story to tell. In 2015-2016, it implemented a project called “Miejska Szychta,” which was based 
on government funding and required collaboration with the municipality, with the aim of including citizens in urban governance. For three 
months, interdisciplinary groups of fifteen people worked on the project, carrying out social monitoring, making changes and testing 
solutions before the final implementation. Several initiatives were launched as part of this project, including:

• “Gop Gear” – a race in which groups of competitors try to get from point A to point B as quickly as possible, using cars, bicycles or 
various combinations of public transport and checking the quality of transport and communication on a given route. The biggest race 
took place in 2018, organized in partnership with the Upper Silesian-Zagłębie metropolis with the aim of showing the quality of public 
transport in the Silesian conurbation.

• Open data in Katowice – a hackathon scheduled for 2016, based on data from the budget of the city of Katowice (2010-2016) and 
the Multiannual Financial Forecast, with a view to launching new services for citizens. The hackathon was never finalized, as the 
municipality of Katowice did not share the necessary data, but a series of meetings did take place.

• #Cleanair – a social campaign for reducing air pollution in Katowice that included the collection of signatures for a citizens’ initiative to 
improve air quality during the 2016-2020 period. 

The #cleanair campaign was a milestone in the collaboration between FYC and local government that involved different activists and 
politicians, representing both Law and Justice and the Civic Platform. However, the Civic Platform councilors were the first to publish 
photos from the campaign, “and the mayor was offended to death. They said they didn’t want to cooperate anymore because it is a 
political project,” says Wyszomirski.
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“They do not want us here”

“Collaboration with Katowice didn’t work, it was a simple conclusion: ok, they don’t want us here, and we think 
we’re doing cool things, we’ll go do them somewhere else,” Wyszomirski notes. After several unsuccessful joint 
projects, the Fix Your City Foundation decided to implement its ideas outside Katowice. “Our actions met with 
great enthusiasm in other cities,” he says. The Sustainable Development Workshop took a similar decision. 
“Around five years ago we decided not to cooperate with the Toruń municipality anymore,” explains Krzysztof 
Ślebioda. “Our projects and experience have gained national recognition – we were able to collaborate with other 
cities.”

The reasons for this failure are clear for both Wyszomirski and Ślebioda: the municipalities looked at them 
through the prism of politics. The local authorities feared that the NGOs were building a political force and would 
want to take power in the city by taking part in elections. Even though several officials liked their ideas and 
wanted to collaborate, the mayors were skeptical. The Sustainable Development Workshop suspects that it has 
been blacklisted by the municipality and is barred from joining any institutional form of collaboration with it. “We 
can’t join any formal body, even if we apply and try to get there. We just don’t get accepted,” says Ślebioda. The 
director of the Department of Social Communication and Information of Toruń refused to be interviewed to clarify 
this matter. It should be underlined that a similar feeling was also expressed by other NGOs interviewed for this 
study, which may stem from the specific political culture in Poland (see also the Country Chapter).

In Toruń, this fear was reinforced by the emergence of the urban movement “Time for Citizens.” In 2014, one of 
the leaders of SDW created a political movement and ran in the elections. Four people from Time for Citizens 
joined the 25-member city council. “Soon after, our foundation became associated with the political opposition. 

This hindered collaboration and led to a number of decisions – for example, we decided not to use municipal funds any longer,” Ślebioda 
explains. After the elections, the Sustainable Development Workshop continued to collaborate with Time for Citizens. “Our activities 
coincided with those of SDW. We were partners, perhaps unnamed, but partners,” as Sylwia Kowalska, President of Time for Citizens, 
explains. “We felt that we support each other. For example, when we were in the city council, sometimes it was easier for us to get 
access to information, to act, to do something. SDW used this possibility. We were in symbiosis,” she adds. This affected the foundation’s 
relationship with the local government. “The municipality never understood that criticism is about instigating positive changes and 
remedying elements that are not working properly, and not about undermining them,” says Ślebioda.

Moreover, several times, the activists offered expertise and ideas that were then rejected by the local authorities. After some time, 
however, the municipality started to implement the same solutions while presenting them as its own projects. According to Ślebioda, 
this is how the local government in Toruń collaborates with non-governmental organizations: “NGOs provide some ideas for action, then 
the cooperation ends, and the same ideas are implemented by the city.” The situation is similar in Katowice. The Fix Your City activists 
approached the local authorities with the idea of organizing a joint conference on clean air, which was rejected. However, the same day 
when the proposed conference was scheduled to take place, the mayor organized a remarkably similar conference. “We did not like this 
type of cooperation, stealing ideas combined with a lack of real action,” notes Wyszomirski. 

Conclusions

Collaboration outside the city of origin

This led both organization to the decision to start working in other cities than Toruń and Katowice, where “we weren’t treated as 
competitors, but as partners, and what mattered was our experience and competencies,” as Ślebioda explains. He adds that “it also feels 
a bit like a failure because we were created locally, and we wanted to develop Toruń. This is the place where we live, where our children go 
to school.” However, he argues, when the foundation is not treated as a political enemy, collaboration can go very well. SDW and FYC have 
been successful at implementing their projects in other municipalities, thanks to the expertise of their members and their experience in 
conducting consultations and participation processes. Both organizations have been able to provide expert knowledge outside their local 
municipalities due to their specific profiles and more general focus.

