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INTRODUCTION
R ICHA R D YO U NGS

The coronavirus pandemic has placed acute stress and
high expectations on governments around the world.
Much has been written on a return to big government.
The focus on government responses is understandable,
as citizens have looked to authorities for effective
responses—and often, these responses have made the
difference between life and death. Yet, the pandemic has
had a profound impact not only on government policies
but also on societies. The crisis has played out at the
public authority level and, equally, at the community
and civil society levels. Somewhat unnoticed amid the
focus on governments’ crisis responses, the coronavirus
pandemic has sharpened and intensified the importance
of organized civil society action.
This compilation examines the nature of these
coronavirus-related shifts in global civil society. It is
based on the contention that a deeper understanding
is required of society-level responses to the crisis and
the ways in which the pandemic is reshaping the
relationship between states and societies. Across several
regions and countries, the compilation asks a series of
questions: How far has the pandemic galvanized new
forms of civic activism? How far has it led governments

to tighten control over civil society actors? To the
extent that they have emerged, what do new forms of
civic activism look like? Do they portend a different
kind of global civil society, a remolded civic sphere
likely to influence global politics in different ways in
the post-pandemic world? If so, what are the political
implications of this civic adjustment?
The compilation explores these issues through twelve
chapters that cover Southeast Asia, Taiwan, India, the
Middle East and North Africa, Eastern Europe and
Central Asia, Ukraine, Georgia, Poland and Romania,
the Western Balkans, Zimbabwe, the United States,
and Latin America. The cases show that the pandemic
has acted as a powerful catalyst for global civil society.
In all regions, demand for civic activism has risen and
new spaces have opened for civil society organizations
(CSOs) to play prominent and multilevel roles in the
crisis. The pandemic has given global civil society
a new sense of urgency, unleashed a spirit of civic
empowerment, and prompted CSOs to deepen their
presence in local societies. In some countries, civic
activism has also had to move up a gear and assume
stronger defensive strategies because regimes have used
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the pandemic to attack critical civil society voices. The
coronavirus pandemic period has seen heightened
demand for, and an increased supply of, civic activism
as well as a need for CSOs to push back against harsher
government restrictions.
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In terms of the ways civil society has expanded, the case
studies reveal three levels of new, coronavirus-related
civic activism. First, the crisis has prompted CSOs to
step into emergency relief roles to help manage the
effects of the pandemic. This has involved both new
civic groups emerging, often at a very local community
level, and existing CSOs repurposing themselves away
from their normal activities. Civil society has moved
in to fill the gaps left by governments in their often
strained and chaotic policy responses to the emergency.
In some countries, these gaps have been left by sheer
government negligence and obliged societies to
adopt a self-help mentality of managing the crisis for
themselves. In other countries, the gaps reflect the scale
of the tragedy, with governments taking wide-ranging
measures more in constructive cooperation with civil
society. Coronavirus-related activism has been a matter
of both compensation for government failure and
partnership with government intervention.
This strand of civic activism has seen many civic
organizations assume new functions and identities.
Many CSOs have sought to prove themselves in ways
that are relevant to the health emergency and have
taken on vital coronavirus-related roles. This has, in
many places, helped civil society actors gain greater
prominence and even a renewed legitimacy with
their local societies. Not all civil society actors have
adjusted, but in many countries they have shown
themselves more attuned with local communities than
for many years. This is true of both very new, informal,
mutual aid initiatives and the more structured parts of
organized civil society.
At a second level, a more confrontational form of civic
activism has gained force as CSOs have increased their
role as watchdogs over state authorities. In nearly all

the cases studies here, civil society has moved up a gear
to monitor government responses to the pandemic.
This has entailed a focus on the emergency powers
that executives have appropriated to manage the crisis.
While these measures have clearly infringed on many
basic freedoms, they have also triggered a wave of new
monitoring initiatives as civil society seeks to keep
governments under close scrutiny in the way they use
these powers.
This level of activism has also focused on the basic
governance effectiveness of crisis responses and on the
breadth of measures to offset the economic impacts of
the coronavirus. Governments that have scored badly
on these counts have been subject to sharper critical
pressure from civil society. Civic groups have been
ready not only to support governments in consensual
spirit but also to engage in confrontational tactics when
governments fall short.
At a third level, the crisis has galvanized global civil
society into pushing harder for far-reaching, radical
change to social, economic, and political models. The
coronavirus crisis has magnified many of the imbalances
of countries’ political and economic systems. As many
governments have reacted in restrictive and ineffective
ways, civil society has pushed back hard. It has begun
to mobilize more proactively and with vibrancy for
major reform of social and economic models whose
shortcomings the pandemic has cruelly revealed. This
is, so far, the least widespread and least prominent of
the three levels of modified activism; yet, it could prove
to be the most significant over the long term.
The balance between these three dynamics has varied
dramatically across countries. If this is civil society’s
moment, CSOs are rising to the challenge better in
some countries than in others.
Civil society is gaining importance in many
contrasting ways. The balance between cooperative and
conflictual dynamics differs across states, depending
on government policies. Those countries in which

regimes have downplayed the virus or resisted wideranging responses have seen the most game-changing,
crisis-like civic activism. In some states, the powerful
dynamic is one of conflict, contention, and political
crisis, while in others, governments have contained
turbulence. In some countries, incumbent regimes have
doubled down on their assaults against civil society,
while elsewhere, CSOs have found ways to participate
more cooperatively and consequentially in key
government decisions.
An important question is how these different levels of
civic activism sit in relation to each other—both in the
immediate crisis and in the longer-term recovery period.
Many CSOs now face the challenge of cooperating
with authorities on coronavirus relief while trying to
retain their more critical agendas on political issues.
Civic organizations will increasingly wrestle with the
question of how far their new, repurposed pandemic
identities can coexist with their previous identities.
These chapters show that in some countries, sharp
political tension is likely to crowd out positive
cooperation between governments and civil society,

while in other places, the danger is more one of cooptation as CSOs work with regimes on health issues
and then may struggle to revert to more contentious
political strategies. In some countries, governments’
mismanagement of the pandemic has awoken more
critical pressure on wider political aims; yet in others,
the pandemic has somewhat diverted attention from
pressing reform imperatives. In this sense, global civil
society may be in a phase of adjustment with significant
ramifications: some activism is set to become more
practical and community rooted, while other civic
mobilization will become more overtly politicized.
In sum, the coronavirus has been a wake-up call for
global civil society. The pandemic has placed heavy
responsibilities and strains not only on governments
but also on societies around the world. While much
attention has focused on governments’ emergency
responses, at a deeper level the crisis is changing the
relationship between states and societies. Global civil
society will come out of the pandemic looking very
different—and this change will be a significant factor
in a now highly fluid international politics.
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CHAPTER 1

SOUTHEAST ASIA BETWEEN
AUTOCRATIZATION AND
DEMOCRATIC RESURGENCE
JA S M I N LO RCH AND JANJI RA SO M BATPOON SIRI

In Southeast Asia, the coronavirus pandemic presents
both challenges for civic engagement and opportunities
for positive change. On one hand, the pandemic has
provided a pretext for autocrats to tighten their grip
on power, deepening existing regional trends in
autocratization and shrinking civic space. On the other
hand, civil society organizations (CSOs) have emerged
to focus on economic and social welfare needs, and
their activism may challenge autocrats in the long run.
Although some regimes have been effective in
addressing the health emergency and nascent
economic setbacks, others have performed poorly and
faced growing domestic criticism. Southeast Asian
civil society will need to leverage the weaknesses of
autocratic governance that the pandemic has revealed by
creating broad-based alliances, challenging autocratic
narratives, and proposing democratic visions for postpandemic societies.
Five trends are emerging in Southeast Asia as a result
of the pandemic and are pushing in very different
political directions: tougher government restrictions
on CSOs, contentious civil society action, new mutual

aid initiatives, organized relief efforts, and repurposed
advocacy groups.

TOUGHER GOVERNMENT
RESTRICTIONS
The spread of the coronavirus is potentially accelerating
autocratization in the region as leaders in many
countries have used the pandemic as a pretext to increase
their power.1 All major Southeast Asian governments
except Indonesia’s have imposed emergency decrees,
curfews, or similar laws in light of the pandemic.2 This
has helped consolidate effective government responses
to the pandemic in countries such as Singapore and
Vietnam, but such laws have also been used to crack
down on government critics and undermine opposition
parties, furthering authoritarian power grabs.
A worrying case occurred in the Philippines, where
Congress, dominated by President Rodrigo Duterte’s
loyalists, granted the president emergency powers
under an act that also contained a provision penalizing
fake news. This was widely seen as an instrument to
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go after opponents, and indeed, the National Bureau
of Investigation pressed charges against online critics
of the government’s crisis management.3 Similarly, in
the middle of the pandemic, Congress passed a new
antiterrorism law, which defines terrorism in such
broad terms as to allow the government to classify
political criticism as terrorism.4 In September 2020,
Duterte extended the national “state of calamity” by
a year.5

6

Things are not looking brighter in Thailand or
Myanmar. The Thai military-backed government’s
March 2020 emergency decree remains in place even
though the threat of the coronavirus has been contained
in the country.6 Along with other draconian laws,
the decree has been used to charge anti-government
protesters as young as sixteen years old and circumvent
parliamentary checks on executive power.7 The decree
has also limited the public backlash against allegations
of the government’s involvement in human rights
violations, including the forced disappearance of an
exiled activist who was critical of the government.8
Myanmar’s quasi-civilian government has refrained
from invoking a nationwide emergency but has arrested
large numbers of people for disobedience. Journalists
have likewise been prosecuted for alleged violations
of pandemic-related regulations, and a group of street
artists was charged with offending religion in their
artwork about the coronavirus. Meanwhile, restrictions
on meetings between CSOs and parliamentarians on
grounds of health protection have further limited CSO
advocacy for fundamental rights, reinforcing a trend that
existed before the pandemic.9 After a spike in coronavirus
infections, the Myanmar government imposed partial
lockdowns in Rakhine state and the country’s largest
city, Yangon, in late August and early September 2020,
respectively. Myanmar’s State Counselor Aung San Suu
Kyi warned that disrespecting coronavirus regulations
would be punished with up to a year’s imprisonment.10

Apart from emergency laws, existing media and cyber
laws in most Southeast Asian countries have proved
useful in silencing civic and democratic criticisms
of governments’ pandemic responses. For instance,
Indonesia’s 2008 law on electronic information and
transactions was used against an independent researcher
who was critical of the coronavirus measures taken by
the government of President Joko Widodo.11
In Vietnam between January and March 2020,
police responded to 654 cases of so-called fake
news, sanctioning 146 people including a dissident
publisher.12 In Singapore, the 2019 Protection From
Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act has been
used to target not only spreaders of fake news about
the pandemic but also journalists and political rivals of
the ruling People’s Action Party government. Eightyfive percent of all online posts defined as false under the
law consisted of negative portrayals of the government’s
activities or policies.13
In Malaysia, citizens have been arrested for what
the government has branded fake news about
the pandemic.14 For instance, through the 1998
Communications and Multimedia Act, the Malaysian
police summoned a journalist who was questioning
the government’s treatment of migrant workers amid
the pandemic.15
The Cambodian regime tightened its grip on power
by declaring a state of emergency in March 2020.
Activists were detained on charges of spreading false
information about the coronavirus, and the country’s
prime minister directly threatened with arrest the leader
of a local human rights nongovernmental organization
(NGO) who had commented on the government’s crisis
response.16 The allegation of spreading fake news also
led to the arrests of key members of the opposition, a
practice all too common since the Cambodian Supreme
Court dissolved the main opposition party before the
2018 general election.17

CONTENTIOUS CIVIL SOCIETY
ACTION
The second trend contrasts with the first, as contentious
civic activism has occurred despite and, at times, against
draconian government restrictions. This activism has
been driven mostly by economic and social welfare
needs in conjunction with ensuing grievances against
regimes. Most Southeast Asian countries rely on
tourism and export industries. Without substantive
compensation for workers, governments’ lockdown
measures have aggravated the lot of the unemployed,
who have sometimes responded by staging spontaneous
protests. Regimes’ unsympathetic responses have stirred
public anger.
For instance, in the Philippines, a small group of urban
poor people affected by the Duterte government’s harsh
lockdown protested in Manila to demand livelihood
support. They were soon arrested, with Duterte calling
on law enforcers to “shoot them dead” if they caused
any “trouble.”18 CSOs such as the leftist Solidarity of
Filipino Workers were quick to condemn the arrests.19
Meanwhile, rights groups and ordinary citizens tweeted
their criticism with hashtags such as #DuterteResign
and #OustDuterteNOW.20
In Myanmar, factory workers staged small-scale
protests against the government’s pandemic-related
measures, resulting in the legal prosecution of some
workers.21 In May 2020, over thirty Cambodian and
international NGOs issued a joint statement urging
the Cambodian government to allow around 150
Cambodian migrant workers stranded in Malaysia to
re-enter their home country.22 With growing job losses
and layoffs, independent labor unions in Cambodia,
Myanmar, and the Philippines have called on their
respective governments to provide urgent compensation
for workers.23

In Thailand, growing economic concerns due to
lockdown measures have taken a new turn. Since
mid-July 2020, young people, whose job prospects
have dimmed and whose grievances over the country’s
autocratization are deepening, have been leading
nationwide protests against the regime. Students were
already on the streets in February and early March
2020 after Thailand’s constitutional court disbanded
a progressive party. Defiance against the regime
diminished with the advent of the coronavirus and the
subsequent lockdown but then resurfaced even more
strongly. As of this writing, students—together with
LGBTQ groups, labor movements, and development
NGOs—have organized more than 200 protests across
the country. One major event on September 19, 2020,
gathered between 50,000 and 100,000 people—the
biggest protest since Thailand’s 2014 military coup.24
In what has become one of the world’s most prominent
revolts, protesters are demanding the prime minister’s
resignation and democratic reform of the constitution
and the monarchy. Corresponding to these three
demands is a three-finger salute that protesters have
taken from the movie series The Hunger Games as an
anti-dictatorship symbol.25
Another type of contentious civil society action has
countered problematic government narratives about
the coronavirus and related government relief efforts. In
several Southeast Asian countries, civil society activists
and journalists have actively disputed government
misinformation about the pandemic, for instance
through online campaigns. In the Philippines, civil
society activists have worked with the nonprofit media
organization Vera Files in a fact-checking community
on Facebook whose existence predates the pandemic.
In Malaysia, civil society activists and media outlets
such as the online magazine Malaysiakini have sought
to hold the government accountable during the crisis
and lobbied against government attempts to curtail
online expression.26
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NEW MUTUAL AID INITIATIVES
New volunteer groups have emerged to provide
humanitarian relief and welfare services in place of
governments. These groups are not necessarily run
by seasoned activists but often by local residents
who have organized to cope with the health crisis,
subsequent economic setbacks, and coronavirus-related
lockdown measures.
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A striking example is the citizen-organized task force of
the village of Gumuk Indah in Yogyakarta, Indonesia,
where the government’s responses to the pandemic
have been slow and uncoordinated.27 The task force has
provided health responses, including health education
and hygiene measures, to prevent transmission of the
virus; supported people affected by the lockdown with
aid kits; and sought to counter the security impacts of
the pandemic and associated lockdown measures. The
task force has drawn on volunteers, some of whom
were previously active in neighborhood associations
and local community-building organizations. The
example of Gumuk Indah has sparked discussions in
the international humanitarian community of ways to
include people-centered approaches in humanitarian
programs better and, possibly, move from community
engagement to community-led engagement.28
While in March 2020 the Indonesian authorities
still downplayed the seriousness of the pandemic,
professional groups were quick to respond. Tech
start-ups launched crowdfunding campaigns to raise
funds for informal-sector workers and buy personal
protective equipment (PPE) for healthcare workers.
By late March, around 15,000 medical students from
158 universities across Indonesia had volunteered in
understaffed hospitals.29 The Women’s Police in West
Java donated their already low salaries to buy food for
affected residents.30
In Myanmar, CSOs, religious organizations, and local
companies have provided food and other emergency
supplies for the needy, filling gaps left by the state.