One examples of effective collaboration is “Space for Participation,” a governmental project led by several non-governmental 
organizations, including the Sustainable Development Workshop and the Fix Your City Foundation. The main topic is social participation 
and conducting public consultations on planning documents. As part of the project, the Sustainable Development Workshop started a 
cooperation with 26 municipalities from all over Poland, providing them with expert advice. The authorities were “coming in with an idea 
and money – we were the external experts who provide advice,” as Ślebioda says. 

Figure 2. Logo of the Sustainable Development Workshop.

Figure 3. 

Figure 2. 
Logo of the Sustainable 
Development Workshop

Figure 3. 
Logo of the Fix Your City 
Foundation

http://www.pzr.org.pl/
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The Fix Your City Foundation gained national recognition due to its innovative project “Livable Street,” which focuses on urban 
prototyping and experimental urbanism. It uses small-scale, temporary interventions to start discussions about public space. While the 
initiative mostly took place on the streets, the prototyping was preceded by detailed research. So far, the foundation has implemented it in 
several cities in Poland, causing it to grow and to open a branch in Warsaw (in 2017). Livable Street eventually became sustainable enough 
to form a separate organization. Currently, FYC has 10 members. Its collaboration with the city of Katowice is formal: “The foundation 
rents an office from the municipality at a preferential rate for NGOs,” says Agnieszka Lis, who is in charge of NGO relations in the Katowice 
mayor’s office. “Although I do not have direct experience in collaboration with the foundation on specific projects, I had the opportunity 
to meet some of its members. These are people who are strongly involved in the activities they undertake, with the power to attract other 
citizens. […] I am glad that, like thousands of others, they are involved in the life of their local communities,” she says. 

At present, the FYC activists have abandoned their urban activities and are thinking about changing their concept. In contrast, the 
Sustainable Development Workshop continues to work in a four-member team. Even if the COVID-19 pandemic has caused some 
disruption, they see space for future development. “Until now, we’ve worked with municipalities that claimed that online tools are 
useless – now their eyes have been opened: there is no other way, public discussions have to take place on Zoom, and it is possible,” notes 
Ślebioda.

How to make it work?

“It all depends on people,” says Krzysztof Ślebioda. According to him, it is important to begin the process with an analysis of the situation 
and agreement on who will be responsible for collaboration on the part of local government. The Fix Your City Foundation has already 
developed a special technique that it calls the “agent of change” strategy. It searches for such “agents” within the local government: a 
person who is progressive and open to collaboration. If they find such a person, they support him or her and enter into a collaboration. It 
is only later that the idea of collaboration is presented to the mayor. This model is more effective than coming in as a non-governmental 
organization from the outside because it avoids the need to confront the administration. “The ideal model was to have someone in the 
municipality who understands our philosophy, and to have a mayor who understands that we are no threat who then gives the green 
light. We do not want to be Santa Claus who comes in to change something from the outside,” Wyszomirski explains. “The first step is to 
be open. To learn something, you just have to start doing it,” adds Ślebioda. In his opinion, the first step towards change would be to open 
the municipality and the administrative structures to new, young people with an open mind. “Digging yourself in, building walls around 
you, it doesn’t lead to anything.”
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Case study 3 

Influencing local government as a watchdog 
– exerting change, putting on pressure
To Know More, Kędzierzyn-Koźle; Civic City, Lubartów; Freedom Foundation,  
Lublin & Kalisz Urban Initiative, Kalisz

Interviewees 

Kamil Nowak | Head of To Know More, Kędzierzyn Koźle
Anna Gryta and Elżbieta Wąs | Heads of Civic City, Lubartów
Krzysztof Kowalik and Krzysztof Jakubowski | Heads of the Freedom Foundation, Lublin
Piotr Choroś | Director of the Social Participation Office, Lublin municipality
Kalina Michocka | Kalisz City Initiative

“Our organization is always in opposition to power no matter what that power is, because it is a watchdog 
organization.” 
Krzysztof Kowalik, Krzysztof Jakubowski, Freedom Foundation

“Our success was that we introduced certain topics to the public agenda, to the general circulation. Now nobody 
can dare disclose public information in Kalisz. […] There are a lot of officials who are not at the decision-making 
level, but their thinking changes and the office changes from the inside.” 
Kalina Michocka, Kalisz Urban Initiative

“Our collaboration is less formal. Contact with councilors is constant, they contact the foundation and react to what 
the foundation does. This also happens via Facebook.” 
Anna Gryta and Elżbieta Wąs, Civic City Lubartów

“We are very often invited by the officials to take part in consultations. They call us, email us. I suspect that officials 
do it because they are legally obliged to do so.” 
Kamil Nowak, To Know More Foundation

Where the watchdogs are based

Kędzierzyn-Koźle Lubartów Lublin Kalisz

Region Opole Voivodeship,  
Upper Silesia

Lublin Voivodeship,  
Lesser Poland

Lublin Voivodeship, Lesser 
Poland Greater Poland

Population 61,000 23,000 340,000 100,000

Mayor Sabina Nowosielska  
(supported by PO) Krzysztof Paśnik (PSL) Krzysztof Żuk (PO) Krystian Kinastowski 

(independent)

The four organizations we analyzed are located in various regions of Poland, which are characterized by a different history and economic 
situation. Among them are examples of organizations from a small town (Lubartów), a medium-sized city (Kędzierzyn-Koźle, Kalisz) and a 
big city (Lublin). While the economic situation in Kalisz and Kędzierzyn-Koźle is relatively good due to the strength of the local industries, 
the inhabitants of the Lublin Voivodeship are among the most at risk of poverty in Poland. 

These organizations are unique in their respective cities and regions. As Kamil Nowak, leader of the To Know More Foundation, states, 
“there are no other watchdogs or monitoring organizations in the Opole region except for our foundation,” as most non-governmental 
activity focuses on “sports, culture or social care.” Kalina Michocka from the Kalisz Urban Initiative shares this opinion: “there are no 
activists besides the Kalisz Urban Initiative, which engages in open data and transparency in Kalisz.
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How it started

The creation of watchdog organizations dates back to the 2010s. Most of them were established as a gesture of disagreement with munic-
ipal policy. Their main goal was to publicize controversial decisions of the local authorities, and they postulated transparency across all 
city functions and open data. “The reason why we created our organization? Dissatisfaction and rebellion against what was happening,” 
note Anna Gryta and Elżbieta Wąs, leaders of Civic City Lubartów (pol. Miasto Obywatelskie). “Ten years ago, we started to fight against the 
sale of one of the city squares. A referendum was organized, and the square has not been sold until today,” according to the activists. 

Kamil Nowak identifies the roots of his interest in social activity in the difficulties that he faced in his previous 
job. At that time, he worked as a journalist for a local newspaper. “There were problems in getting answers to 
questions and issues. I was discouraged and in 2011 I decided to set up a foundation.” As a result, one of the 
biggest projects of the To Know More Foundation (pol. Wiedzieć Więcej) has been analysis of the local press. “All 
newspapers in Kędzierzyn-Koźle are associated with the authorities,” as Nowak explains. “An exceptionally large 
part of public finances goes to the media. Therefore, no one objects to the local authorities,” he says. To expose 
this problem, the foundation publishes monitoring of the promotional expenses of the city of Kędzierzyn-Koźle.

Activists also disagreed with the authorities’ lack of interest in the voice of citizens 
when making key decisions. The Freedom Foundation (pol. Fundacja Wolności) was 
established in 2012 to support civic participation through participatory budgets and 

public consultations. “With time – quite quickly – the foundation started to focus on civic control. This turn 
resulted from the needs of city inhabitants,” explains Krzysztof Jakubowski, President of the foundation. Activ-
ists started to monitor the local authorities, apply for access to public information, and answer to complaints 
submitted by city inhabitants. “We founded the Kalisz Urban Initiative (pol. Kaliska Inicjatywa Miejska) in 2011 
because we wanted to have an impact on the direction of city development,” says Kalina Michocka. “We all 
worked as activists in Kalisz before, we just decided to formalize our work to be more effective.” The main goal 

of the association is to strengthen the dialog between local government and city in-
habitants. “We never wanted to be an opposition to the local authorities, but a social 
partner that aims to talk to and cooperate with the local government,” as Michocka 
explains.
 
Today, each organization works with a small team. The To Know More foundation is represented by three mem-
bers. Meanwhile, Gryta and Wąs are the only members of the Civic City, but when it comes to concrete actions, 
volunteers are also involved. The Kalisz Urban Initiative brings together around 10 people and relies on the vol-
untary work of its members. The Freedom Foundation, in contrast, is supported by grants, which allows it to hire 
a four-person team. Activists from To Know More, Civic City, the Freedom Foundation and the Kalisz Urban Ini-
tiative are all members of the Citizens Network Watchdog Poland. This network provides them with workshops, 
training, and legal advice. The Kalisz Urban Initiative is also part of the Urban Movements Congress.

We want to know how public money is spent

Since they were founded, these organizations are trying to bring to light examples of nepotism in city management, defend the right to 
information and ensure protection against abuses of power. One of their main objectives was the creation of an online public contract reg-
istry for keeping track of all procurement activities conducted by the local government. In 2015, Civic City Lubartów sent a request to the 
mayor of Lubartów to create such a tool. “The foundation requested the creation of the register from the beginning of the mayor’s term 
in office, and this was his second term, so he had to go back four years and complete this information,” say Anna Gryta and Elżbieta Wąs. 
“The mayor approved our application, which was quite a sensation for such a small town.”

 “The biggest success of the Freedom Foundation in Lublin is that a public contract registry was created. […] The Freedom Foundation 
oversaw the process. It was the main driver on this subject in the talks with the municipality,” remembers Piotr Choroś, Director of the 
Department of Social Participation in Lublin. In March 2014, the Freedom Foundation sent a request to the Lublin voivodeship marshal 
and to the mayor of Lublin to create a public contract registry. Soon after, the marshal answered and agreed to create such an online 
repository, while the mayor refused, citing the fact that there is no EU or national requirement for publishing the contracts.