In addition, Buddhist monks, religious leaders of the
Muslim minority, and Christian churches have allowed
their religious compounds to be used as quarantine
centers.31 Similarly, in the Philippines, citizens have
come together to make PPE for frontline health
professionals, distributed food packs for the homeless,
and made cash transfers to the unemployed.32 In
Cambodia, diverse actors, including CSOs and
business tycoons, have made donations to support the
government’s efforts to counter the coronavirus.33

ORGANIZED CSO RELIEF EFFORTS
Organized CSOs have played critical roles in helping
vulnerable communities. In Malaysia, Thailand, and
Vietnam, charity groups were set up to raise funds
to buy medical supplies and food for slum dwellers,
disabled people, and migrant workers.34 Although these
charities are not by nature advocacy organizations,
some have urged the government to adopt more
comprehensive social policies that aid economically
and socially vulnerable people in times of crisis.35
In Malaysia, NGO relief efforts kick-started a
renegotiation of NGO-government relations in
the field of care for vulnerable migrant and refugee
communities. The Movement Control Order,
issued by the government to counter the spread
of the coronavirus, initially barred NGO access to
migrant and refugee populations, with the military
and a paramilitary corps distributing all pandemicrelated aid to these communities.36 But after NGOs
launched a campaign called Let Us Work With You,
the government adjusted the order to allow NGOs
to distribute food and other emergency supplies to
affected communities.37 Subsequent cooperation has
improved relations between the government and some
NGOs.38 Still, a recent study also shows that Malaysian
CSOs that help vulnerable communities themselves
face serious challenges in light of the pandemic,
including financial shortages and the disruption of staff
development due to economic uncertainties.39

In Myanmar, Aung San Suu Kyi’s government has for a
long time been reluctant to cooperate with civil society
and so far failed to provide adequate support for CSOs
that work to counter the coronavirus pandemic.40 Yet,
the country’s CSOs play important roles in mitigating
the social and economic impacts of the coronavirus
and have engaged in critical advocacy to influence the
government’s response to the health crisis.
For instance, the Livelihoods and Food Security Fund,
a multidonor fund managed by the United Nations
Office for Project Services, estimates that over 80 percent
of its coronavirus response activities are conducted by
its local partners, with local CSOs engaging in relief
efforts as different as welfare and health service delivery,
education, awareness training, and the provision of
legal assistance to migrant workers.41 In May 2020,
over 200 CSOs from diverse professional and ethnic
backgrounds issued a joint statement in which they
urged Myanmar’s government to provide food and
financial support for people in need; advocated respect
for human rights, democracy, and social justice in the
government’s crisis response; and demanded an end to
armed conflict in ethnic areas.42

REPURPOSED ADVOCACY GROUPS
FOR WELFARE DELIVERY
Finally, advocacy groups that repurpose their agendas
for social and economic welfare activities have been
able to leverage the health crisis to carve out a new
civic space, counter regimes’ narratives, and generate
progressive social visions for the post-coronavirus
context. In Thailand, student activists who launched
anti-junta campaigns before the pandemic have partly
shifted to humanitarian work by distributing food
packs to the unemployed, slum dwellers, and affected
sex workers.43 Meanwhile in Myanmar, some ethnic
minority activists have reoriented themselves from
human rights campaigns to health advocacy and service
provision, including by distributing food and other
basic goods in remote areas.44

Challenging Duterte’s militaristic framing of the fight
against the pandemic, Filipino human rights groups
such as Active Vista have refocused their activities to
link human rights with equal access to public health.
These groups hope to reshape human rights discourses
in terms of “people working together out of generosity
to achieve a common goal” and “a shared sense of
identity and treating others with respect and dignity
as [equals].”45
A similar trend has occurred in Singapore, where
xenophobic rhetoric against migrant workers has
surged in light of the country’s second coronavirus
wave. An outspoken LGBTQ movement, Pink Dot,
has extended its support to migrant workers by raising
funds for, and delivering care packages to, many of
those who were trapped in dormitories because of
coronavirus restrictions. Based on the informal modes
of activism the movement has developed, Pink Dot
has organized online activities such as livestreamed
performances and interactive discussions. On June 27,
2020, the movement invited supporters to light up
their homes and workplaces in pink and share pictures
of small gatherings with close ones. These activities
sent a message of solidarity between Singaporeans
and migrant workers, countered xenophobic
attitudes toward migrants, and, most importantly,
ignited conversations about social justice in postpandemic Singapore.46

HARNESSING OPPORTUNITIES
It is clear that the coronavirus pandemic is reinforcing
an existing trend of autocratization in Southeast Asia
and that this trend will persist in the short to medium
term. This will have detrimental effects on contentious
antiregime activism, although it remains to be seen
whether Thailand’s high-profile, ongoing protests will
yield substantive outcomes in the coming months. All
Southeast Asian regimes have imposed severe legal or
de facto restrictions on civil liberties, preventing the
development of strong, civil society–based opposition
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movements. However, increasing social engagement in
the context of the health crisis seems to be enlarging
civic space in the area of social service provision. This
engagement may have the potential to strengthen links
between national and international civil society as well
as between formally organized CSOs and informal,
community-based groups in individual Southeast
Asian countries.
This new dynamic of civic activism in the welfare sector
does little to alter the autocratizing trend in the region.
However, improved relations between organized
CSOs and local communities may, in the long term,
contribute to creating a more legitimate and organic
civil society in many Southeast Asian countries. Thus,
new and reorienting civic groups with socioeconomic
welfare agendas may slowly gather the political force
necessary to resist autocratization.
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For this to happen, politically contentious civic groups
will need to form alliances with welfare-based groups that
are gaining traction among local communities. Human
rights and pro-democracy advocacy organizations will
need to connect their political agendas with issues of
citizens’ welfare, including healthcare and economic
redistribution. Civic coalitions must counter regime
narratives that depict authoritarian leadership as
a success factor for an effective crisis response. In
Singapore and Vietnam, where governments have
responded swiftly and effectively to the pandemic, such
narratives are difficult to crack. However, in Indonesia,
Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, and Thailand,
where governments have often failed to meet citizens’
expectations, CSOs may well be able to challenge
regime narratives about authoritarian effectiveness. And
finally, the pandemic should push Southeast Asian civil
society to develop more appealing visions of democracy
that leave no one behind in the post-pandemic world.

CHAPTER 2

WATCHDOGS AND PARTNERS:
TAIWAN’S CIVIL SOCIETY
ORGANIZATIONS
M IN G -S H O HO

Taiwan adopted a widely acclaimed, successful
strategy to cope with the coronavirus pandemic. This
tempered criticism from civil society organizations
(CSOs). Unlike in most other countries covered in
this compilation, in Taiwan the pandemic did not
trigger a major political crisis or polarization in civil
society. Nevertheless, Taiwanese civic activists have
engaged strongly to make sure the government respects
fundamental rights in its responses to the coronavirus.
On several specific issues, this has involved heightened
civic mobilization during the pandemic.

A SUCCESS STORY
Despite its geographic proximity to China and high
flows of travelers to and from the mainland, the island
nation of 23.7 million people had recorded only around
500 confirmed cases of the coronavirus and seven
related deaths as of mid-September 2020.47 Because
of rigorous preventive measures, Taiwan’s residents did
not experience lockdowns or stay-at-home orders, and
most commercial and civil activity went on as usual.
While the world’s economy plunged, Taiwan’s gross
domestic product has continued to grow in 2020.

In April, as Western countries began to experience
rapid spikes in infections, Taiwan launched an
international aid campaign, branded online with the
hashtag #Taiwancanhelp, and donated face masks and
medical supplies to countries in need. The campaign
garnered significant attention, raising Taiwan’s profile
as an international actor during the pandemic and
effectively neutralizing attempts by China and the
World Health Organization to isolate the nation.
Taiwan’s success has broader implications: a democracy
that honors information transparency can generate
effective responses to the health crisis without resorting
to draconian measures, and citizens are voluntarily
complying with the government’s directives without
giving up their rights and liberties.
There are several ingredients in Taiwan’s successful
recipe for responding to the pandemic. The government
adopted early and proactive measures, such as travel
bans and border screenings, to prevent the virus from
entering the island. After its experience with the 2003
outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS),
a disease caused by an earlier coronavirus that came
from China, Taiwan already had legal and physical
frameworks in place for responding to a public health
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crisis. Once news of COVID-19 broke, Taiwan’s
government leaders activated the Central Epidemic
Command Center on January 21, 2020, two days
before a lockdown was imposed in Wuhan, China.48
Taiwan’s public healthcare system, National Health
Insurance, played a critical role in this emergency. It
provided universal protection for citizens and residents,
and the system’s database and pharmacy networks were
vital in distributing rationed face masks.49
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Taiwan’s strong machinery industry was a valuable
asset in helping to combat shortages of medical masks,
goggles, and protective clothing. Before the outbreak,
Taiwan relied heavily on imports of masks, but with
concerted action by officials and industries at the
outset of the pandemic, Taiwan quickly set up new
manufacturing lines that dramatically increased the
daily production of masks. With this, Taiwan became
the world’s second-largest producer of face masks, not
only achieving self-sufficiency but also producing a
surplus for international aid and export.
Finally, due to its previous experience of contagious
diseases, particularly SARS, the Taiwanese public
generally embraces a hygienic lifestyle. Hand washing
before meals is rigorously promoted in kindergartens
and elementary schools, and hand sanitizers are
commonly available at the entrances to public
buildings. Wearing a face mask does not carry an
unwelcome stigma but is seen as a considerate gesture to
protect one another’s health. Adherence to government
guidelines on quarantine, physical distancing, and the
compulsory wearing of masks is generally seen as a civic
virtue and duty.50
On January 11, 2020, Taiwan held presidential and
legislative elections, which yielded landslide victories
to the incumbent, independence-leaning Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP). President Tsai Ing-wen won
a second term, and her party maintained its legislative
majority. If the elections had taken place after the
coronavirus outbreak, politics could have prevented
coordinated responses. And if the China-friendly

opposition Kuomintang party had won the elections,
government officials might have been reluctant to issue
timely travel restrictions and regulations for passengers
entering Taiwan from China.
What is more, the winning DPP government boasted
public health specialists among its top brass. Former
Taiwanese vice president Chen Chien-jen is a leading
epidemiologist with hands-on experience in the SARS
crisis, and Chen Chi-mai, a former vice premier, has
a background in preventive medicine. These specialists
were instrumental to the government’s ability to craft a
robust package of responses.
Taiwan’s civil society, however, did not have to play a
prominent role in the nation’s crisis response, simply
because the government reacted preemptively and
generated creditable results. It is sobering to see that
many affluent democracies have failed to deliver
sufficient personal protective equipment to frontline
medical workers and that charities and other CSOs
have had to take care of these basic provisions instead.
While some democratically elected leaders have flouted
the expertise of scientific communities and promoted
contradictory and inconsistent messages, Taiwanese
civil society has been spared the thankless task of
correcting misinformation and disseminating scientific
knowledge about personal hygiene.
The trend of civil society repurposing itself to fulfill
urgent needs is absent in Taiwan.51 Yet, Taiwan’s civil
society is not lying dormant in the ongoing health crisis.
It has closely monitored the government’s coronavirus
policies and decrees to make sure that these temporary
measures do not violate the fundamental principles
of democracy and human rights or unnecessarily
marginalize vulnerable groups. And Taiwanese civil
society has collaborated with government agencies to
ensure citizens receive undistorted information and
rationed face masks. In short, Taiwan’s civil society
remains active simultaneously as a watchdog to, and a
partner of, the government.

MONITORING GOVERNMENT
RESPONSES
With its stellar management of the coronavirus
emergency, the DPP government is enjoying high
public approval—an unusual phenomenon for a
second-term presidency. In a June 2020 poll, 97 percent
of respondents assessed the Taiwanese government’s
response positively, while 80 percent judged the
Chinese government’s performance negatively.52 Chen
Shih-chung, Taiwan’s emergency commander in chief
and minister of health and welfare, emerged as a
household name and Taiwan’s most popular politician,
receiving a startling approval rating of 94 percent in a
May 2020 opinion poll.53
By contrast, those critical of the government’s policies
have been met with a public backlash. The Kuomintang
party’s approval rating has continued to nosedive since
its electoral setback in January. One of the reasons for
the slump is that opposition politicians are perceived
to have politicized the government’s responses to the
coronavirus, from banning exports of face masks in
January to rationing them in February to donating
them internationally in April.
Taiwan’s advocacy groups have stepped up their
watchdog functions. The groups have been largely
free from short-term political considerations because
their missions are inspired by universal values or
commitments to underprivileged groups. One concern
of advocacy groups has been the pervasive use of digital
technology by authorities to prevent the spread of the
coronavirus. In a health emergency, Taiwan’s laws allow
the government to link databases of immigration,
household registration, and national health insurance to
improve the surveillance of individuals with suspected
travel and contact histories.
The government also accessed the global positioning
system information of mobile network operators and
sent text messages to people who might have been in

the same place at the same time as those who were
reported to be infected with the coronavirus.54 The
government enforced a strict fourteen-day quarantine
order for people who had recently returned from
abroad and those who were permitted to enter
Taiwan. These people were put on a rather intrusive
scheme of electronic surveillance by a mandated use of
government-issued SIM cards in their cell phones.
While many officials appeared complacent about
these new digital tools and their efficacy, CSOs such
as the Taiwan Association for Human Rights expressed
grave concern about the pernicious implications of
suspending privacy protections in favor of tracing
the spread of the virus. Such human rights advocates
have issued many statements to remind the Taiwanese
government that temporary measures need to be
proportionate and terminated in due course and that
collected personal data must be properly disposed of
after the pandemic.
Another concern flagged by civil society was that an
existing law authorized the government to reveal, if
necessary, the personal information of those who had
violated a quarantine order. Taiwan’s human rights
activists urged the government not to invoke this
emergency authorization. Many feared that these
reinforced measures of surveillance might become
permanent features, because they had popular support
and were perceived as necessary for safeguarding public
health.
In February 2020, several illegal migrant workers were
found to be infected with the coronavirus, which
quickly generated a nationwide wave of nervousness.
Many migrants had either stayed beyond their
permitted period or changed employer without due
process during the pandemic. Taiwan’s civil society
activists and academics urged the government not to
stigmatize these illegal migrants or escalate deportation
measures, because, the activists argued, such steps
would be counterproductive by driving the migrants
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further into hiding.55 Taiwan’s health officials took
heed and formally promised not to take further action
against illegal migrant workers.
Because the job of sex workers involves intimate
contact with customers, the government ordered the
immediate suspension of related businesses, such as
karaoke clubs and dancing halls. The decree brought
about acute economic distress to many sex workers and
their coworkers because of the lack of cash income.
Feminist scholars and women’s rights groups argued
that the order was disproportionate and discriminatory,
pointing out that confirmed cases in universities,
hospitals, accounting firms, and other workplaces
outside the sex industry were not shut down and were
treated differently. In June, the restrictions were lifted,
although it remained unclear whether CSOs’ criticisms
had been influential.
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Some activism and protests erupted around TaiwaneseChinese family links. Affected family members took
the lead in organizing these protests, and their voices
were amplified with the endorsement of Kuomintang
politicians. In what became a controversial move,
certain Chinese nationals with kinship ties to Taiwan
were forbidden from entering the island from late
January 2020 onward. The DPP government initially
attempted to lift the ban in late February, but an
outpouring of negative opinion brought about a policy
U-turn. Protests by the affected families followed, and
the ban was finally lifted in mid-July.

COLLABORATING FOR DISEASE
PREVENTION
Clarity and accuracy of information about the pandemic
has been another focus of emergent civic activism. In
Taiwan’s experience, transparent information has been
necessary to maintain citizens’ trust in the government’s
emergency responses. One of the reasons for Chen
Shih-chung’s surging popularity is that he held daily
press conferences over one hundred consecutive days.

In this period, tuning in to his daily announcements
became an everyday routine that helped people manage
their anxieties. Chen was not a charismatic speaker,
but his willingness and patience to answer all the
reporters’ questions, including some patently hostile
and misinformed ones, made him an effective political
communicator during the crisis.
However, despite officials’ commitment to transparency,
rumors and fears were bound to circulate in the present
age of disinformation. Starting in February, news that
purported to reveal mass deaths in Taiwan began to
spread on several online platforms. Lurid and untrue
information, such as a claim that mass graves had been
dug in many places to bury the dead hastily, went viral.
Additionally, unfounded conspiracy theories were
abundant, for example that officials kept a secret stash of
face masks from which to profiteer during nationwide
rationing. Many of these rumors were found to have
been generated by online chatbots based in China and
deliberately spread by pro-China collaborators based in
Taiwan.
As Western countries later experienced, China’s
propaganda machine was at full throttle, even when
the coronavirus was killing thousands of people on a
daily basis. In response, the Taiwan FactCheck Center
(TFC), a nonprofit set up by communication scholars
and activist journalists, launched a project to monitor
coordinated inauthentic behaviors in cyberspace
and respond with fact-checked clarifications. TFC
attempted to cultivate digital media literacy so that
users were less likely to be misinformed. TFC also
collaborated with Facebook, and as a result, more than
sixty accounts were taken down because of their role in
spreading coronavirus-related disinformation.56
Another area of partnership between the government
and civil society focused on providing information about
the distribution of face masks when the government
began to ration them in February 2020. G0v, an opensource platform for digital activists and programmers,
worked with the government to design several free cell

phone apps that gave real-time information about the
locations of face mask distribution centers and stocks of
masks so that citizens could find and buy their rations.
This collaboration was made possible by Taiwanese
Digital Minister Audrey Tang, a former Silicon Valley
entrepreneur and a pioneer of Taiwan’s civic technology.
It was due to her intervention that software engineers
could access the government’s database and build
accessible platforms for cell phone users.

CONCLUSION
The worldwide coronavirus pandemic is far from over,
and Taiwan’s achievement in containing the virus
remains precarious at best. Yet, Taiwanese civil society
has been an integral part of the country’s effective
strategy for dealing with the unprecedented health
crisis and is an often-ignored source of the island
nation’s resilience.
CSOs can assume different roles vis-à-vis the
government. They can scrutinize the executive’s
policies and raise red flags when those policies have
consequences in the form of human rights violations
or discrimination. Alternatively, CSOs can enter into
partnership with the government to improve legislative
measures. Whether Taiwan’s civic activism can maintain
these two sources of vitality and resourcefulness remains
to be seen for the post-pandemic era.

The coronavirus pandemic has exposed democracies’
vulnerabilities across the globe. Many popularly
elected leaders have either ignored scientific expertise
or hesitated to implement necessary but unpopular
preventive measures for political reasons. Unfortunately,
the universal guarantee of citizens’ rights has often been
abused for frivolous lawsuits, divisive protests, or the
spread of inauthentic information, which all stand
in the way of a coordinated response to the health
emergency. In the spring of 2020, China promoted
the narrative that its decisive yet draconian lockdown
in Wuhan province was instrumental in flattening
the curve of contagion. Yet, Beijing’s claim was met
with universal skepticism because it was precisely the
dictatorial regime’s lack of transparency that had led to
the global spread of the virus.
Authoritarianism is emphatically not a solution to the
common threats that confront human beings, be they
climate change or the coronavirus pandemic. In this
regard, Taiwan’s success story stands out as a vindication
of democracy. Democratically elected leaders are obliged
to abide by the norm of transparency so that official
figures are unlikely to be doctored. What is more, a
vibrant civil society can thrive only in an environment
that fully respects human rights and the rule of law.
As such, while robust and timely government responses
make up the necessary frontline defense against the
coronavirus, CSO efforts embody the resilience that
can sustain a democratic nation over the longer term.
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CHAPTER 3

DARK CLOUDS AND SILVER LININGS:
AUTHORITARIANISM AND CIVIC
ACTION IN INDIA
V IJAYA N M J

The curve of the coronavirus pandemic will likely
flatten sooner or later; the upward curve of
authoritarianism that has effectively used the
pandemic and associated lockdown measures may take
much longer to do the same. In India, the government
converted a health crisis into a law-and-order issue,
and democratic governance slid into a police raj.
The pandemic has helped the executive cover up
misadventures with economic and foreign policies
and gain unchallenged authority under a narrative of
protecting citizens.
In the Indian case, the battle against the pandemic
cannot be separated from the battle to regain
democracy, the rule of law, constitutionalism, and
human rights. Indian civil society has intensified its
actions and been at the forefront of the struggle; in
short, the pandemic has been a game changer for
civic activism. A revival of democracy is needed to
underpin this resurgence of civic action.

ACTIVISTS UNDER ATTACK
The coronavirus hit India gradually but severely. The
country had become a global hot spot for the disease by
September 2020, when India was registering close to
100,000 new cases a day with an exponentially rising
curve of infections that reached 6 million.57 Many
factors have contributed to India’s particular struggles
with the disease: a large population, high-density urban
dwellings that do not allow for physical distancing,
and the fact that India’s impoverished majority simply
does not have the option of sitting at home to ride out
the pandemic.
The Indian government was slow to react. Although the
earliest case of the coronavirus in India was detected in
late January 2020, there was no stringent government
advice of any sort for the public throughout
February and well into March. Many mass religious
congregations and social gatherings were still allowed,
and business went on as usual. International arrivals
were not screened or quarantined, and Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi himself hosted U.S. President
Donald Trump in a large public gathering in the state
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of Gujarat.58 Exactly a month later, on March 24, 2020,
Modi announced a countrywide lockdown.59
Having reacted late, the government moved quickly
into an authoritarian response mode. It amended the
1897 Epidemic Diseases Act to expand the powers of the
central government. The police began intervening on
the streets with striking brutality. Left with no income,
migrant workers started returning to their hometowns
en masse; the police were on the highways and roads
harassing, abusing, and detaining thousands of these
destitute workers.60 At the same time, a handful of progovernment media houses ran a campaign blaming the
Muslim community and, in particular, a sect called
Tablighi Jamaat for spreading “corona jihad” in India.61
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The authoritarian drift entailed a direct attack on civil
society. The government used the lockdown to clamp
down on protests against the controversial, religionbased Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA)—the socalled anti-CAA protests, which had been raging since
November 2019.62 A violent crackdown on Muslim
and Dalit leaders engendered widespread criticism of
the government. Anti-Muslim violence in February
2020 killed fifty-three people.63 The Delhi Minority
Commission reported that the Muslim minority
community had suffered extensive damage to property
and economic losses.64 Despite leaders of the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) being directly linked to
the incitement of violence, no inquiry was initiated.65
Instead, young Muslims and supporters from women’s
groups like Break the Cage were jailed.66
A wider witch hunt began against leading civil rights
activists, linking them to violence at a 2018 celebratory
gathering in the village of Bhima Koregaon.67 Wellknown human rights defenders and public intellectuals
like Anand Teltumbde, Gautam Navlakha, and Hany
Babu were arrested. Activists were jailed under the
draconian Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act,
which gives the government and police the absolute
authority to declare individuals or organizations to be
terrorists and detain them without bail for months or

even years.68 The act was amended in 2019 for these
purposes by the Indian parliament, in which the ruling
coalition enjoys a clear majority.69
More specifically, the government introduced new
restrictions on civil society activism related to the
disputed territory of Jammu and Kashmir and to
rising tensions with Pakistan and China. The national
government and many media houses took the threat of
war as an opportunity to divert attention away from
poor governance and the failure to curb the pandemic.
The government used military casualties—like the June
2020 Galwan Valley tragedy, in which twenty Indian
soldiers were killed by the Chinese People’s Liberation
Army—and so-called coffin nationalism to promote
chest-thumping about a strong ruler and sacrificial
armed forces.70
The territory of Jammu and Kashmir was already
under a militarized lockdown after India revoked the
state’s constitutional autonomy in August 2019.71
Thousands of activists were arrested and jailed under
preventive detention clauses of draconian legislation
like the Public Safety Act and the Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act.72 The government used the pandemic
to double down on these restrictions and impose a neartotal communication ban, despite the requirements of
dealing with the coronavirus.

CIVIL SOCIETY STEPS IN
This creeping authoritarianism did not provide effective
pandemic governance. The Indian government put out
hundreds of often contradictory notifications in quick
succession. The Kerala state government was applauded
for its supportive actions to control the pandemic while
assisting the people, but it was an exception. A survey
of migrant workers found that almost 96 percent had
received no government rations and around 90 percent
of those had also received no wages in the first month
of the lockdown.73 A group study by this author in
working-class areas of New Delhi found a pervasive

sense from the population that the government had
abandoned them and was getting little relief support
out to communities.74 The Indo-Global Social Service
Society, a nongovernmental organization, noted
that government measures were more about exerting
control than about offering democratic responses to
what citizens needed.75
It was in an effort to fill this gap that Indian civil society
began to mobilize. Citizens organized themselves in
thousands of small, local clusters to respond to the
crisis. Organizations of all shapes and sizes stepped in by
arranging for the provision of food, rations, and relief
to migrant workers on national highways and in urban
centers. A May 2020 media survey pointed out that in
two-thirds of India’s mainland states, it was essentially
civic initiatives that had helped feed the poor in the
early phases of the lockdown.76 An area in which the
central and state governments failed and civic actors
made a significant impact was arranging the logistics
and transportation of stranded migrant workers.77
Civic activism focused primarily on providing food
relief, medical assistance, transportation, shelter for
the needy in urban centers, help for the elderly, and
guidelines and alerts in India’s vernacular languages.
Rights-based groups, which have little experience with
relief-based services, repurposed themselves and were
deeply involved in training and delivering assistance on
the ground. The emancipatory role played by religious
bodies, faith-based groups, and secular organizations,
often working hand in hand, sent an important social
message of tolerance.
Another layer of interventions by rights-based civic
groups was composed of consistent responses to
government orders and actions. These responses focused
on the threat to political rights as it became clear that the
government was intent on bypassing the parliament and
democratic norms. Civil society organizations (CSOs)
critically monitored instances in which the government
pushed forward legislative and policy changes that
had nothing to do with the emergency situation.

Enhancing the watchdog role of civil society was no
easy task at a time when veteran public intellectuals and
CSO leaders were being targeted by the government
and even jailed. CSOs stepped up their efforts by filing
legal interventions, using traditional and social media
to counter communal hate propaganda, and issuing
criticisms of the government’s assaults on labor rights
and environmental norms.78
This more political focus included campaigns for
the release of political prisoners like those accused
of involvement in the Bhima Koregaon violence,
the activists behind the anti-CAA protests, or those
implicated in riots in northeast New Delhi. In the early
months of the pandemic, the campaigners demanded
the activists’ release not only for political reasons but
also for fear of them contracting the virus in crowded
jails. In July 2020, veteran teacher and poet Varavara
Rao tested positive for the coronavirus in the Taloba jail
in the state of Maharashtra.79 Under pressure from civil
society, the government shifted him to a private hospital
for better treatment, although as of this writing, the
judiciary has not yet conclusively intervened for his
bail and better medical care. Similarly, leaders of the
anti-CAA protests in the state of Assam, such as Akhil
Gogoi and his colleagues, are at risk of coronavirus
infection while in custody.80
As the human race has faced an unprecedented crisis,
humanism has reemerged through civic interventions.
If it had not been for the collective efforts of people and
civic actors, India would have had substantially more
deaths from the coronavirus.81 This was recognized
by the Policy Commission of the Government of
India, which wrote to thousands of organizations
across the country to thank them for their significant
contributions in organizing relief.
A final feature of CSO action during the lockdown
consisted of new initiatives by peace and justice
movements. People-to-people relationships and track
2 efforts have increased with respect to Jammu and
Kashmir. Civil society ran solidarity gestures—like the
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social media campaign Counting Days, which describes
itself as “dedicated to counting the days of Kashmir
under Indian occupation”—led by young scholars and
artists.82 Engaging use of social media platforms and
messenger services like Facebook, Instagram, Telegram,
and Twitter became the face of campaigns such as
Stand With Kashmir.83 CSOs like the Jammu and
Kashmir Coalition of Civil Society produced impactful
documentation and conducted research and advocacy
with international organizations to counter the military
siege and rights violations by the occupying Indian
forces in the territory.84

ADAPTING TO THE NEW NORMAL

20

After its repurposing in the early stages of the pandemic
to help manage the immediate crisis, Indian civil society
is now engaged in careful reimagining, realigning, and
restrategizing. Civil society has undertaken important
roles during the pandemic and gained in prominence.
CSOs have been able to talk about other crises, like the
climate crisis, alongside the pandemic. Reimagining

labor, livelihoods, and people’s relationships with
nature and natural resources—while pushing forward
alternative visions of education, healthcare, tourism,
and the economy—has become the crux of such
conversations curated by new alliances of CSOs.85
Organized as online meetings and webinars, several
such exercises have enhanced the role of civil society
groups as architects for a different, better future and
have helped CSOs engage with new actors in society.
Technology has played a pivotal role in these
conversations: Zoom and Google meetings, podcasts,
YouTube channels, Facebook Live events, and Instagram
TV broadcasts have helped these discussions and
outreach efforts. Often, this engagement has become
a rallying point for groups that have been advocating
different futures and developmental alternatives. Such
intellectually rich, rejuvenating conversations help
keep the battle for democracy going. In this sense, the
pandemic has opened up new avenues and ambitions
for civic activism as the health crisis has revealed the
failings of existing economic, social, and political
models.

CHAPTER 4

THE CORONAVIRUS AND CIVIC
ACTIVISM IN THE MIDDLE EAST
AND NORTH AFRICA
YOU SS E F C H E R I F, HAFSA HAL AWA , A N D ÖZG E ZİH N İOĞLU

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) has
seen a variety of new trends and responses from civil
society in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic. In the
region’s more populous countries of Egypt, Iraq, and
Turkey, community transmission of the virus has been
consistently high since the first outbreaks in February
2020, while in other, less populated countries, such as
Tunisia, the coronavirus has spread significantly less.86
Iran has had to deal with an especially severe outbreak,
accounting for around half of the entire region’s cases
as of June 2020.87 Among the region’s Gulf countries,
Saudi Arabia has been hit the hardest.
Governments across the region took decisive measures
to restrict movement and slow the spread of the virus.
Although these measures have gradually been lifted,
the MENA region stands deeply changed as a result of
the pandemic.88 In response, civil society has mobilized
in many new, collaborative, and critical ways. Yet, this
upgraded civic activism has not been strong enough to
counter existing authoritarian dynamics, which were
given a further boost by the pandemic.

PANDEMIC REPURPOSING
In Tunisia, national and local civil society organizations
(CSOs) of all types, including those with little to no
prior experience in public health, mobilized their
members and resources to fight the coronavirus. Some
groups staged campaigns to raise awareness about the
virus and disinfect public spaces. Others imported
medical equipment from abroad or distributed it to
health centers across the country. Some CSOs became
gatekeepers to public and private buildings, either by
monitoring civilians in lines or by drawing signs on the
ground to denote recommended physical distancing.
Others supported hospitals and health administrations
by responding to phone calls to avoid congestion on
help lines. These CSOs also raised funds for charities
and social services dedicated to families in need.
Many CSOs shifted their activities toward the crisis
response. Among those working with foreign donors,
some CSOs asked to reallocate funds from their initial
purpose to serve crisis-response activities instead—
and a few donors agreed.89 The Tunisian government
was ambivalent toward these CSOs but accepted their
cooperation, even with political organizations that are
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traditionally hostile to the government. But at the local
level, elected authorities were eager to work with the
groups and even assigned specific tasks to CSOs for
collaboration with municipalities.90
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In Turkey, after the government’s March 2020 call
for people to stay at home, CSOs quickly mobilized
to provide basic needs to furloughed workers, day
laborers, and others who had lost their income and had
no safety net under the lockdown. Local municipalities,
mostly in cooperation with charities, were also quick
to organize food banks and successfully mobilized the
public in their areas. These forms of in-kind support
and volunteerism became important tools, particularly
after the government froze the donation campaigns
of opposition-led municipalities and launched its
own campaign with the slogan “We are self-sufficient,
my Turkey.”91 At the same time, new civic initiatives
emerged to connect those in need directly with
potential donors. One group of activists launched
the Citizen Solidarity Network, which lists and maps
public support and volunteer networks, organizations,
and initiatives across Turkey.
Egypt has always had a strong charitable network,
despite recent crackdowns on civic engagement.92
Civic groups mobilized this network, particularly
during Ramadan, and stepped up to support civilians
affected by the government’s halting of all traditional
support activities such as the provision of iftar meals.
Egypt is one of the most difficult places in the world
for civic activity because of highly restrictive laws
governing CSOs; as a result, citizens found their own
space and created their own discussions on social
media. Unorganized and not led by any particular
movement or civil society, ordinary citizens used
online platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and
Twitter to voice their complaints and tell stories of
engagement with the public health sector during the
crisis. In Algeria, several local organizations worked
to distribute food and support the health sector.93

In Iran, the context for civil society is more strained.
Faced with the early and rampant spread of the virus at
a time rife with antigovernment protests, Iranians were
challenged by a lack of wide-scale access to information
about the virus, the pandemic, and the government’s
response. The country has seen not only the highest
number of cases per capita in the region but also the
highest number of deaths—all in a short period of time
and much earlier than the rest of the region.94
Elsewhere across the region, the coronavirus has been a
major test for civil society in countries in conflict. The
full extent of the pandemic’s impact on communities
in Libya, Syria, and Yemen is unknown due to a lack of
transparency about ongoing conflicts and a severe lack
of testing capabilities to officially record the spread of
the virus.95 Iraq is ill equipped to manage the public
health crisis due to fallout from the war against the selfproclaimed Islamic State.96 Over 1 million internally
displaced people—according to official figures—are
stuck in camps that have limited medical services;
even the best camps are unprepared to deal with the
community spread of the virus.97
Religious organizations in Iraq have become
increasingly active in the country’s health response,
with the Marjaiya, or senior Shia clergy, in Najaf
directing significant funds and healthcare support
toward the crisis.98 Armed nonstate actors led by the
Popular Mobilization Forces have played a part in
the coronavirus response by setting up awareness
campaigns for their fighters and providing healthcare
treatment in some parts of the country,99 although
human rights activists have warned of the sectarian
nature of this support.100 CSOs working in parts of
Iraq that were liberated during the war against the
Islamic State have shifted their focus to work primarily
on the pandemic response by supporting displaced and
host communities with much-needed aid from the
international humanitarian sector.101

CRITICISM OF POOR GOVERNANCE
Alongside providing practical health support, civil
society actors across the MENA region have become
more critical and outspoken toward governments,
whose inaction in response to the pandemic has
yielded tragic consequences. In Egypt and Iraq, in
particular, poor governance and weak public services
have been the norm for some time. As a result, civil
society has long been the stopgap to support civilians
in local communities. These countries’ responses to
the pandemic have been no different. Civil society has
exposed the authorities’ bad decisionmaking and lack
of preparation for the crisis. Although both countries
have experienced a slow spread of the virus, there has
been little attempt by the government of either state to
prepare for the inevitable peak of infections.
As a consequence, despite being afforded time, the
Iraqi and Egyptian public health sectors reached their
limits. In Iraq, hospitals struggled to deal with the virus
amid a sweltering summer, reduced access to electricity,
and a shortage of ventilators.102 Egypt took weeks to
expand its coronavirus treatment capabilities from
thirty selected hospitals to all 320 public hospitals; in
the meantime, Cairo ordered private-sector healthcare
to step in and support the public response.103 The
Egyptian healthcare system was quickly overwhelmed,
and despite the severe closure of civic space, doctors
spoke up and became the voices of citizens and fellow
healthcare workers vis-à-vis the government.104
Throughout the pandemic, Egypt’s doctors’ syndicate
has published scathing attacks on the government for
its inadequate response to the crisis and decried the
lack of personal protective equipment for healthcare
workers. The protests and occasional strikes by
doctors and healthcare workers have been justified:
over one hundred doctors in Egypt had died from the
virus as of June 2020.105 The syndicate has become
an increasingly influential and distinctive part of
Egyptian civil society.