Figure 1.  
Logo of the To Know More 
Foundation
Source: Facebook

Figure 3. 
Logo of the Kalisz Urban 
Initiative
Source: Facebook

Figure 2.  
Logo of the Freedom 
Foundation
Source: Facebook

https://www.wiedziecwiecej.info/
https://kaliskainicjatywamiejska.pl/
https://fundacjawolnosci.org/
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Thanks to the activity of the foundation and media coverage, public opinion started to put pressure on the mayor. “Everybody started to 
ask: ‘does the mayor have anything to hide? Is there anything in these contracts that the mayor does not want to be public?’” Due to this 
pressure, in the summer of 2014, the mayor announced that a public contract registry would be created in Lublin. “By that time there were 
some fields in which the Freedom Foundation proposed something that was later part of the discussion within the municipal government, 
and then some of these ideas came to fruition,” notes Piotr Choroś.

To fulfill the principle of transparency, citizens should have universal access to information on the activities of public bodies. Not only 
should it be public, but the information should also be provided in a clear and understandable format. This is why the organizations that 
are involved in these projects aim to present the data in an accessible way. For example, the Freedom Foundation created a visualization 
of the city’s budget, showing where the money is going, where it comes from and what it is spent on. 

The Kalisz Urban Initiative also tried to talk about municipal finances in a language that would be understood by citizens. It completed 
two editions of a project called “Social Analysis of the Budget,” the first in 2013-2014, and the second in 2014-2015. “The idea came from 
an organization in Amsterdam dealing with the transmission of knowledge from the Global South to the Global North. They taught us how 
to run this type of service. We even went to Amsterdam for special meetings,” Kalina Michocka recalls. “We got a grant for this service and 
we wanted to implement it in Kalisz.” 

The activists initiated collaborations with officials and started to meet with them, to discuss the issues and to acquire knowledge about 
the budget. “This cooperation was close and the work intensive,” says Michocka. During this process, they organized open meetings and 
invited experts; Watchdog Poland carried out a training for city officials on access to public information. Together with the officials, the 
activists drafted various documents, such as regulations for public consultations. “We gave them prepared solutions. Unfortunately, there 
was no real political will and most of the documents were never used. […] This project required a lot of work, I was really involved in it, 
but the local government underestimated it. Although officials wanted change and they participated, there was no will on the part of the 
mayor,” Michocka says.

We want to control our representatives

Another topic raised by the organizations is civic access to public information about citizens’ representatives. They want to encourage 
people to exercise their right to vote and increase their knowledge about local councilors and political parties. To do that, some of the 
organizations collaborated with Association 61. Association 61 is a nationwide organization that is developing a web service called “I have 
a right to know,” which gathers and processes data on candidates in elections. The Kalisz Urban Initiative and Civic City were responsible 
for creating and implementing similar services in Kalisz and Lubartów. “We ran this service in the years 2014-2018,” says Kalina Michocka. 
“In doing so, we wanted to publicize the problem that council sessions were not recorded, and that councilors were not known to 
the public.” Michocka considers the project a success of her association: “At the end of the previous term, the city of Kalisz created its 
e-session website. It is incredibly detailed, there is a lot of information, so we gave up running our own website. It is not needed anymore,” 
she concludes.

The Civic City foundation from Lubartów developed a similar website. “It all started in 2014 when we submitted a formal application for 
council voting records with names, so that people would know which councilor voted for which option,” explain Anna Gryta and Elżbieta 
Wąs. After negotiations with the local authorities, a compromise was reached. The local government decided to introduce audio and video 
recording of the city council sessions. “This enabled us to work on the service ‘I have a right to know,’” conclude Gryta and Wąs.

“We look at the activities of local councilors and it has a big effect,” say Krzysztof Jakubowski and Krzysztof Kowalik from the Freedom 
Foundation. “It motivates them. We don’t know if the quality of their actions is any better, but they certainly have become more active: 
they put their pictures on the internet, contact each other, they submit more questions and proposals, and care more about being present 
at sessions and voting,” according to the activists. In the future, the foundation is planning to run a website that will enable citizens to vote 
on matters before the city council. The Freedom Foundation has already received a grant for this project. “This project aims to increase 
citizen’s interest in what the local government does. On the other hand, maybe this application will be a form of exerting pressure on 
councilors. […] This would be a valuable indication for councilors on how to vote,” conclude Kowalik and Jakubowski.
Is there collaboration with the authorities?

Figure 4. 
Lubartów. The website “I have a right to know.”  
Source: http://lubartow.mamprawowiedziec.pl/

http://lubartow.mamprawowiedziec.pl/
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There is no collaboration