In Turkey, the coronavirus struck amid an economic
crisis. Fearful of further economic losses and with
inflation and unemployment rates already soaring,
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan imposed only
a partial lockdown to protect economic activity in key
industries, such as construction and manufacturing.
This interest-led response sparked reactions by various
groups. The Turkish Medical Association criticized the
government’s delay in closing Turkey’s border with
Iran and its failure to extend quarantine restrictions
to incoming travelers. The association made repeated
calls on the government to restrict mobility further and
provide more support for hospitals.
Factory and construction workers took action with
strikes and protests against insufficient health measures
in their workplaces and, in some cases, against being
forced to work despite reported cases of the coronavirus
on site. Trade unions were also active during this
period. The two major civil society actors, the Union
of Chambers of Turkish Engineers and Architects and
the Turkish Medical Association, collected thousands
of signatures for a joint statement that called on the
government to halt all nonessential economic activity
and provide financial support to small retailers, workers,
and disadvantaged groups.106
Another reaction to the government’s handling of
the outbreak came from students. The shifting dates
of the university entrance exam frustrated students.107
They reacted first during a June 26, 2020, livestreamed
videoconference with Erdoğan, which has received
428,000 dislikes on YouTube as of this writing.108 This
was followed by a hashtag campaign, #OyMoyYok
(No Votes for You), which became a trending topic on
Twitter in Turkey.
In Algeria, the pandemic sowed seeds of division
among the organizers of an opposition protest
movement dubbed the Hirak. Some protest leaders
felt that the coronavirus pandemic was a looming
catastrophe and called for an end to the weekly sit-ins

23

and demonstrations, which have regularly gathered
thousands of Algerians. But others kept up their
protests against the authoritarian system, corruption,
and bad infrastructure and urged the movement to
continue. Some leaders were therefore willing to
postpone their demands and focus on the pandemic,
but others continued to protest for a change of regime.

AUTHORITARIANISM AND THE
PANDEMIC
The MENA region has experienced differing levels
of authoritarianism as a result of the coronavirus,
depending mainly on how authoritarian each country
was before the outbreak.
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Egypt remains one of the most frequent jailers of
journalists in the world, alongside China and Turkey.
For years since coming to power, Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi has continuously cracked down
on all forms of expression and severely restricted the
space for civil society. The coronavirus pandemic has
not changed this course of repressive action; rather, the
crackdown has continued against journalists and social
media users and even expanded to ensnare healthcare
officials.109 Several doctors have been arrested during
the pandemic for publicly criticizing the government’s
coronavirus response.110 Even former grand mufti
of Al-Azhar Ali Gomaa entered the debate, claiming
doctors on strike were akin to “murderers.”111 Young,
female users of TikTok have also become targets for
the regime: some were jailed for “inciting debauchery”
even as a wave of activism on gender rights swept the
country and the Egyptian diaspora.112
The security apparatus has appeared more concerned
with imposing its continued strict control over civil
society actors, and over civic engagement more broadly,
than with enforcing compliance with coronavirus
measures in public.113 Notably, Egypt is one of the few
countries in the region that has not passed temporary
release measures for prisoners to stem the spread of the

virus in jails.114
Even during the pandemic, Egypt has continued its
assault on freedoms. The government has amended
or extended several laws, including an emergency law
related to the coronavirus, to give more administrative
power to the presidency.115 Cairo has also changed
antiterrorism legislation to enable authorities to register
political prisoners as terrorists.116 And the government
has cited the pandemic as a reason to close public
viewings of parliamentary sessions, including one in
July 2020 in which the legislature voted to approve
military action in Libya.117
Government responses brought about renewed protests
in Iran and Iraq, too. In Iran, U.S.-imposed sanctions
have posed significant challenges to the country’s overall
response to the coronavirus as Iranians have little access
to outside support. As economic conditions have
worsened during the pandemic, strikes and protests
have been recorded across Iran, notably among factory,
coal mine, and healthcare workers.118 Anecdotal (and
unverified) reports suggest that repressive measures by
the state to quell demonstrations and strikes, seen in
the pre-pandemic protest movement, continue.119
In Iraq, a revolutionary movement had been active
since October 2019 across the southern, heavily
Shia-populated parts of the country. In the months
before the coronavirus outbreak, governance had been
effectively suspended while political elites jostled to
form a new government. When the pandemic hit,
protesters retreated from the streets, and marches came
to a halt.120 Yet, protest camps in the heart of major
cities, such as Baghdad and Nasiriya, remained active
as supporters continued to provide medical personal
protective equipment for those who stayed.
The Iraqi government’s pandemic response has exposed
a crumbling institutional infrastructure amid the public
health crisis, and protests resumed in July 2020 only to
be met again with state-sponsored violence.121 In the
weeks before, a prominent Iraqi security expert and

writer was assassinated outside his home in Baghdad,
causing uproar among civic actors.122 Since then,
several young Iraqi protesters have been assassinated—
allegedly by militia groups—sparking outrage and
resurrecting the initial anger in the protest movement.
Despite a new prime minister and government and
their promises for accountability and justice, the habits
of Iraq’s security services and armed nonstate actors
continue unchecked, hindering civil society’s ability
to do its work and increasing the motivation of the
protest movement.123
In Turkey, state repression has been mounting since
the 2013 Gezi Park protests and, especially, the 2016
failed coup attempt. The government’s intolerance of
any dissent has continued throughout the pandemic.
A pertinent example concerns the media. According
to one account, judicial action was taken against
thirty journalists between March 11—when the first
coronavirus case in Turkey was announced—and May
1, 2020.124 Ten of these journalists were taken into
custody, and one was arrested. Some of this action was
taken after news reports challenged official coronavirus
figures. Journalists were often charged with provoking
the public and inciting public fear and panic.
Also, various union leaders and members have been
detained as a result of their protests, statements, and
social media posts.125 In July 2020, the government
passed a law to change the structure and elections of
bar associations to allow for multiple bar associations
in large provinces where existing associations are
critical of the government. The changes enable progovernment lawyers to form their own associations.
In protest, several bar association presidents began
what they called a defense march to Ankara after the
government’s plans were announced in late May. The
police intervened, and several lawyers participating in
the march were detained.
In Algeria, authorities used the pandemic to suppress
the opposition and end the Hirak protest movement.126
Several opposition activists were arrested and are still

in jail as of this writing. When some of the Hirak
organizers refused to stop the movement in March,
fissures appeared in their ranks. The activists ended up
halting the protests, but their initial hesitation made
them prey to the propaganda of the authorities just as
Algeria became a coronavirus epicenter in Africa: the
activists were called chaos spreaders and foreign agents.
But even as the Hirak dwindled, the authorities were
unable to stop the coronavirus outbreak.
As in other reflections on civil society and
democratization, Tunisia is the outlier in the region. At
the start of the crisis, Tunis enacted emergency laws,
which led to fears that either the government or the
security services would exploit the pandemic to derail
the democratic system.127 When the government
established a fund to help coronavirus victims, it
disregarded CSO calls to monitor its work, raising
questions about transparency. However, as the curve of
coronavirus infections flattened, the emergency powers
given to the prime minister were revoked. It became
clear that neither he nor the so-called securocrats
fighting against him had used the prerogatives given to
them by the parliament to expand their reach.

CONCLUSION
The coronavirus pandemic has exposed the weak
institutional infrastructures, ailing public health
systems, and fragile economies of several countries
across the Middle East and North Africa. No country—
whatever its wealth or current state of conflict—has
been immune to the outbreak or the economic and
social fallout from the virus and the global economic
downturn. Some states have responded by increasing
crackdowns and pressure on civil society. But there
have also been instances of welcome support from
online and offline civic actors in the production of
personal protective equipment, healthcare support,
service delivery, and other, more traditional forms of
charity work.
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Nevertheless, the region has not seen significant
challenges to regime power as an immediate result
of the pandemic—even in countries such as Algeria,
Iran, and Iraq that are experiencing active, wide-scale
protests. However, this may change as the longer-term
impacts of the pandemic and the uncertain regional
and global recovery begin to hit citizens on a larger
scale. The effects of lockdowns, curfews, and halted
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economic activity will take some time to manifest
themselves as states balance the need for austerity
measures to curb government spending with efforts to
provide safety nets for those who are most vulnerable
and disproportionately affected by the pandemic. As
the probability of poverty and economic insecurity
increases, the risk of social unrest and prolonged
challenges to regime stability becomes more potent.

CHAPTER 5

CIVIL SOCIETY VERSUS
AUTHORITARIANS IN EASTERN
EUROPE AND CENTRAL ASIA
ROSTI S L AV VALVO DA

The public health response and emergency assistance in
a pandemic are hardly roles for civil society, yet across
Eastern Europe and Central Asia, it is civil society that
has risen to the occasion by providing critical assistance
where authorities have failed to act. Civic activists,
university students, small businesses, and other groups
refocused almost overnight to respond to new needs
in their communities, filling the gaps in services their
governments would not provide. Detached from the
concerns of ordinary people, the region’s autocrats have
handled the pandemic worse than some neighboring
democracies, and this failure has significantly damaged
their credibility. At the same time, the swift response
and practical assistance provided by civic groups have
boosted their reputation and given rise to a sense of
solidarity in society that is proving troublesome for
the autocrats.

severity of the virus or denied its existence in their
countries even as cases continued to rise. In Central
Asia, Turkmenistan was reporting zero cases of the
coronavirus at the height of the pandemic, and
President Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov suggested
inhaling the smoke from burning a native grass to
ward off infection.128 Belarusian President Alexander
Lukashenko famously recommended vodka, the
fresh air of a tractor ride, and a steam in the sauna as
coronavirus curatives.129 His dismissive response to
the virus proved a grave misstep and was among the
factors that drew people to the streets in protest after
the August 9, 2020, presidential election. Although
Russian President Vladimir Putin did not dispense
folk remedies, Russian hospitals were desperately
short of equipment to treat those infected, and anyone
who criticized the medical system risked retribution
from authorities.

PANDEMIC RESPONSES

In the absence of sufficient official responses, civil
society has stepped in to compensate for the shortfall
with aid and volunteering. Civil society organizations
(CSOs) sourced protective gear and medical equipment
for overrun hospital staff. They also delivered food

Decaying post-Soviet healthcare systems were woefully
ill equipped for the coronavirus crisis after thirty years
of neglect and corruption. Autocrats downplayed the
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and other essentials to those most vulnerable to the
disease and the immediate economic downturn that
resulted from the lockdowns eventually put in place.
In many cases, civil society took the lead in spreading
public health information and fighting dangerous
disinformation about the virus. CSOs used creative
campaigning to crowdfund and cooperated with local
businesses and the information technology (IT) sector
to quickly set up platforms providing everything from
distance learning to crisis interventions for victims of
domestic violence.
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In early April 2020, a group of Belarusian activists
organized a crowdfunding campaign to buy, collect, and
distribute medical and protective equipment for health
professionals and other frontline workers fighting the
coronavirus. The group, called ByCovid19, is led by
experienced civil society activists but also attracted
many volunteers who were new to this kind of civic
engagement and were inspired to help in the crisis. The
confidence that society gained from self-reliance during
the pandemic contributed to an atmospheric shift in
Belarus, where unprecedented mass demonstrations
demanding the ouster of Lukashenko have since swept
the country.

group’s crowdfunding campaign attracted donations
from at home and abroad, raising $2,000 in a matter
of weeks—a sizable amount in Tajikistan, where the
average monthly income is less than $150 and a culture
of charity donations is not well established. With these
funds, the activists bought and delivered food and
hygiene products for several hundred people.
In Russia, human rights activists teamed up with IT
specialists, creatives, psychologists, and journalists to
create digital resources on community building and
mutual aid for local, independent volunteers who
want to help their neighbors. In the city of Perm, a
consortium of civic groups united under the name
SOSedi, a Russian portmanteau for “SOS neighbors,”
to provide information and resources on how to safely
help the elderly, single parents, and those who were sick
or quarantined. Under the tagline “In Perm we are all
neighbors,” the groups designed posters and leaflets
with public health information that volunteers could
print out and post in their neighborhoods and online.
In partnership with an e-shop, SOSedi launched a
platform that allowed people to donate toward grocery
orders for those in need.

Like other civil society activists across the region, the
leaders of ByCovid19 pivoted their focus and reached
out to new sectors like IT and the business community
to offer mutual aid in a time of crisis, filling the gaps
where their governments had fallen disgracefully short.
Civic groups quickly reorganized to deliver food and
medicine to the elderly, support small businesses unable
to operate during lockdowns, provide psychological
counseling and other social services, ensure IT
infrastructure and connectivity for children learning
from home, and help hospitals in desperate need
of equipment.

As the coronavirus crisis deepened, legal associations
and human rights organizations that normally
provided legal advocacy to victims of human rights
abuses by government officials expanded their services
to the broader public. Agora, a Russian human rights
organization that usually focused on the legal defense
of journalists, artists, activists, and other persecuted
groups and on the state’s abuse of power in the court
system, began offering legal and tax assistance to small
businesses that were struggling during lockdowns.130
This gesture of solidarity with larger society has
strengthened the organization’s support base in its
community and boosted an already strong reputation.

In Tajikistan, the Office of Civil Freedoms, a group
normally focused on protecting the rights of military
conscripts, launched Help Us Help, an initiative to
provide food and other essentials to those in need. The

Similarly, in Azerbaijan, where the government’s belated
assistance for those who had lost their livelihoods
as a result of the pandemic proved overwhelmingly
bureaucratic, a group of human rights lawyers created

an ad hoc organization to help people navigate the
benefits system. The group was quickly inundated with
requests for help, and this service for the broader public
has laid a foundation for trust in the lawyers.
As CSOs have regrouped and joined different types
of initiatives for the first time, a new dynamism has
appeared in the sector. Experienced activists and
first-time volunteers alike have grown their networks
and deepened their experiences in civic engagement.
When life increasingly moved online to accommodate
physical distancing, civic groups began cooperating
with the tech sector in new and interesting ways.
Because of the need for private donations to fund
mutual aid initiatives, the pandemic has been a catalyst
for forging new connections between civil society and
private businesses.
Despite the economic hardships that have hit businesses
and individuals, civic groups in Russia have reported
that their donations have grown during the pandemic
as the crisis has helped foster solidarity and charitable
giving. One media outlet that pairs its multimedia
storytelling about social problems with a platform for
collecting donations reported a significant increase in
donations at the height of the pandemic.

CRACKING DOWN AND CO-OPTING
While some civic initiatives launched in response to
the pandemic had a meaningful impact on both the
civic sector and society as a whole, others, especially
in Russia and Azerbaijan, were stopped in their tracks
by authorities. In the initial stages of the pandemic,
authorities reacted especially severely to initiatives
related to the healthcare sector, which they perceived
as challenges to the state’s authority. By contrast, selfhelp and horizontal aid cooperation—providing food
to the elderly and the like—were generally allowed. As
the pandemic developed, however, authorities used it
as a pretext to crack down on civic activists generally.

In Russia, activists and health workers alike faced
retaliation for drawing public attention to inadequate
supplies of medical equipment. As the Human Rights
Watch regional director documented, “instead of
listening to health workers’ legitimate concerns about
safety and trying to address them, employers and
officials in some cases disciplined or even prosecuted
them for speaking out.”131 Anastasia Vasilyeva, the
head of a doctors’ union, who was critical of the
government’s response to the coronavirus crisis, was
arrested and convicted of violating lockdown orders
while attempting to deliver medical equipment to
hospitals in Russia’s regions.132 A well-known activist
from the town of Kolomna, just south of Moscow,
who began collecting money and equipment for a local
hospital was threatened by security service officers, who
accused him of spreading panic. The local hospital that
would have benefited from his donation was similarly
pressured by the security apparatus to refuse his help.
In Azerbaijan, where crackdowns on civic activism are
even harsher than in other autocracies in the region,
several decentralized communities formed on Facebook
to provide mutual aid, but authorities were very
sensitive to any overt campaigning or collective actions
related to the coronavirus crisis. For example, a group
of volunteers was detained and fined for trying to hang
signs and distribute flyers with reliable information on
how to prevent the spread of the disease. Early in the
lockdown, authorities in Azerbaijan took advantage of
the opportunity to arrest several opposition politicians
for alleged quarantine violations.133
In Tajikistan, authorities accused activists who were
providing public health information of spreading
panic and threatened them with arrest. Independent
journalists and vloggers attempting to report the
facts about the pandemic have been arrested, beaten,
and intimidated and had their credentials revoked.134
In Uzbekistan, the government issued a blanket ban
on humanitarian activities, citing the potential for
volunteerism to add to the spread of coronavirus, but
later invited groups that wanted to help distribute food
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and supplies to join a government-run consortium
whose activities could be closely monitored.