“Our organization is always in opposition to power, no matter what that power is, because it is a watchdog organization,” argue Kowalik 
and Jakubowski from the Freedom Foundation. “On the one hand, the foundation acts as a watchdog, that is, it is concerned with 
everything related to transparency, openness, information, avoiding conflicts of interest or nepotism – the mission of the foundation is to 
monitor, publicize these matters, to lobby for change if there are any wrongdoings” The activists agree that as a watchdog, they cannot 
collaborate with the local government. The Director of the Department of Social Participation of Lublin, Piotr Choroś, expresses a similar 
opinion. “The Freedom Foundation is not an organization that cooperates with the municipality. They position themselves as an entity 
that does not cooperate with the municipality in a systemic sense, but as a watchdog organization that focuses on control,” he notes. “The 
Freedom Foundation as an organization is strict in this belief and it’s nice that such an entity works and does not mix these several roles.”
In this point of view, watchdogs, by definition, should not collaborate with local government. Anna Gryta and Elżbieta Wąs state that 
when they started to talk with the local government, they “had doubts, because as a watchdog we should look at people’s hands. We 
feared that it would turn into a farce if the watchdog organization got along well with the authorities.” On the other hand, even if they 
want to collaborate, the local government may not be open to their proposals. “We are an organization that scrutinizes the authorities, 
we ask questions. Consequently, we are not liked […]. Other organizations prefer to keep quiet and simply take money from the local 
government,” explains Kamil Nowak of To Know More. “In the functioning of NGOs, reconciling the role of a substantive partner that works 
together with the municipality with that of a watchdog organization that examines the municipality’s activities, with whistleblowing if it 
notices that something is wrong as its main activity, it is very difficult, and maybe even impossible,” concludes Piotr Choroś.

Or is there?

Even though the activists see formal collaboration as a contradiction of the watchdog role of their organizations, they try to influence 
the local authorities in other ways. Activists take part in public consultations and provide advice to local government. For example, the 
Freedom Foundation was invited by the Department of Social Participation of Lublin to hold a workshop on open data for officials. “This 
proves that the municipality is sometimes interested in collaboration,” explains Krzysztof Jakubowski. “This could be seen as some form 
of cooperation, but we are not meeting, for example, to discuss ‘what to change in the civic budget.’ Nevertheless, representatives of 
the foundation come to consultative meetings and speak at them representing their point of view. Very often they come and record the 
meetings,“ notes Piotr Choroś. 

According to Kamil Nowak, in Kędzierzyn-Koźle this kind of collaboration is the result of formal regulations. “We are very often invited 
by the officials to take part in consultations. They call us, email us. I suspect that the officials do it because they are legally obliged to 
do so,” says Kamil Nowak of To Know More. “We always take part in consultations. Unfortunately, this is where our collaboration ends,” 
he emphasizes. Anna Gryta and Elżbieta Wąs agree, noting that their “collaboration is less formal.” “We are in constant contact with the 
councilors, they contact the foundation and react to what the foundation does. This also happens via Facebook,” they explain. In fact, our 
interview was interrupted by a call from the chairman of the municipal council, who wanted to consult with the activists on a number of 
issues. “We want to recall the chairman in a referendum. But as you can see, despite that, it is possible to talk,” comment Gryta and Wąs. It 
could be argued that the less formal character of the cooperation stems from the fact that Lubartów is a small town (20,000 inhabitants). 
Collaborative relations may thus be less formalized and depend instead on informal interpersonal relationships. 

Even if the collaboration is less formal, watchdogs are able to effect change and put pressure on the local government. “Our success was 
that we introduced certain topics to the public agenda, bringing them into general circulation,” as Kalina Michocka emphasizes. “Now 
nobody can dare to conceal public information in Kalisz. Thanks to our activity, the sessions of the city council are recorded and there are 
voting records that indicate how each councilor voted. There is a general awareness in Kalisz that the NGOs can work and that there are no 
other interests behind it, no business interests. […] There are many officials who are not at the decision-making level, but their thinking 
changes and the authorities change from the inside.” By exerting pressure, watchdogs can implement their strategic plans. They use 
transparency and control as tools to strengthen civil society, to increase the knowledge of citizens and to develop their competencies as 
partners involved in decision-making about their city. Watchdogs thus strive for permanent qualitative changes in the activities of public 
authorities, in the interests of citizens.
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Case study 4 
NGOs as opposition in the city council  
– from pushing from the outside to gaining 
influence as politicians
People for the City, Gorzów Wielkopolski

Interviewees 

Alina Czyżewska | Citizens Network Watchdog Poland, People for the City Gorzów
Marta Bejnar-Bejnarowicz | Head of People for the City, local councilor in Gorzów, Urban Movements Congress
Anna Bonus Mackiewicz | Director of the Department of Social Consultations and Revitalization, Gorzów Wielkopolski municipality

“I went through stages of war with the mayor, political pressure, arguing, reconciling, and so on. Ultimately, I think 
that the most effective and least annoying option is to collaborate and be ready to compromise.” 
Marta Bejnar-Bejnarowicz, President of People for the City

“In the most difficult moments the department had a lot of support from the People for the City movement. […] 
officials and activists stood side by side and defended the project, they tried to explain together why it is needed, 
how it will affect the city.” 
Anna Bonus-Mackiewicz, Director of the Department of Social Communication and Revitalization of Gorzów 
Wielkopolski

The city of Gorzów Wielkopolski

Gorzów Wielkopolski is located in western Poland and has population of over 120,000. It is one of two 
capitals of the Lubusz Voivodeship, together with Zielona Góra. In the postwar era, Gorzów was home to 
many industries: chemical fibers, textiles, and tractors. After the capitalist transition, the former state-
owned companies went bankrupt or suffered severe financial problems. In the 2000s, the city faced 
the challenge of rebuilding the local economy. New private companies were established in a number 
of sectors, such as car wiring systems, heat and power plants, veterinary medicine, and the chemical 
industry.

According to Marta Bejnar-Bejnarowicz, President of the People for the City association and a local 
councilor, there are around 100 civil society entities in Gorzów Wielkopolski, most of which are charity 
or sports organizations. She estimates that there are around 10 organizations that deal with social 
participation and urban issues. “It is very little, but there is simply no need for more NGOs in a small city 

like Gorzów,” she explains. In Gorzów, there is neither a Public Benefit Council nor a Non-Governmental Organizations Center. Currently, a 
team is being set up that will be responsible for developing a program of collaboration between local government and NGOs.

People for the City and its history

The People for the City (pol. Ludzie dla Miasta) movement was established in 2013 during a protest against the cutting of trees. A group 
of inhabitants who were concerned about the plans of the former mayor called for a change in building plans to preserve the trees in 
question. “We didn’t know each other before, but we shared the same point of view on what the city should look like,” as Marta Bejnar-
Bejnarowicz recalls. The group included a road worker, a dendrologist, an urban planner, an architect, as well as a cultural animator. “This 
is how we met. We just started to talk and cooperate,” says Bejnar-Bejnarowicz. Eventually, the mayor withdrew the building plans. 
In 2014, local elections were held in Poland. “We thought that if there are so many of us, we should run in the elections for the city 
council,” says Bejnar-Bejnarowicz. After conducting a political analysis, the activists decided that they should put forward a candidate for 

Figure 1. 
Location of Gorzów Wielkopolski
Source: Wikimedia Commons
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mayor in order to increase their chances of electoral success. They chose Jacek Wójcicki, who was already known in the city, as he was 
the mayor (pol. wójt) of the neighboring municipality. Due to his high profile and an intensive political campaign, Wójcicki won in the first 
round with over 60% of votes, beating the incumbent mayor – Tadeusz Jędrzejczak from the Democratic Left Alliance – who was seeking 
reelection.

People for the City’ entered the 25-member city council with 7 representatives. At that time, the Civic Platform had 8 councilors, Law and 
Justice 5, the Democratic Left Alliance 3, the Polish People’s Party 1 and 1 member was an independent candidate. “The first year was 
exceedingly difficult for us. We served as local councilors for the first time. We had no previous local government experience in this form,” 
Bejnar-Bejnarowicz recalls. During the first year, the collaboration between the councilors, People for the City and the local government 
went well. For example, the association successfully lobbied for the creation of the Department of Spatial Planning and the office of City 
Architect. This position was filled by one of the members of the People for the City movement, while several other members were also 
hired to work in at the municipality at lower levels. 

Between 2014 and 2018, four councilors left the People for the City association because of an internal conflict. Together with the mayor 
and two former councilors from the Democratic Left Alliance and the Civic Platform they formed a separate group in the city council. 
This weakened the movement and put it in the role of the opposition. In 2018, Jacek Wojcicki again ran in the elections, but this time 
separately from People for the City, and won with 65% of votes. In response, activists from other organizations created the “I love Gorzów” 
coalition committee, three of whom entered the city council, while Marta Bejnar-Bejnarowicz was the only one representative of People 
for the City to be elected.

Today, People for the city has around 20 members. “Nowadays our association functions as an NGO: we carry out different social projects,” 
Bejnar-Bejnarowicz states. In 2019, the activists organized a crocheting workshop with a local craftsman, and this year they are running 
yoga classes for seniors. “There is a group within the association that does not engage in politics at all, and there is also a part that is 
politically involved,” says Bejnar-Bejnarowicz. “People who wanted to focus only on politics, but weren’t elected to the city council in 
2018, left the association to pursue their political careers in a different manner. In the association there are those who want to get involved 
socially as NGO,” adds Bejnar-Bejnarowicz. The association continues to be part of the Urban Movement Congress, in which it plays a 
significant role, with Bejnar-Bejnarowicz acting as President of the Congress.

Social communication and revitalization

“There is a department in the municipality of Gorzów that was created as a result of the People for the City election program, which is 
dedicated to social participation and the ‘right to the city,’ public consultations and revitalization,” says Alina Czyżewska, a member of 
the movement. During the 2014 campaign, People for the City lobbied for the creation of a special unit that would approach revitalization 
in a systematic way. After the elections, the mayor created the Department of Public Consultations and Revitalization. “Certainly, the 
very initiative for establishing this department and combining these two threads – social consultations and revitalization – in one unit, 
was largely due to the activities of the urban movement before and during the election campaign,” stresses Anna Bonus-Mackiewicz, the 
department’s Director. 

The director and the employees of the department were selected through an independent recruitment process. “The office brought 
together officials who really believed in change, who thought that nothing should be decided over the heads of the citizens anymore, 
that they should be listened to,” explains Alina Czyżewska. Officials were incredibly open to collaboration with non-governmental 
organizations, as well as with citizens. “They were going out of their offices, they had stands on the streets, they had tents. They used to 
stand outside and talk no matter if it was raining or snowing – they tried to reach consensus positions,” says Bejnar-Bejnarowicz. “There is 
no other department in Poland that would approach revitalization, participation and social consultations as well as social dialog in such a 
comprehensive and positive way,” she notes.