LONG-TERM CONSEQUENCES
Beyond governments’ botched handling of the public
health crisis, a lack of policies to soften the economic
blow caused by the pandemic has further heightened
mistrust of authorities and dented the legitimacy
of the region’s autocrats. Conversely, as civil society
continues to help those affected by the pandemic,
grow its networks, and build its social capital, there is a
clear potential for CSOs to expand their influence and
credibility in society.
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In Russia, Putin’s position has been significantly
undermined by poor handling of the pandemic. When
the Kremlin arrested the governor of the far-eastern
Khabarovsk region in July 2020, thousands of people
took to the streets against the move in protests that
were unprecedented for the region in pre-pandemic
times. The crucial question is whether the expanded
networks that civil society has formed during the crisis
will crystallize into a challenge that can take advantage
of these cracks in the regime’s legitimacy.
The Khabarovsk demonstrations may be an early sign
that the mixture of dissatisfaction with the authorities’
incompetence during the crisis and the sense of
empowerment gained from the experience of mutual
aid and self-reliance is translating into political action. If
so, it would not be the first time that this phenomenon
has occurred in Russia. Droves of volunteers mobilized
and self-organized as wildfires raged in 2010, and the
connections they made laid the groundwork for broader
public support for the wave of protests that started in
2011 calling for fair elections.
The consequences of inept handling of the pandemic are
perhaps most apparent in Belarus, where Lukashenko’s
ludicrous response to the public health crisis was one

factor that led to the first real threat in his twenty-sixyear reign. The official incompetence and apparent
disregard for people’s suffering fueled broad popular
discontent before the disputed presidential election,
which is widely recognized to have been fraudulent.
Lukashenko’s handling of the pandemic had dealt a
serious blow to his legitimacy even before the election.
But it was the brutality of the postelection crackdown
and torture of detained demonstrators, photos of
which spread rapidly on social media, that galvanized
broader society to join calls for him to step down.
Opposition to Lukashenko included factory and public
transportation workers and even some members of the
security apparatus and others who were traditionally
loyal to the president. Multiple segments of society
were emboldened by a confidence and a sense of
unity that had been reinvigorated by the surge in civic
engagement in response to the pandemic.
The coronavirus crisis has allowed CSOs to prove to
communities that they are capable of rapidly mobilizing
resources and alleviating suffering through collective
action. Civic groups can now build on this trust through
continued engagement in mutual aid initiatives. They
can then leverage this bolstered confidence to push
for more ambitious change on an ever more systemic
level. As civil society matures, expands its horizontal
networks, and becomes more self-assured, tensions will
inevitably grow between populations and the paralyzed
regimes of corrupt elites, which are increasingly out
of touch and out of step. The pandemic has brought
this conflict into focus and may well prove a factor in
intensifying it.
How the confrontation plays out will depend on how
harshly the elites are prepared to crack down on dissent,
on the one hand, and how emancipated, skilled, and
numerous the civic-minded part of society becomes,
on the other. What will come of the revived civic
engagement that has followed the global coronavirus
pandemic will be a central question of this decade.

CHAPTER 6

THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS AS
AN OPPORTUNITY IN UKRAINE
NATA L I A S HAPOVALOVA

After Ukraine registered its first confirmed case of
the coronavirus in early March 2020, the country’s
government introduced quarantine measures; banned
mass gatherings; restricted freedom of movement;
closed educational institutions and sports, cultural,
and entertainment venues; and limited the provision
of healthcare, social, and administrative services. These
measures were gradually lifted starting in May 2020.
The government did not introduce a state of emergency,
but many critical voices, including from civil society,
questioned the constitutionality of the restrictions.
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, who was
elected in April 2019 in a landslide victory, has continued
to lose popularity. Public trust in him fell from 62
percent in December 2019 to 44 percent in July 2020,
according to surveys by the Democratic Initiatives
Foundation, a nongovernmental organization.135 This
trend is only partly related to the government’s crisis
response, however, and stems more from a persistent
pattern of stalled reforms and corruption.

RESPONDING TO THE CRISIS
The coronavirus pandemic has mobilized Ukrainian
civil society, which has redirected its focus and resources
to deal with the new crisis. To a large extent, civil society
organizations (CSOs) have replicated the experience of
volunteerism, crowdsourcing, and cooperation with
business that they gained during the 2013 Euromaidan
antigovernment protests and the 2014–2015 security
crisis, in which civil society self-organized to protect
civic space, democracy, and statehood and filled gaps
left by the state.136 Much of this activism has been local,
fluid, and flexible.137
In addition, surveys suggest that most established CSOs
have changed their activities during the pandemic to
become the backbone of civil society’s response to the
emergency.138 The coronavirus crisis has modified the
ways in which CSOs operate; most importantly, many
civic groups have switched to an emergency mode
and quickly reoriented their activities to respond to
emerging needs in the healthcare sector. Many CSOs
have joined efforts with businesses and local authorities
to fight the virus. Several new civic initiatives have been
established to respond to new needs.
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In a survey of seventy-five representatives of CSOs
conducted by the Democratic Initiatives Foundation
in April 2020, half of the respondents agreed that
the pandemic had multiplied social capital, including
people-to-people connections, solidarity, and mutual
trust, and helped develop skills and technologies of selforganization.139 The survey shows that civil society has
recognized new opportunities for fostering community
development through the use of digital technologies,
helping vulnerable groups, offering counseling, and
combating fake news.
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During the 2014–2015 security crisis, Ukrainian civil
society substituted itself for the state by providing the
security and defense sectors with essential supplies
of military equipment.140 In much the same way, in
2020, civil society has provided hospitals with critical
equipment, such as ventilators, oxygen, and personal
protective equipment, as well as various services for
healthcare staff, like transportation and free meals.141
Civil society has also given a voice to medical workers
who blew the whistle about the low preparedness of
their healthcare institutions and ineffective public
spending on the coronavirus response.
This strategy of helping Ukraine’s weak healthcare
system to deal with the pandemic was crucial to boost
the country’s resilience during the first weeks and
months of the crisis. A crucial issue is whether civil
society actors can apply the social capital they have
built up during the emergency response to influence
Ukraine’s broader reform process. There, the question
is whether CSOs can engage in implementing and
monitoring ongoing healthcare reforms and strengthen,
rather than replace, the state.
Similarly, civil society efforts have emerged or been
reinvigorated to help the most vulnerable, such as the
elderly, the homeless, people with disabilities, minority
groups, and conflict-affected populations, by providing
them with essential goods and services during the
pandemic. Ukraine’s coronavirus crisis has also revealed
the weakness of the country’s social protection system,

including social services. It remains to be seen whether
service providers that work with vulnerable groups can
seize the moment to advocate more radical change of
the social protection system.
An important dimension of civil society activity has
consisted of raising awareness about the pandemic
and disputing disinformation. Providing reliable
information on the pandemic has become the main
activity of many Ukrainian CSOs.142 This trend puts
Ukraine in line with many other countries around the
globe in which civil society has played a key role in
providing timely and reliable information about the
virus and response measures.
At the same time, many civil society watchdogs have
continued their activities by closely monitoring how
the state has responded to the crisis and advocating
changes when the watchdogs have deemed a state
response to be disproportionate or not based on a
law. CSOs have also closely tracked the ways in which
the government has redirected public spending to
emergent needs.143 Despite restrictions on the freedom
of movement, citizens have organized protests to
protect their interests or respond to perceived injustices
in coronavirus-related assistance measures.

FILLING GAPS LEFT BY THE
GOVERNMENT
Ukrainian civil society has mobilized to respond to the
coronavirus crisis to compensate for the government’s
failure to prepare for a health emergency and a
subsequent socioeconomic crisis. CSOs have provided
services and supplies for the healthcare system and
vulnerable groups, filling a gap left by the government
across Ukraine. In doing so, many civil society actors
have cooperated closely with businesses and coordinated
their activities with authorities. National, regional,
and local authorities have recognized the power of
civil society by working with it to channel private and
corporate resources to plug the gaps.

From within the president’s office, Ukraine’s Anticrisis
Headquarters selected Odesa charity Monsters
Corporation, which had helped healthcare institutions
and vulnerable people before the pandemic, to
distribute corporate donations to hospitals and clinics.
In less than a month, the charity had accumulated
349 million hryvnia ($12.3 million), of which 302
million hryvnia ($10.6 million) was spent on medical
equipment, protective gear, and medicines.144 In
cooperation with local businesses and authorities, the
charity continued to raise funds to supply healthcare
institutions in the Odesa region.145
Many existing CSOs seized the moment and redirected
their efforts to provide coronavirus-related support by
establishing broad coalitions, including with businesses.
In the city of Poltava, four CSOs, among them a charity
and a local business association, established the Poltava
Volunteer Group to support local hospitals, healthcare
workers, the elderly, and people with disabilities who
live alone.146 The group mobilized volunteers and
crowdfunded to pursue their goals.147
In Kyiv, volunteers who had known each other
since 2013–2014 united into the Kyiv Volunteer
Headquarters.148 The group was initiated by a
businessman and an adviser to the city’s mayor.149 The
volunteers collaborated closely with local authorities
and businesses and crowdsourced to provide hospital
supplies, protective equipment, transportation, food,
and other services for healthcare workers and those
in need.
CSOs in Lviv joined forces with local businesses and
authorities to create the platform STOP COVID-19,
which collected data and supplied local hospitals with
the most urgent protective clothing and equipment.150
Local volunteer initiatives built broad networks
with healthcare institutions, based on some insider
knowledge of the healthcare system. This may serve as
a building block for civic actors to engage as watchdogs
in Ukraine’s ongoing healthcare reform.

CSOs representing patients extended their work to
support healthcare workers and institutions.151 Because
of the pandemic, some groups used crowdsourcing
strategies to collect contributions, making their work
more recognizable in the community. By establishing
contacts with businesses and healthcare institutions,
CSOs also expanded their social capital networks,
enabling them to advance their missions in the future.
One of the most popular volunteer initiatives at the
community level across Ukraine was Give a Medic
a Lift. This helped healthcare workers get to their
workplaces when public transportation was suspended.
Volunteers coordinated their efforts on social media.152
Taxi services provided free transportation for healthcare
workers in various cities in partnership with CSOs.
Companies swiftly increased the scope of their
corporate social responsibility programs to respond to
new needs. As of early May 2020, Ukrainian business
actors had dedicated an estimated 2 billion hryvnia
($71 million) to fighting the virus. Large and small
businesses contributed, often in cooperation with civil
society.153 Working with local social services, a retail
network provided food packages for the elderly across
Ukraine. A Kharkiv information technology (IT)
cluster whose mission is to promote a favorable business
environment for IT companies launched a project to
gather donations and provide medical supplies for local
hospitals and help the elderly in cooperation with local
charities.154 Trade unions and associations also allocated
resources to emergency assistance; for example, trade
unions of penitentiary workers offered funds to supply
prison staff with personal protective equipment.
Many CSOs and volunteers focused on supporting
older people. Civic initiatives emerged online to
organize food and medicine deliveries to older people
living alone and others in vulnerable situations.
Activists created an online platform called Solidarity,
which connected volunteers and people in need.155
Many existing CSOs and civic activists used social
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media, mostly Facebook, to crowdsource to deliver
food packages and medicines to the elderly.

called Scientific Method to promote science-based
information about the coronavirus.162

Civil society also mobilized to support vulnerable and
marginalized groups that had suffered from exclusion
and discrimination before the pandemic and were
then left behind in the state’s response to it, such as
the homeless, Romani communities, people with
disabilities, and vulnerable children. In Kyiv, where
there are tens of thousands of homeless people,
including those who became homeless when they
lost their jobs or when intercity transportation was
suspended, charities and volunteers coordinated their
efforts to supply food, water, information, and shelter.156
In the city of Vinnytsia, a CSO partnered with local
authorities to provide food and health information for
people living on the street.157 Other CSOs offered food,
personal protective equipment, hygiene items, and
health information to Romani communities.158

Some CSOs focused on delivering timely and
reliable information to vulnerable groups. Romani
organizations translated information into the Romani
language and spread it to Romani communities
through social media.163 A CSO coalition that protects
the rights of people with learning disabilities launched
a project to produce distilled information about the
coronavirus.164

When movement across the contact line between
government-controlled Ukraine and separatistheld territory in the country’s east was suspended,
humanitarian organizations were the only ones to help
conflict-affected populations stuck at crossing points.159
These organizations provided people with food,
medicines, shelter, and information and advocated
on their behalf to ease movement through the areas
affected by the conflict.
CSOs launched coronavirus-specific fact-checking
initiatives to debunk false information and conspiracy
theories about the virus and monitor the media. The
group Detector Media created entertaining video
content with the hashtag #сидивдома (stay at home)
to raise awareness about the coronavirus, teach critical
thinking, and distinguish reputable from fake news.160
VoxCheck, a CSO initiative that fact-checked the
speeches of Ukrainian politicians, identified incorrect
information and provided verified briefings about the
pandemic in cooperation with Facebook’s International
Fact-Checking Network.161 A CSO that aims to
popularize science in Ukraine launched a project

WATCHING THE STATE
Although the bulk of Ukraine’s civic activism has focused
on filling gaps left by the government, many CSOs have
continued to perform their function as watchdogs and
advocate policy change. Human rights organizations
have monitored the impact of the coronavirus and the
government’s response and called for modifications.
The government adopted many measures in an
emergency mode without prior consultation with
stakeholders such as civil society, which has contested
several of the measures. CSOs have monitored how
restrictions on the freedom of movement have affected
the human rights of conflict-affected populations and
the residents of occupied Crimea. Civic groups have
also fought strategic cases in the courts and lobbied the
authorities to change course. This led the government
to introduce humanitarian exceptions for crossings
between government-controlled and occupied parts of
Ukraine and modify its overly restrictive approach.
Despite quarantine measures in detention facilities,
human rights CSOs have managed to remotely
monitor the situation of detainees and the preparedness
of Ukraine’s prison system to deal with the pandemic.
Several CSOs have continued to provide legal
consultations for citizens, including on labor rights
issues, which have become more acute during the
coronavirus crisis. When schools were closed to prevent
the spread of the virus, organizations for people with

disabilities called for children with disabilities to be
included in distance learning and for the education
process to be adapted to their needs.165
Ukraine’s anticorruption watchdogs have extended
their activities to monitor coronavirus-related policy
developments and spending at the national and local
levels. In Kharkiv, for example, CSOs and volunteers
highlighted the ineffective use of coronavirus funds
for hospitals, purchases of supplies at high prices,
and increased spending on non-coronavirus-related
construction projects under the city’s budget.166
Patients’ rights CSOs warned about the delayed public
procurement of life-saving medicines by the Ministry
of Health.167
Protests have continued during the pandemic
despite a ban on mass gatherings. Nationalist groups
demonstrated against government initiatives to
negotiate peace in Ukraine’s war-torn eastern Donbas
region. Small businesses such as market vendors and
farmers protested against strict stay-at-home orders.
Such protests were peaceful and, as a rule, faced no
sanctions from the authorities.

ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE OR
CHANGING CIVIC SPACE?
The global pandemic and physical isolation have
pushed CSOs to change their ways of operating, with
many shifting to work remotely and predominantly
online. In a survey of 250 CSOs conducted by the
Civic Space and Ukrainian Philanthropists Forum in
late March 2020, nearly 70 percent of organizations
were working remotely, and 40 percent had been ready
for such a change.168 Many organizations moved their
events online to meet the requirements of physical
distancing. In March, most CSOs did not register
reduced funding, but this may change in light of the
economic downturn.

Some CSOs also say that the coronavirus crisis has freed
up time and space to think more strategically about
their priorities and opened new niches. The Ukrainian
Volunteer Service, which promotes a culture of
volunteering in Ukraine, realized that volunteers often
face barriers to engage with CSOs, which, in turn, often
lack knowledge of how to work with volunteers.169 The
service worked to help CSOs that are seeking volunteers
to cooperate better with those who want to help. Some
organizations say that the coronavirus restrictions have
pushed them to digitize their services and their ways of
working, increase transparency and accountability, find
new ways to stay in touch with their beneficiaries, reach
out to new donors, and deepen transnational links to
share experiences.170 Yet, other groups have voiced
concerns that the ban on mass gatherings has removed
street protest from the CSO tool kit.171
Ukraine’s case shows that the coronavirus crisis has
provided an opportunity for civil society to innovate,
build social capital, gain public trust, expand
partnerships with authorities and businesses, and enter
new niches. The crisis has also changed the environment
in which CSOs operate by pushing them to work even
more online, digitize their services, and improve their
communication skills. At the same time, the pandemic
raises several challenges for civil society, from hasty
policy decisions to potential limits on private funding
for activities not related to the coronavirus.
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CHAPTER 7

GEORGIA’S FIGHT AGAINST THE
CORONAVIRUS: FUSING STATE
AND SOCIETAL RESILIENCE
ELE NE PA NC H UL I DZ E AND MAR I A M TSITSIKA SH VILI

While the global death toll from the coronavirus
pandemic continues to rise, Georgia has distinguished
itself with its relatively low numbers of infections and
deaths since the country registered its first coronavirus
case at the end of February 2020. An explanation
for Georgia’s flatter curve lies, at least partly, in the
authorities’ swift response.172 Well before declaring a
state of emergency, the Georgian government closed
education institutions, advised all public and private
sector employees to work remotely, and suspended
public transportation. All shops, except grocery stores,
pharmacies, gas stations, post offices, and banks, were
closed.173
Georgia’s crisis management efforts entailed an effective
fusion of state and societal resilience: the government
responded swiftly, and society showed commendable
responsibility in observing coronavirus measures.
Georgia’s civil society quickly adapted to the altered
context of the pandemic, assuming new identities
and roles during the crisis. Civil society’s response has
been shaped largely by the humanitarian needs of the
population and an increased demand for government

accountability. While Georgia has been reasonably
effective in terms of managing the pandemic at the levels
of both state and society, the government’s emergency
measures have sat uneasily with democratic principles.
Although no harsh human rights violations or pressure
on civil society has taken place, the government’s
actions have weakened democratic checks and balances.