From the very beginning, People for the City collaborated with the new department. Members of the movement take part in consultations 
and help to create participatory tools that will answer the needs of all city inhabitants. “I meet regularly with the director of the 
department and we discuss all the activities step by step. I submit comments, try to attend evaluation meetings and work on changes to 
the participatory budget regulations,” explains Bejnar-Bejnarowicz. On the other hand, the department is also willing to support activists 
if they want to organize public consultations, meetings, or debates with citizens – it handles the promotion of these activities and the 
preparation of the materials. “We have a collaboration and I can’t complain about it at all,” says Bejnar-Bejnarowicz.
 



21The end of the partnership model? Collaboration between non-governmental organizations and local governments

One of the biggest projects that involved collaboration between the department 
and activists was the urban prototyping for the “Livable Street” initiative, which 
involved the reconstruction of a street in the city center. “Seven or eight years ago, the 
municipality would sign a contract with a company and would do the construction 
work as the designer had proposed. As a result of the establishment of the 
department, as well as the daily cooperation with the People for the City movement 
and its know-how, this process is now completely different,” explains Anna Bonus-
Mackiewicz. It now involves urban prototyping aimed at preparing construction plans 
that will address the needs of all city inhabitants.

“A very big conflict arose due the fact that the plan foresaw the elimination of parking 
spaces, the removal of car traffic and the creation of a pedestrian promenade,” 
explains Anna Bonus-Mackiewicz. “There were exceptionally large protests from the 
so-called urban backward movements, car drivers. We were taking away their ‘holy’ 
parking spaces and attacked the ‘sacred’ road capacity. We did not want to let cars 
into the center. These protests were so strong that we received threats,” says Bejnar-

Bejnarowicz. “In the most difficult moments, the department had a lot of support from the People for the City movement. Despite the fact 
that it was a difficult project that was met with huge criticism […] officials and activists stood side by side and defended the project, trying 
to explain together why it was needed and how it would affect the city,” recalls Bonus-Mackiewicz.

Urban prototyping helped to demonstrate that despite these protests, the city inhabitants liked the new space in practice. “Again, the 
urban prototyping was done after People for the City proposed it, based on its know-how. The foundation told us about this concept […] 
explaining that there is a method that allows us to see how the flow of people, cars, pedestrians and bicycles would behave in different 
urban contexts,” says Bonus-Mackiewicz.

How to make collaboration work

According to Marta Bejnar-Bejnarowicz, the quality of collaboration between local government and NGOs depends on the political will of 
the mayor. “If the mayor wants to, even if he fails once, because people screw up, he will replace these people or train them and try again. 
The third time it will go as it should. But he needs to be convinced that the idea is good and give people the opportunity to learn from 
mistakes. [...] If the mayor wants to do it, he will persevere until he succeeds,” she says. “Collaboration of local government with NGOs 
is certainly influenced by the acceptance and openness of the mayor to a certain way of thinking about the city and its development. If 
this is not the case, then even the most dynamic organization with the most enlightened ideas and the greatest experience will not break 
through, it will not stand a chance,” states Anna Bonus-Mackiewicz. In the opinion of Marta Bejnar-Bejnarowicz, even if civil servants are 
open to a collaboration and understand that it is needed, they do not have enough impact to transform it into action.

If an NGO wants to collaborate, it should be prepared to compromise. “I went through stages of war with the mayor, political pressure, 
arguing, reconciling, and so on. Ultimately, I think that the most effective and least annoying option is to collaborate and be ready to 
compromise and give up some of your demands,” advises Bejnar-Bejnarowicz. According to her, it is rarely possible that 100% of an 
NGO’s demands will be implemented as part of a collaboration. However, even if 10% are implemented, then this one tenth can prompt 
real, irreversible change. This is why every movement or non-governmental organization should try to collaborate. “Activists have to 
understand that the mayor cannot say that he will only listen to one non-governmental organization. No – the city has limited space, 
for which different groups of users compete. The inhabitants have different needs and interests and the municipality must be open to 
everyone,” as Anna Bonus-Mackiewicz explains.

On the other hand, even if the mayor is open to collaboration, its implementation may prove difficult. One of the negative aspects, 
according to Anna Bonus-Mackiewicz, is a lack of NGO competencies when it comes to legal and organizational restrictions. “Some 
ideas of some organizations are detached from the legal, organizational and technical reality, and not every organization is competent 
enough to do it,” she says. Activists do not consider the fact that “the city and the local government operate under the law and within 
the law. This can give rise to a number of restrictions that may not be visible to someone from the outside,” as Bonus-Mackiewicz states. 
Local government is very often criticized for being slow, but this dynamic is frequently the result of legal regulations and procedures. 
“Activists very often do not understand this,” argues Bonus-Mackiewicz. The solution might be to collaborate on technical rather than on 
abstract projects. “The demands of NGOs are valuable, but they are often too operational. There is a lack of understanding that strategic 
documents are more abstract, and that they do not prescribe specific, concrete solutions.” However, she concludes that “these minor 
downsides do not change the fact that collaboration is generally an added value.”

Figure 2. 
The Wool Market in Gorzów  
Author: Halina Frederiksen 
Source: Wikimedia
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Country chapter
Romania

Introduction

Romanian civil society started its journey after the fall of Communism and its importance began to increase mainly in the process of EU 
accession (1993-2004). During the communist regime, the concept of civil society had different connotations and signified autonomous and 
pluralist strongholds designed to counter the effects of the regime. These took many forms, including individual and private resistance, 
intellectuals building informal networks (Şcoala de la Păltiniş, for example), strikes, protests and similar actions (Valea Jiului in 1977, Motru 
in 1981, Braşov in 1987) and openly denouncing the reality of life in Romania abroad (inspired by Charter ‘77, Paul Goma wrote about 
respect for human rights and was labeled a traitor and arrested). Under the monopoly of the state and the all-seeing Securitate, which 
allowed only for certain modes of participation in society, a civil society by today’s standards was not an option. The fear of resistance was 
so strong that it took decades for the communist regime to permit the establishment of tenant associations – which were harmless and 
only dealt with administrative issues. Indicative of the attitude of the Communist Party towards people joining a cause was the immediate 
cancellation of the Workers’ Free Syndicate in 1979. Thus, unlike in Czechoslovakia or Poland, public criticism and alternative formal 
groups were not the norm and opposition manifested itself through informal networks of intellectuals. 

In its current understanding, the term civil society is linked to the profound changes that society underwent during its transition towards 
democratic rule, for which it is considered a prerequisite. Nonetheless, given that the concept of civil society was a new one and that 
Romanian society as a whole struggled to understand the different actors’ roles in this new democratic architecture, some argue that the 
foundation for the Romanian civil society did not take place under the most auspicious circumstances. One of the issues linked to this 
situation was the poor correlation between CSO and government initiatives, which actively limited the potential of civil society. In the 
early years, external influence, be it through established Western CSOs or the European Commission directly, fostered the growth of the 
civil society scene, a move that was seen throughout the former Eastern Bloc states.

When it comes to the legal framework, the first CSOs established after 1989 operated under the provisions of Law 21/1924, which was 
replaced, in 2000, by Ordinance 26/2000. This, in turn, was approved through Law 246/2005, which is still in force. Currently, most civil 
society organizations are registered as associations or foundations. According to the NGO Registry maintained by the Ministry of Justice, 
there are 97,926 associations (including mutual aid associations) and 20,017 foundations in Romania. 

As CSOs were becoming more and more common, their activity required a better legislative framework. The early 2000s were marked by 
the adoption of two important pieces of legislation that allowed civil society to become even more relevant. These are Law 52/2003 on 
decisional transparency in public administration and Law 544/2001 on the freedom of access to information. Both came about as a result 
of external pressure from large international assistance programs such as USAID, which requested the enactment of sunshine laws (regu-
lations requiring openness in government or business), and the European Commission, which strongly recommended the development of 
social and civil dialog. Alongside this external pressure, NGOs themselves contributed to the public policy changes through their actions.

These two pieces of legislation marked a big step for organizations dedicated to good governance, fighting corruption, greater transparen-
cy and the promotion of responsibility and integrity of public officials. These newly adopted laws provided CSOs with a useful framework 
in their quest to serve as thriving promoters of good governance.  

At the beginning of the 2000s, the promotion of European integration exerted a continuous influence on the public agenda of CSOs. Con-
sequently, the collaboration between civil society and the government started to improve, not least thanks to the creation of new institu-
tionalized channels for collaboration – within the Prime Minister’s Chancellery, the College for Consultation with Associations and Founda-
tions was established, with the purpose of ensuring the participation of civil society in the elaboration of public policies and in debates on 
important topics for Romanian society. 

Critical moments

In the past years, civil society appears to have been activated by unfortunate events that led to vocal civic reactions. Public support and 
CSO interventions in important events are not only linked to increased visibility for CSOs, together with a better understanding of their 
role, but also helped to expose more citizens to the idea of civil society and increased their civic engagement. Apart from continuous ad-
vocacy efforts, CSOs have been more visible during critical events, notably those that resulted in public demonstrations, which is why a 
timeline of these protests facilitates a better understanding of the broader societal climate in which Romanian civil society operates. 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/article/RAPORT%20FINAL_%20CADCR.pdf
https://jurnalul.ro/special-jurnalul/cazul-noica-si-scoala-de-la-paltinis-i-564554.html
https://www.memorialsighet.ro/greva-minerilor-din-valea-jiului-din-august-1977/
http://www.cnsas.ro/documente/motru/Motru%20final.pdf
http://www.cnsas.ro/documente/motru/Motru%20final.pdf
https://romania.europalibera.org/a/dosarul-revolta-brasov-fara--vinovati/30272818.html
https://www.academia.edu/7578770/A_Case_of_Dissent_in_Romania_in_the_1970_s_Paul_Goma_and_the_Movement_for_Human_Rights
https://www.academia.edu/11984163/Europa_civic%C4%83_Rom%C3%A2nia_civic%C3%A2
https://www.memorialsighet.ro/am-avut-un-sindicat-liber-in-1979-slomr-40-de-ani-de-la-constituire/
https://www.academia.edu/11984163/Europa_civic%C4%83_Rom%C3%A2nia_civic%C3%A2
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/44865/ssoar-studiapolitica-2011-3-necsulescu-Geneza_aparitiei_ONG-urilor_din_Romania.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y&lnkname=ssoar-studiapolitica-2011-3-necsulescu-Geneza_aparitiei_ONG-urilor_din_Romania.pdf
http://www.just.ro/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Asociatii08072020.pdf
http://www.just.ro/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Fundatii08072020.pdf