THE UNPARLIAMENTARY REPUBLIC OF
GEORGIA
On March 21, 2020, Georgia declared a state of
emergency, which granted the president—with the
agreement of the prime minister—the right to restrict
constitutional civil rights. The presidential edict
failed to define clearly the scope of restrictions on
human rights and freedoms and instead mandated the
government to decide on the breadth and purpose of
its interventions.174 Criticisms of this shortcoming have
apparently been outweighed by the fear and confusion
emanating from the pandemic.

37

Despite a highly polarized political environment, the
opposition voted in favor of the state of emergency—
even though it had been boycotting the country’s
parliament in protest against a U-turn by the ruling
Georgian Dream party over electoral reforms.175 Most
importantly, the public has overwhelmingly supported
the policies implemented by the government,
particularly at the beginning of the outbreak.176
However, the government’s strict and prolonged
regulations, some of which have never been explained
to the public, and the decision to extend the state of
emergency by a month without detailed healthcare
and economic plans have more recently ended the
consensus witnessed on March 21.177

38

The presidential edict gave the executive the authority
to restrict civil rights, but without clear guidance from
the legislature, this new power left the government
beyond parliamentary control in the first two months of
the state of emergency. On top of that, the parliament
did not use its mechanisms of parliamentary oversight
in this period. The paucity of parliamentary scrutiny
has been a challenge for Georgia since the country fully
transitioned to a parliamentary model of governance
in 2017 and has been further aggravated during
the pandemic.178
Some of the restrictions introduced during the state
of emergency raised public concerns about their
proportionality. Fines of around $1,000 for individuals
and $5,000 for legal persons for violating the state
of emergency went beyond reasonable penalties,
according to watchdog organizations. For example, a
citizen protesting alone in front of the chancellery was
fined for breaking emergency restrictions.179
In addition, the government’s response to violations
has fallen short of applying to all citizens equally. The
Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC), one of the most
trusted institutions in Georgia, has largely refused to
comply with emergency laws and restrictions.180 The
church has conducted its liturgies almost as usual, and
dozens of parishioners have gathered at ceremonies and

received the Communion with a shared spoon, despite
many pleas to halt the practice. However, the church’s
defiance of the state of emergency has not prompted an
effective response from the government.181 This comes
as no surprise in Georgian politics, where the GOC has
been courted by political parties thanks to its influence
over public opinion, including in elections.
In times of crisis, people turn to their governments,
and the coronavirus pandemic seems no different. In
Georgia, the state’s relatively fast efforts have translated
into strong public approval of the performance of
medical and governmental institutions in responding to
the coronavirus, especially from March to May 2020.182
The largest increase in approval was for Prime Minister
Giorgi Gakharia, whose rating in one poll rose from 21
percent before the pandemic to 66 percent during it,
equaling the score of the GOC, which has traditionally
topped the list.
This popularity surge tempted the Georgian Dream
party to try to go back on a deal to which it reluctantly
agreed in early March to modify the country’s electoral
system.183 The deal was intended to make the electoral
system more—although not completely—proportional
and would likely prejudice Georgian Dream. Under
increased pressure from partners like the United States
and the European Union, Georgian Dream eventually
voted in favor of constitutional changes to implement
the electoral reform.
Georgia’s ruling party used the coronavirus crisis as a
convenient pretext to adopt a controversial law after
the end of the state of emergency. An amendment to
the country’s public health law allowed the government
to impose restrictions on travel, assembly, economic
activities, and property rights until 2021 without
parliamentary approval. Granting such authority to
the executive with no legislative control violates the
constitution and puts Georgia’s already poor democratic
credentials at risk.184 Despite harsh criticism from civil
society, the amendment still entered into force.185

A NEW IDENTITY FOR CIVIL SOCIETY
As elsewhere in the world, the coronavirus pandemic
has posed an extraordinary challenge to the functioning
of civil society in Georgia. However, the altered
environment has also unlocked opportunities for
a largely digitized but efficient civic response. The
changing context has given rise to new civil society
identities, with more grassroots activism responding
to citizens’ basic needs. The coronavirus context,
with its widespread humanitarian requirements, has
incentivized a crowdfunding culture and bottom-up
movements that can galvanize citizens, the private
sector, and the public sector for joint action. Civil
society has managed to fill the gap between the
government’s pandemic response and the needs of
citizens. These novel ways of functioning have raised
the hope for both increased civil society legitimacy
and the emergence of new civil society identities after
the pandemic.
Civil society activities during the pandemic have mostly
targeted vulnerable groups in society, the elderly,
children with limited access to sustained education,
single mothers, and women who experienced violence
in the lockdown. The civic initiative Help Elders, a
Facebook platform, gathered about $30,000 to provide
food, medicine, and other necessities and supported up
to 1,000 seniors who were left without care.186
The founders of the social enterprise Knowledge
Café played a crucial role in mobilizing resources and
providing for the needs of elderly people across Georgia.
In addition to the humanitarian scope of its activities,
Knowledge Café launched various initiatives to help
seniors cope with the stress caused by the pandemic.187
Some inspiring examples of community solidarity
initiatives, such as Give Internet together with the
Knowledge Café raised fund to provide internet access
and laptops to underprivileged high school students
in rural areas.188 The Knowledge Café additionally
initiated personal educational mentoring programs
to support digital studying processes for students.

In the digitized coronavirus era, various platforms have
been established to provide accurate information about
the pandemic and necessary preventive measures. These
platforms have played a crucial role in spreading relevant
information and making it available in the languages of
ethnic minorities that have been severely affected by the
outbreak.189 Several well-established nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) supported government-led
coronavirus awareness-raising campaigns by producing
eye-catching information posters and videos. Another
civic initiative provided support for animals that had
been abandoned without food or shelter.190
Significantly, the civic response has led to new
initiatives that appear to be strongly rooted and set to
endure. It has also given rise to a crowdfunding culture,
which will remain relevant after the crisis abates.
The challenges of the pandemic have also promoted
community solidarity, which is likewise set to remain
highly pertinent after the pandemic.

CONTENTIOUS CORONAVIRUS
ACTIVISM
At a more political level than efforts to address social
and humanitarian needs, civil society in Georgia has
also played the crucial role of holding the government
accountable and reining it back from undemocratic
actions. Swiftly adapting to the coronavirus context, the
civic movement Shame held an online demonstration,
which attracted over 150,000 views, to protest against
Georgian Dream’s backtracking on constitutional
amendments and call for a fairer and more proportional
electoral system.191
This new type of protest provides an important example
of digital activism in Georgia and an innovative solution
for voicing citizens’ concerns over the government’s
performance during the pandemic—and afterward
if the government continues to restrict the right of
assembly. Shame offered another example of social
and political responsibility by holding a physically
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distanced protest in front of the Georgian parliament
to mark the first anniversary of the June 2019 antigovernment protests.192
In the same vein as the emergent civic activism,
traditional
NGOs
actively
monitored
the
proportionality of the government’s coronavirus
measures. These organizations also played important
roles in observing Georgia’s political processes and
urging the country’s foreign partners to persuade
the government to commit to an independent
judicial system and release jailed opposition party
representatives.193
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Transparency International Georgia exercised an
effective function in overseeing public spending and
making recommendations to prevent corruption
during the pandemic.194 The Institute for Development
of Freedom of Information, an NGO, explored
alternative, online ways of monitoring the government’s
procurement activities, including by offering training
for journalists and activists on the use of open-source
data to oversee government activities.195
The watchdog Factcheck.ge, run by the independent
think tank Georgia’s Reforms Associates, and the
Myth Detector platform, managed by the Media
Development Foundation, an NGO, increased
awareness of coronavirus-related disinformation, which
has had prejudicial effects on public health.196 For
example, some people were hospitalized after burning
their esophagus as a result of being told that drinking
hot water would protect them from catching the virus.
Since September 2020, these two organizations have
partnered with Facebook as third-party fact-checkers
to tackle the dissemination of fake news on the social
media platform. This initiative was especially important
in the run-up to the 2020 election, because the electoral
campaign was largely held online amid the coronavirus
restrictions.197
Civic activism in Georgia during the pandemic has
demonstrated commendable flexibility in adapting to

a changing environment. Both traditional watchdog
organizations and new civic activists have been
influential in holding the government to account
and providing effective lessons of digital oversight in
an emergency.

CONCLUSION
The ability of civil society to adapt to the pandemic
environment and the roles activists have played during
the crisis have shown the importance of a vibrant
civic sector in terms of both addressing the needs of
society and providing effective oversight of government
actions, especially in an unconsolidated democracy
like Georgia. The pandemic has proved that decadeslong Western assistance to Georgia’s resilience-building
efforts has produced results, particularly for civil society.
Besides, civic groups have managed to bridge the gap
between the government’s response to the pandemic
and the needs of society. New initiatives to bring civic
actors closer to citizens and the important roles civil
society have played during the crisis raise hopes for
increased civil society legitimacy after the pandemic.
For its part, the Georgian government deserves credit
for its early and fast response to the pandemic, but
questions remain about its undemocratic leanings.
Although there have been no harsh violations of human
rights or pressure on civil society, Georgia’s response to
the pandemic has been accompanied by some worrying
signs. The coronavirus crisis has exposed a lack of
democratic checks and balances—something that was
a challenge even before the pandemic. The ruling party
used the coronavirus as a pretext to adopt controversial
amendments to the law on public health that allow
the government to restrict fundamental rights and
freedoms without the need for a state of emergency
and, therefore, without the consent of the parliament.
Conversely, examples of civil society’s oversight of the
government’s management of the pandemic showed
the importance of activism in shoring up democratic
processes and accountability.

CHAPTER 8

CONFRONTATION VERSUS
COOPERATION IN POLISH AND
ROMANIAN CIVIL SOCIETY
C R I STI NA B UZ AŞ U AND PAWEŁ MA RCZEWSKI

Two European Union (EU) member states, Poland and
Romania, show not only the importance of the civil
society dimension of the coronavirus pandemic but
also the ways in which civic responses have differed
markedly across countries. In Poland, the pandemic
has sharpened tensions and hostilities between the
government and civil society organizations (CSOs).
Polish CSOs have mobilized around the pandemic, but
the government has failed to channel this energy into
coordinated efforts, exacerbating social conflicts and
deepening an existing rift with civil society. In contrast,
in Romania the government and CSOs have worked
together in a more cooperative fashion to mitigate the
impacts of the coronavirus.
The pandemic has had equally important but
contrasting effects on civil society in these two
countries. In turn, CSO actions have differed,
becoming more partnership oriented in Romania but
more critical in Poland.

POLAND: SHARPENED
CONFRONTATION
The coronavirus has deepened mistrust between the
Polish government and CSOs. Instead of treating civic
actors as partners and allies, the government in Warsaw
has aggravated existing tensions and created new ones.
The pandemic seems to have made the right-wing Law
and Justice government more determined to deepen
the rift that separates it from large segments of civil
society. While in some countries the pandemic has
been an impulse to enhance cooperation between state
and civic actors, the Polish government has not only
escalated tensions with civil society but also, in some
cases, deliberately started new conflicts to consolidate
its power.
The pandemic has been a catalyst for a great deal of
new civic activism. According to a survey by the Klon/
Jawor Association, a nongovernmental organization,
32 percent of Polish CSOs started new activities in
response to the pandemic and another 17 percent were
planning such activities.198 New forms of assistance
and activism have ranged from organizing social and
information campaigns and helping people in high-
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risk groups to assisting medical workers and producing
face masks. Only 4 percent of organizations that took
on new and creative ways of dealing with the health
crisis have partnered with the government or other
state institutions.
Given the unprecedented nature of the challenge, the
state and civil society might have been expected to
form national and local cooperative networks to deal
with the crisis. But such partnerships have been few
and far between. The situation is slightly different,
however, at the local level. There, many of the CSOs
that actively seek to help vulnerable citizens or exposed
professionals have worked with local authorities. This
difference between the national and the local level is
deeply political, as it reflects mistrust between CSOs
and the central government that predates the pandemic.
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When Law and Justice came to power in 2015 after
eight years in opposition, reshaping the landscape of
Polish civil society quickly became part of its agenda.
The government did not openly say it was intent on
suppressing civic activities but claimed it wanted a
balance between different types of CSOs. The main
proponent of this rebalancing was Piotr Gliński, who,
as newly appointed minister of culture, initiated the
creation of the National Freedom Institute—Center
for the Development of Civil Society (NIW-CSO).
This new institution was tasked with taking over the
financing of existing civic activities in various ministries
and developing new activities. The institution received a
significantly larger budget than those of earlier, separate
programs, benefiting Polish civic organizations.
NIW-CSO’s main goal was to enhance the capacities of
organizations that worked outside large urban centers
and lacked sufficient funds to secure their long-term
activities. The aim was allegedly a de-oligarchization of
the Polish third sector, even though the percentage of
funds administered by large Polish CSOs is very similar
to that in other countries with a robust civic life: in
Poland in 2018, 74 percent of funds were governed
by 4 percent of the biggest CSOs, while in the United

Kingdom, 74 percent of funds were managed by 3
percent of the largest organizations.199
The Polish government’s somewhat misguided
justification for reforming the third sector would not
have been so detrimental to its pre-pandemic image in
the eyes of many CSOs if it had not been accompanied
by a smear campaign in state-controlled public media.
This campaign targeted some organizations that
criticized Law and Justice’s reforms for undermining
the independence of the judiciary or cutting public
funds for organizations that help groups deemed by the
government to be unwelcome or potentially dangerous,
such as refugees or LGBTQ individuals. Moreover, in
some cases, public funds were provided to organizations
that lacked necessary experience but were ideologically
close to the government; such practices did not go
unnoticed by Polish civil society and exacerbated
mistrust toward central authorities.
When the coronavirus broke out in Europe, after
some initial foot-dragging, in mid-March the Polish
government imposed a lockdown and physical
distancing measures. Trust in the Polish healthcare
system is very low in comparison with other EU
countries. According to the European Foundation for
the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions
(Eurofound), an EU agency, the average level of trust
in the Polish healthcare system, on a seven-point scale
in which 7 is the highest, is 4.1. That is below the EU
average of 6.4 and places Poland among three EU
countries whose citizens are the most distrustful of
their healthcare systems.200
Given this widespread belief that Poland’s medical
services are inadequate, it did not come as a surprise
that most Poles accepted a severe lockdown and physical
distancing measures. A fear of becoming infected with
the coronavirus was accompanied by a well-grounded
belief that if the number of infections exceeded a certain
level, the healthcare system would not be able to cope
and might collapse.

CSOs were aware of the dire situation and started
new initiatives to compensate for this lack of trust in
government-run medical responses. They repurposed
many of their activities to help medical professionals in
their daily efforts to contain the pandemic. These new
activities took many different forms, from delivering
hot meals to hospitals to crowdfunding for protective
gear. These actions were usually spontaneous and were
rarely coordinated with the central government.
The government responded with further attacks on
civil liberties. Tensions reflected not only an existing
legacy of mistrust but also the harsh way in which the
government treated medics who had pointed out the
unpreparedness of the Polish healthcare system to deal
with the pandemic. There were disciplinary dismissals
of healthcare workers who had spoken out about bad
conditions in their institutions; hospital directors
forbade doctors from talking to the media; and the health
ministry officially obliged its regional consultants not to
comment in public on the epidemiological situation.201
Instead of treating whistleblowers as allies who were
working to close loopholes in healthcare systems and
effectively contain the coronavirus, the government
treated them as disloyal, further discouraging civil
society from cooperating with the authorities.
Building on these tensions, the government sought
to tighten its control over the civic sector on the back
of the pandemic. The ministers of justice and the
environment proposed a new register of CSOs that
benefit from foreign funding.202 The official justification
for the register was that it would enhance transparency,
but most organizations are already obliged to submit
financial reports to governmental institutions,
and those that are well respected publish extensive
information about their financing on their websites.
The government also proposed that CSOs whose
foreign financing exceeds a certain level must label all
their materials accordingly. Neither proposal seemed
to serve any practical purpose apart from stigmatizing
CSOs and presenting them as alien or even hostile to
Polish national interests.

Mistrust between civic actors and the government was
also deepened by the way in which Warsaw handled
the political crisis caused by the timing of the May
10, 2020, presidential election. Before the vote, the
government failed to announce a state of emergency,
which would have allowed the election to be pushed
back because of the coronavirus in accordance with
the constitution. There followed heavy criticism from
the opposition, internal strife with a coalition partner,
and a series of innovative civic protests, which were
conducted despite the lockdown and involved honking
car horns and playing an alarm signal from balconies.
The government did not want to risk a record low
turnout in the election and decided to postpone it
simply by announcing the fact and presenting the
country’s electoral commission with a fait accompli.
The turmoil, and the fact that approximately 70 million
zloty ($18 million) was wasted on postal ballots that
became useless after the vote was postponed, created
another point of contention between the government
and civil society.203
The coronavirus fed into other instances of ongoing
tension, too. The central authorities further stoked
polarization by holding the reading of a bill that would
effectively make it illegal to terminate a pregnancy
under any circumstances and ban sexual education
in schools. The bill had been proposed by radical
antiabortion organizations during the previous term of
the parliament and was signed by the required number
of citizens, so the ruling majority was legally obliged to
hold the reading. But by keeping this obligation (and
ignoring others), despite the health crisis and without
any indication that it would distance itself from the
new law, the government provoked a series of creative,
physically distanced street protests in many Polish
cities. The bill was later buried in a parliamentary
committee, but the tension with civic organizations
that were critical of the government escalated further.
The pandemic has accentuated Poland’s culture
wars, rather than encouraging actors to set their
differences aside.
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ROMANIA: REFOCUSED
PARTNERSHIPS
The situation has been different in Romania. There,
the government has managed to avoid a major political
and economic crisis and worked constructively with
civil society, the private sector, and other relevant
stakeholders to contain the negative effects of
the coronavirus. Romanian civil society has been
proactive in contributing to solving the medical and
socioeconomic problems generated by the pandemic
and adopted a fairly collaborative attitude toward
the government, rather than the zero-sum approach
prevalent in some other countries in the region. In
this regard, there has been a noticeable shift from
the confrontational relationship between Romania’s
previous social democratic government and civil
society, which focused during much of the 2010s on
fighting corruption and upholding the rule of law and
the independence of the justice system.
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Some watchdog organizations have drawn attention
to the corruption that lies at the root of the poor
functioning of the medical system and insufficient
sanitary supplies and hospital staff in the context of the
pandemic; but this is generally regarded as the nefarious
legacy of three decades of poor governance in the
country.204 CSOs’ main priority has been to help with
service provision and emergency relief, complementing
the state’s capacity in those areas. As such, civil society
in Romania has gone through a slight change of focus
during the coronavirus pandemic but has not taken on
a new identity or undergone structural change.
Many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
including those that focus on democracy and
governance issues, have redirected their activities
to service delivery to help provide medical supplies
and a wide variety of social services, particularly for
disadvantaged and vulnerable people. In this context,
CSOs have formed several coalitions and partnered
with public institutions and private companies to

join the fight against the virus. For instance, several
prominent CSOs have started fundraising campaigns to
buy medical equipment and supplies, mainly protective
gear for doctors and nurses.205
One of the most proactive CSOs has been Red
Cross Romania, which has substantive expertise
in preventing and combating diseases, working in
permanent collaboration with central and local
authorities, and offering logistical support in the fight
against the coronavirus.206 Red Cross Romania signed
a memorandum with the government and launched
a national fundraising campaign. In partnership with
public authorities, Red Cross Romania also conducted a
national campaign to raise awareness of the coronavirus
among the population and combat fake news.
Another well-known CSO, Give Life, which launched
the construction of Romania’s first oncology and
radiotherapy hospital for children with money donated
by private citizens and companies, started an online
crowdfunding campaign. The initiative was joined by
other associations, such as Day of Good and Save the
Children.207 The funds collected have been used to equip
hospitals and staff working directly with coronavirus
patients with protective and medical equipment and
to help build a modular hospital to supplement the
number of beds for severe coronavirus cases. According
to one of the founders of Give Life, Carmen Uscatu,
“for Romania to be able to face the coronavirus
epidemic, collaboration between authorities, doctors,
and civil society is necessary.”208
There are hundreds of examples that showcase the
strong impact of CSOs on the local communities in
which they work. According to data collected by the
Association for Community Relations from over
eighty organizations, CSOs have provided hospitals
with medical equipment worth over $16 million. The
groups raised money to buy more than 115 ventilators,
twenty-one polymerase chain reaction (PCR) testing
devices, 30,000 PCR tests, seventy monitors, and

another 60,000 medical devices. More than 1.5 million
surgical masks and almost 500,000 filter masks have
reached medical units throughout Romania.209

for Cooperation with the Associative Environment
as an important contact point for CSOs at the
governmental level.211

Hundreds of other local organizations and informal
civic groups not captured by the official numbers have
been actively working to protect doctors, support
vulnerable people, and do their utmost to fulfill their
civic missions. These efforts, which are based on
informal CSOs’ extensive links with local communities
and those communities’ trust in them, mark a boost in
the importance of these civic groups vis-à-vis the more
professional organizations that operate at the national
level. It is yet to be seen, however, whether these
local CSOs and networks will be sustainable in the
long term.

There has been some criticism from Romanian
CSOs, too. Organizations have called for increased
transparency in the political decisionmaking process.
In an open letter to the Romanian parliament and
the parliamentary political parties, almost forty
professional and civil society organizations called
for participation in the online public meetings
of parliamentary committees not to be restricted.
These organizations complained that they had been
prevented from expressing their points of view and
that parliamentarians had ignored civil society during
the pandemic.212 CSOs legitimately expected to find
solutions for greater transparency in policymaking
with public authorities, including through the use of
new technologies. The government itself provided an
example of the openness of other public authorities,
and the 2020–2022 Open Government Partnership
National Action Plan, due to be adopted later in 2020,
aims to make transparency a priority.213

On the government’s side, there has been an important
shift in citizen and civil society engagement from a
reactive approach to more proactive arrangements
through modernized tools of engagement. Since March
2020, the government has organized several public
consultations with professional associations and CSOs.
The aim has been to integrate civil society’s input
into the creation of socioeconomic measures and a
comprehensive plan to relaunch economic growth and
development after the crisis.
During the consultations, senior officials have
committed to develop an institutional mechanism
to collaborate with NGOs, enable a permanent and
systematic dialogue with CSOs on issues of interest,
and devise tools for monitoring, evaluation, and
reconfiguration by both sides.210 This mechanism has
so far translated into several sectoral meetings with line
ministries and other relevant public authorities. As a
result, the government included many of the CSOs’
views and much of their expertise in the preparation of
its crisis response and recovery measures, to tailor these
better to the needs of citizens and local communities,
as voiced by civic groups. CSOs also welcomed the
government’s reestablishment of the Department

In addition, several CSOs have drawn attention to the
fact that civil society, and the third sector in general,
requires more support. The Civil Society Development
Foundation drew up a position paper that shows
that civil society needs to be included among the
sectors deeply affected by the pandemic. The paper,
supported by almost 600 CSOs, argues for active
measures to support the activities of NGOs and ensure
the continuity of the services they provide, including
by serving vulnerable groups in critical need during
the pandemic.
CSOs have also warned against possible harm to
democratic processes. After local elections planned for
June 2020 were delayed because of the coronavirus,
CSOs made concrete proposals to improve the
electoral process in the context of the pandemic.
Suggestions included increasing the number of days for

45

voting, introducing additional hygiene measures, and
reorganizing polling stations.214 The government took
on board many of these suggestions in its organization
of the postponed elections, which took place on
September 27, 2020.
In general, CSOs have not supported the criticisms
from some prominent opposition party members
of the government’s quarantine and isolation rules;
these opposition figures have publicly encouraged
citizens to disobey health and safety measures and
accused the government of “instating a police state”
run by doctors.215 CSOs have also stressed that the
legal provisions for removing false information about
the coronavirus should be implemented with caution
and balance.216
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Despite rallies being forbidden during Romania’s state
of emergency for public health reasons, a few hundred
people participated in two protests against face masks
in front of the government’s headquarters in Bucharest’s
Victoria Square. On May 15 and July 12, 2020, the
protesters, who were standing very close to each other
and not wearing protective equipment, denounced
the health and safety measures imposed by the
government.217 The military police reacted peacefully
by talking to protesters and informing them of the
legal provisions and the importance of wearing masks.
The police told the protesters about the measures to be
taken in case of noncompliance and issued several fines.
After retreating from Victoria Square, the protesters
stood and applauded in front of the Russian embassy
in Bucharest, pointing to potential disinformation
attempts by Russian-backed agents.218

CONCLUSION
These two cases from Central and Eastern Europe
show how civic activism has moved up a gear in
response to the pandemic but in very different ways
and with contrasting political implications. In Poland,
the coronavirus has deepened the rift between the
government and civil society that had been opening
up for some years before the pandemic struck. In this
sense, the emergency has fed into ongoing contentious
politics in which CSOs confront an increasingly
authoritarian government. CSOs’ new health activism
has sought to compensate for poor medical responses
by the government and dovetail with a broader
political agenda.
In Romania, the pandemic seems to have improved
the relationship between the government and civil
society—a relationship that had been problematic in
many ways in the years before the coronavirus. Many
Romanian CSOs have reoriented their work to provide
service delivery and emergency relief with the aim of
complementing the state’s capacity in those areas. Civil
society has adopted a fairly collaborative attitude toward
the government and been proactive in contributing to
mitigate the socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic,
including by forming coalitions and partnering with
public authorities and businesses. In response, the
Romanian government has made its policymaking
and crisis response measures more transparent
and collaborative by organizing consultations and
including CSOs in decisionmaking, enabling genuine
cooperation.
This comparison suggests that the pandemic is likely
to change civic activism in directions related to
countries’ underlying political situations, leading to
more confrontational politics in some states and more
collaborative politics in others.

CHAPTER 9

FILLING DEMOCRACY’S GAPS IN THE
WESTERN BALKANS
IL IN A NE S HI KJ AND BI L JANA S PASOVSKA

The coronavirus crisis has brought about significant
challenges for democracy and civil society in the
Western Balkans. The pandemic has tested governments’
capacities to manage weak institutions while winning
parliamentary elections that were scheduled to happen
in most countries in the region in summer 2020.
At the start of the pandemic, all countries in the
Western Balkans declared a state of emergency with
severe restrictions on movement aimed at preventing
the spread of the virus. Most countries’ governments
have conveniently used these restrictions as an excuse
for shortcomings in good governance, transparency,
and accountability as well as to limit civil society’s
involvement in crisis response mechanisms.
Civil society organizations (CSOs) across the Western
Balkans have struggled to adjust their operations and
priorities to respond adequately to the emergency and
meet the immediate needs of their constituencies while
striving to reach their goals and address a lack of funding
and support from states and donors. Nevertheless,
CSOs have been filling the gaps left by governments
by responding to citizens’ needs during the pandemic.
CSOs’ actions have varied from direct support through
humanitarian and social services to advocacy on behalf
of the most vulnerable groups in society to calls for

more government transparency and accountability. As
governments in the Western Balkans have disappointed
in their efforts to protect citizens, the role of CSOs as
watchdogs has been reinforced by a need to monitor
how governments respond to the coronavirus crisis.

THE EFFECTS OF THE CRISIS ON
DEMOCRACY
Government responses to the coronavirus pandemic
in the Western Balkans have included wide-ranging,
necessary, and temporary restrictions on people’s
fundamental human rights, including the right
to peaceful assembly. All countries in the region
introduced partial or full bans on movement, closures
of border crossings, and absolute bans on public
assemblies. Gatherings of more than five people—in
some countries, more than two—were forbidden. The
scope of the restrictions on free movement has gradually
increased in each country as the numbers of coronavirus
infections have risen. Yet, the restrictions imposed, and
the ways in which they have been implemented, have
remained largely proportionate as the pandemic has
evolved, and they have been lifted as soon as possible.
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While most countries have ended their strict lockdown
measures and states of emergency, democracy is still in
peril as coronavirus cases increase and societies endure
slow and inefficient recoveries. States of emergency
have not only imposed temporary restrictions on
movement but also posed long-term challenges for
the region’s unstable democracies and the principles
of good governance and accountability. The effects
of the pandemic have caused devastating economic
consequences and opened up the prospect of social
unrest and turmoil. Cases of opaque procurement,
especially for purchases of medical supplies, have
emerged in almost all countries in the region.
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The unfortunate timing of scheduled elections in
Croatia, North Macedonia, and Serbia, as well
as proceedings for a vote of no confidence in the
government in Kosovo, has also spread suspicions
about governments’ transparency and accountability
in their responses to the crisis. In Serbia, just a day
after the June 21, 2020, parliamentary election,
a news story by investigative journalists revealed
that the government had been underreporting the
numbers of coronavirus infections and deaths.219
Serbian CSOs and media have demanded access to
official coronavirus information.220
Before that, a Serbian journalist was arrested for
reporting on the difficult working conditions of
medical staff during the pandemic and accused of
spreading panic.221 A similar attempt to put political
and institutional pressure on the media happened in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, where there were reports
of irregularities in the procurement of ventilators for
medical facilities. In another case, the police detained
television journalists and deleted coronavirus interviews
that had been recorded.222 National and regional CSOs
condemned both actions.
In Serbia, the government’s handling of the crisis
has created broad dissent and threatened democracy.
Thousands took to the streets on July 7, 2020, after the
president announced a decision to reimpose a weekend

curfew amid a surge in the number of coronavirus
infections. The protesters demonstrated against the
move and criticized the government’s handling of the
pandemic. They argued that the Serbian authorities
had self-servingly lifted restrictions before the election,
which was won overwhelmingly by the president’s
Serbian Progressive Party, tightening its grip on power.
The protests, which started in Belgrade, spread to
other cities, including Niš, Kragujevac, and Novi Sad.
During two consecutive nights of demonstrations,
there were reports of violent attacks on journalists
and activists, causing concern among the European
and International Federations of Journalists, which
condemned the assaults.223 The Human Rights House
Foundation condemned police brutality during the
protests in Belgrade, stating that the police’s reaction
to the demonstrations contained elements that severely
violated the freedom of assembly and the freedom from
torture.224

CIVIC GROUPS GAINING
LEGITIMACY?
Although the circumstances have been difficult, CSOs
throughout the Western Balkans have channeled
their activities toward helping the most vulnerable
groups in the communities they serve. Civic groups
have also conducted actions to monitor and advocate
governmental transparency and accountability during
the states of emergency.
Even during the lockdowns, CSOs continued
their work online by using different platforms to
communicate and cooperate with their partners and
beneficiaries and keep fulfilling their objectives and
obligations. In response to the coronavirus crisis, most
CSOs have extended their regular activities to provide
assistance, services, and products to the constituencies
they serve: young people; the elderly; women and
children, especially those prone to domestic violence;
the Romani community; the homeless; disabled people;

LGBTQ people; migrants; and other underrepresented
groups. CSOs that support the development of civil
society capacity have extended their services to help
civic groups and citizens cope with new challenges and
have launched emergency grants.225
Civil society groups that provide social services for
specific groups have quickly adjusted their activities to
distribute food and protective equipment to vulnerable
communities, establish help lines, offer psychological
assistance, and protect victims of domestic violence.
Many organizations have also provided online
educational tools and resources for the groups they
work with. CSOs that conduct research and monitoring
have prepared valuable analyses of the impact of the
crisis on specific areas. Many organizations have taken
action to advocate for the interests and rights of their
constituencies by submitting requests or proposals to
governments and public institutions.
There have been numerous positive examples of
successful advocacy actions by CSOs across the
region. In Serbia, a group of eighty-nine CSOs
filed a complaint with the country’s information
commissioner over an incomplete response by the
Serbian Institute of Public Health to an inquiry about
the manipulation of citizens’ health data before the
parliamentary election.226 In Kosovo, a child protection
coalition led a successful advocacy campaign to include
several socially vulnerable groups in the government’s
emergency packages. A Kosovar women’s network
proposed measures to address the coronavirus from
a gender perspective; the government is considering
these measures as of this writing.227
In Montenegro, a local nongovernmental organization
filed a complaint with the constitutional court against
the government’s decision to publish the names of
people who were self-isolating, claiming that the
decision violated the constitutional right to privacy.228
In North Macedonia, requests from a national network
that seeks to end violence against women and domestic
violence led the government to amend restrictions on

free movement.229 In Bosnia and Herzegovina, some
of the larger watchdog organizations restructured their
resources to establish services aimed at monitoring the
government’s crisis management. The watchdogs also
publicly reacted to substantial violations of democracy
and human rights as well as cases of disinformation.230
Across the region, professional organizations that
represent the sectors most hit by the crisis have voiced
their constituencies’ concerns and demanded adequate
action from governments.

CHALLENGES AND CIVIL SOCIETY
RESPONSES
While CSOs have greatly contributed to filling the
gaps left by governments and responding to citizens’
increased needs during the pandemic, their efforts
have rarely been recognized by governments or public
institutions.
One of the biggest challenges for civil society in
the Western Balkans is the dismissive attitude of
governments and public institutions toward CSOs.
Despite states’ lack of experience and capacities to
manage such unprecedented social and economic
crises, governments and public institutions have not
been keen to involve civil society in their responses.
For example, in North Macedonia at the beginning of
the crisis, the health minister stated that the assistance
of CSOs should be limited to humanitarian support
and that the authorities should be left to do their job
without interference.231
The problem of weak civil society participation is not
new to the region, but it has been aggravated by the
coronavirus crisis, as this has increased mistrust between
civil society and governments. CSOs that provide
services for marginalized and vulnerable groups have
had to overcome serious challenges to respond to the
needs of those they assist. Because almost all Western
Balkan countries introduced strict curfews and long
lockdowns lasting several days, CSOs required special
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permits to work during curfew hours. In most countries,
the procedure for obtaining such permits was simple,
but in Serbia, the procedure was not introduced until
much later, while in Montenegro, permits were granted
only to the Red Cross, restricting the abilities of other
CSOs to continue their activities.232
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Civil society participation has suffered even in countries
with positive trends before the crisis, such as North
Macedonia. Because of the states of emergency, all
countries in the region made decisions on coronavirus
response measures without discussions in parliaments
or the involvement of different stakeholders. In Albania
and North Macedonia, the prime minister centralized
all such measures and introduced them without
seeking the approval of the parliament or including
CSOs in any consultations or crisis bodies.233 In North
Macedonia, the Council for Cooperation With and
Development of Civil Society, a consultative body of
the government whose members include CSOs and
government officials, demanded that civic groups be
involved in crisis bodies at the central level. However,
the government has not responded positively to
this demand.234
In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the state of emergency
did not significantly change the relations between the
government and civil society, and the management
structures adopted to deal with the pandemic have
been highly decentralized and complex. The relations
between national and local crisis management
structures have been purely formal and irrelevant to the
actual challenges of the pandemic.
In Montenegro, CSOs report that there has been no
coordination between the government and civil society
and that civic groups have not been represented in any
crisis bodies—but the National Coordination Body for
Communicable Diseases has rejected these suggestions.
Before the crisis, the Montenegrin prime minister
started a dialogue process with prominent CSOs to
jointly identify critical issues and provide solutions.
Yet, there have been no consultations with civic groups
during the crisis.235

So far, only Albania’s action plan for the coronavirus
has envisaged the involvement of CSOs. The plan
included civic groups among the actors responsible
for implementing coronavirus measures. However,
although one of the measures is the “preparation of
CSOs to help in the process of social services provided
for the population,” the plan did not allocate any
financial support to CSOs.236 On a local level across
the region, though, there has been a higher level of
cooperation. One positive example occurred in the
municipality of Gostivar in North Macedonia, where
the president of the local crisis management body was
a CSO representative.
Civil society’s contribution to fighting the pandemic
has been overlooked in other ways, too. In all Western
Balkan countries except Kosovo and Serbia, CSOs have
been excluded from economic support provided by
governments. In some countries, even existing public
funding for CSOs has been decreased and redirected for
other purposes. More broadly, the region has lacked a
systematic or consistent approach to supporting CSOs’
work. For example, the government of North Macedonia
has been sending mixed signals: after previously cutting
CSO funding, the government launched a public call
for civil society projects aimed at coping with the
coronavirus crisis, with financing totaling $570,000.
Donors have also redirected funding for CSO actions,
leaving organizations that already faced challenges
of sustainability and donor dependency in a survival
mode rather than able to invest in long-term strategies
to tackle citizens’ problems.237

CONCLUSION
Despite a lack of support from governments, CSOs
in the Western Balkans have proven that they can be
relevant and irreplaceable partners to their respective
states, even in such unprecedented times, by providing
necessary services to the most vulnerable and voicing the
concerns of those in need. CSOs have also showcased
their resilience and ability to act as advocates and thus
affect some of the measures taken by governments.

Positive outcomes of civil society activism in this
period include the withdrawal of government actions
that breach privacy or other human rights and
moves to defend women’s and children’s rights in
violent households.
While CSOs in the region have raised their profiles
through concrete initiatives to address citizens’ needs,
it is not clear whether this shift has improved public
perceptions of civic groups in the Western Balkans.
The U.S. Agency for International Development’s
Civil Society Organization Sustainability Index, which
has followed the state of civil society for several years,
shows that growing attacks on civil society are more
visible than CSOs’ achievements. Negative rhetoric
toward civic groups that are critical of governments
has been affecting the public image of civil society in
some countries in the region for years.238 The scope
and scale of smear campaigns can vary from country to
country, but negative coverage and disinformation have
become more prevalent in the media in recent years,
led mostly by political parties. It would be a significant
gain if CSOs’ responses to the pandemic helped reverse
this trend.
The coronavirus crisis and states of emergency imposed
as a result have also flagged the need for CSOs to be
more actively involved as pro-democracy actors in their
respective countries. Opaque governance in Western
Balkan countries has provoked protests, unrest, and,
in some situations, abuse of power—or, at least, the
suspicion of it. While the role of CSOs and the need for
their action have been clear, the situation has affected
the sustainability of civic groups, many of which face
financial difficulties in terms of covering salaries and
administrative costs, endangering the organizations’
continued existence and work.
Early analysis of the effects of the crisis on CSOs
and their impact during the pandemic reaffirms the
essential role of donors as partners and supporters of
civil society both to ensure CSOs’ sustainability and to
support their efforts and shifted priorities. Domestic

and international donors need to recognize and address
the discrepancy between the needs of citizens on the
ground, on the one hand, and financial and political
support for CSOs’ work, on the other.
In the global coronavirus crisis, there is, more than ever,
a need for the governments of the Western Balkans
to recognize and support CSOs as effective service
providers, employers, and partners that contribute to
countries’ sustainable democratic, social, and economic
development. The crisis has revealed that states alone
cannot adequately respond to the severe social, health,
and economic challenges caused by the coronavirus
pandemic; as such, it is clear that all societal actors,
including civil society, must be involved in managing
the crisis. As the numbers of coronavirus infections
and deaths continue to rise, it seems that the post-crisis
recovery may be even more difficult than the current
crisis management. However, the recovery can also be
an opportunity to reinvent societies and rebuild them
on the principles of inclusion, trust, and cooperation
between governments and civil society.
For CSOs, the crisis has further amplified existing
challenges. But the pandemic has also given civic groups
an opportunity to showcase their work, principles,
and relevance to governments, societal actors, and,
most importantly, citizens. CSOs have responded
to the needs of citizens: they have helped those most
in need and contributed to safeguarding democracy
and human rights. Yet, citizens still know little about
CSOs’ actions, and governments do not recognize their
efforts. This underlines the need for civic groups to
improve the ways they communicate and engage with
society. Winning the hearts and minds of the people,
leading by example by showcasing accountability,
and involving different stakeholders in CSO actions
should help regain governments’ support. Although the
circumstances are tragic, some of the outcomes might
prove positive for civil society.
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C H A P T E R 10

RECLAIMING CIVIL SOCIETY
LEGITIMACY IN ZIMBABWE
M AU R E E N K ADEMAUNGA AND OTTO SA KI

Zimbabwe has not been hit as hard by the coronavirus
as many countries have; as of September 22, 2020, it
had recorded just over 7,700 cases and 226 deaths from
the virus.239 Yet, the government’s management of the
crisis has been poor and deepened existing political
tensions that were already brought to the fore by the
November 2017 military coup.
The Zimbabwean government has failed to improve
the country’s healthcare system. The military-political
elite has largely arranged its own private medical
care—to much popular anger. The government has
not put forward a strong economic recovery plan as
the economy has contracted sharply and poverty has
intensified. Funds intended for managing the pandemic
have often not reached their intended beneficiaries.
Government officials and individuals connected with
the first family and the presidency are implicated in the
corrupt procurement of personal protective equipment
(PPE) and other, related medical requirements. The
health minister was fired for alleged corrupt practices.240
Retired army commander and current Zimbabwean
Vice President Constantino Chiwenga was appointed
to replace him and has promised to reform the health
sector and stop foreign medical trips.241

Against this backdrop, many civil society organizations
(CSOs) have developed new identities to focus on
supporting basic needs during the pandemic. But the
regime has also used the virus to clamp down hard and
further restrict CSOs’ activities. The increase in civic
activism has not been strong or widespread enough to
counteract repression, so the regime has been able to
consolidate its authoritarian rule. The virus has presented
Zimbabwean civil society with an opportunity to build
new social and community alliances and put the regime
on the back foot; but overall, civic groups have not fully
taken advantage of this chance.

NEW CIVIL SOCIETY IDENTITIES
The pandemic has presented an opportunity for
Zimbabwean CSOs to show that they are organizing
around community priorities and public goods. The
country’s largely pro-democracy and civil liberties
organizations have been able to work with new
stakeholders and the many constituencies affected by
a government clampdown disguised as coronavirus
lockdown measures.
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The Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human
Rights has come to the fore in demanding PPE for
frontline healthcare workers, while the Zimbabwe
Lawyers for Human Rights have represented citizens
whose rights have been violated by the military and the
police. In Harare, the Community Water Alliance and
the Combined Harare Residents Association forged a
partnership to distribute masks and sanitizers in the
high-density suburbs where the working class resides.
The Zimbabwe Elections Support Network is using
its research capacity to monitor the government’s
coronavirus response. The Media Institute for
Southern Africa has defended the rights and freedoms
of journalists who are being harassed while covering
coronavirus-related issues.
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Many CSOs have begun to forge new alliances that
will increase their reach and enhance their work. For
example, the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions
(ZCTU) has been excluded from engaging with
government workers, many of whom are victimized
for joining or associating with the union because of
its historical role in trying to bring the government
to account. However, the plight of healthcare
professionals, who are demanding better pay and PPE,
is a cause for which ZCTU can form new alliances with
the civil service with little resistance.
Economic justice organizations, such as the Zimbabwe
Coalition on Debt and Development, have established
social accountability and tracking platforms that
monitor government and private sector commitments
and expenditure on fighting the coronavirus. Groups
that have historically focused on health rights at the
community level, such as the Community Health
Working Group, are now more visible in engaging with
policy and practices in response to the pandemic.
Women’s groups have become notably more active
by connecting their rights agenda to the pandemic.
Women have suffered targeted victimization by soldiers

in the lockdown. Women’s groups and CSOs have an
opportunity to improve and deepen their connections
with women who are victims of brutality and violence
at the hands of elements of the security services. The
Women’s Coalition of Zimbabwe produces a daily
report that records women’s experiences during the
pandemic and policy inconsistencies.
Other CSOs have explored ways to collaborate in
response to the coronavirus. A good example is that
of three women’s organizations—the Musasa Project,
the Zimbabwe Women’s Lawyers Association, and the
Adult Rape Clinic—that have collaborated to create a
platform to assist people who may be under lockdown
in abusive home environments. The organizations
provide counseling and temporary shelter and have been
agitating for antiretroviral treatment to be accessible for
HIV-positive women in the lockdown.
Emerging voices such as that of investigative journalist
Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken out to expose
acts of corruption, have gained a platform during
the pandemic. Some sections of the Christian church
have also become quite prominent in voicing their
disenchantment with the government’s corruption and
authoritarian tendencies under the cover of regulations
to contain the virus.242 Namatai Kwekwedza, a twentyone-year-old female activist from the WeLead Trust,
has dominated headlines and public discourse by
defending Zimbabwe’s 2013 constitution, which is
being amended before it has even been implemented.243
The changes will create an imperial-style presidency and
a dominant executive with sweeping powers, including
an unchecked ability to choose judges. Kwekwedza,
together with activist Vongai Zimudzi, was arrested for
voicing her concerns over the consultative process.
Artists and musicians have also become more
prominent in their opposition to the regime’s actions.
Tsitsi Dangarembga, an internationally acclaimed
writer, has taken to holding one-woman protests and

demanding the release of those arrested for exposing
corruption. A musician popular among the young,
Winky-D, has used social media to demand action
against coronavirus-related corruption. Zimbabwean
CSOs have moved online to adapt to the new realities
and replaced public debates with webinar summits and
online panel discussions.
Although these are all great examples of individuals
and CSOs that have strategically positioned themselves
in response to the pandemic, much of civil society has
missed this opportunity by failing to repurpose itself
or identify strategic roles it can play in its coronavirus
responses. Traditional civil society work has not
stopped, but the reality clearly puts the management
of the pandemic ahead of other, competing priorities.
Instead of gaining more legitimacy in communities,
some organizations have decreased their impact as
they have failed to adjust to new demands and the
expectations of communities. Digital activism has also
struggled to gain traction: the cost of internet data
in Zimbabwe is beyond the reach of many, limiting
the reach of civil society cyber initiatives.244 Further,
online activities can lead to offline reprisals, including
arrests and prosecution, as the government and the
ruling party consider social media a battleground for
critical narratives.

NEW ATTACKS ON CIVIC SPACE
While new kinds of activism have intensified in the
pandemic, the other side of the coin has been the
regime’s repression of civil society. The government
of Zimbabwean President Emmerson Mnangagwa
imposed something akin to a state of emergency
under the guise of coronavirus lockdown measures.
The deployment of soldiers to conduct policing
duties in townships has helped the regime’s autocratic
consolidation. As of July 19, 2020, a total of 105,000
citizens had been arrested for lockdown-related crimes,
but only 101,375 Zimbabweans had been tested for

the coronavirus.245 These statistics clearly show that
the regime has deployed at least equal, if not more,
resources to arrest and intimidate citizens than to fund
the public healthcare system.
This situation means that civil society faces two
enormous hurdles: first, the challenges related to
organizing in the context of the pandemic and, second,
the regime’s militaristic approach toward activist spaces
and dissenting voices. The state’s heavy-handedness has
resulted in a shrinking civic space. Activists and civil
society actors who have confronted the regime’s actions
during the pandemic have been harassed, arbitrarily
arrested, and, in some instances, abducted and tortured;
their attempts to protest have been ruthlessly quashed.
Civil society has been seriously crippled by stringent
surveillance measures and the targeted victimization of
critical voices.
The regime has used civil society’s limited capacity
to physically organize in communities to introduce
constitutional amendments that will reverse the gains
of the 2013 constitution. The regime carried out a
token consultative process, which was weakened by
citizens’ inability to gather due to restrictions. Civil
society made tremendous efforts to organize despite
this limiting environment. Yet, those efforts were
met with intimidation and harassment of citizens
who opposed the consultative process and the
amendments themselves.
A case that highlights the regime’s deepening autocratic
tendencies relates to unfolding corruption scandals.
Zimbabwe’s governance system has proved incompetent
to deal with the considerable corruption risks associated
with the country’s crisis response, even though donor
and multilateral organizations hold the government’s
hand in managing the pandemic. As the central
coordinating and implementing organ of the country’s
coronavirus responses, the government has failed to
make sure that resources reach their destinations.
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The regime has deployed military-style responses to
thwart critical voices. An anticorruption demonstration
scheduled for July 31, 2020, was accompanied by an
increase in human rights abuses as the government
frantically attempted to silence citizens. Security forces
besieged the homes of Obert Masaraure, the president
of an association of rural teachers, and ZCTU President
Peter Mutasa. Opposition leaders have faced arrest
for organizing other anticorruption protests. Several
people have been detained on trumped-up charges
ranging from inciting public violence to undermining
the authority of the president on social media.
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In Zimbabwe, corruption, a healthcare crisis, and a
general economic crisis are long-standing ills that have
been heightened by the pandemic. While there is an
opportunity for civil society to agitate and organize on
these issues, the regime has used the same opportunity
to tighten its grip and close civic space. On July 19,
2020, Mnangagwa announced a raft of measures as part
of a new blanket lockdown. A mooted cybersecurity
bill is set to further curtail citizens’ capacity to
engage online.

CIVIL SOCIETY’S INCREASED
WATCHDOG ROLE
The attack on civic space by the Zimbabwean regime
appears to have failed in deterring civil society from
mobilizing. Rather, the assault has fueled a more radical
and robust response from civic actors. The pandemic
has exposed the Zimbabwean government’s systemic
flaws and floundering governance architecture,
making it urgent for civil society to increase its role
as a watchdog. Collaborative efforts among new civic
voices, traditional civil society actors (in particular,
the Zimbabwe National Students Union and ZCTU),
the church, and progressive elements of the media
led to a widespread campaign against corruption and
rights abuses.

The anticorruption protests that began online in May
2020 after Chin’ono exposed a huge scandal involving
corrupt procurement in the government’s coronavirus
relief aid morphed into a protest movement.
Independent voices, political activists, and civic actors
called for a street protest on July 31 against corruption
and human rights abuses during the lockdown. Citizens
used online platforms such as Facebook, Twitter,
and WhatsApp to mobilize for the protest. A week
before the demonstration, the government launched a
witch hunt against the activists, followed by a violent
clampdown on the protest itself. The leaders of the
planned protest—including activist Jacob Ngarivhume,
who leads the political party Transform Zimbabwe, and
Chin’ono—were arrested for inciting public violence.
On July 31, the government deployed soldiers onto
the streets to prevent citizens from exercising their
constitutional right to protest. The Zimbabwe Peace
Project later recorded that forty-eight people had been
unlawfully detained, 168 harassed, fifteen abducted
or tortured, and fifty-eight assaulted for organizing or
participating in the protest.246 The regime also targeted
political leaders and activists in a desperate attempt to
create a counternarrative of a power wrangle between
the leading opposition Movement for Democratic
Change Alliance party and the government. Despite
the repression, the protest was amplified online and
civic actors continued to demonstrate.
Traditional civil society groups used their networks,
resources, and experience to support the efforts of the
campaign and help victimized activists and citizens.
The Zimbabwe Doctors for Human Rights and other
groups provided medical care and referral support,
while organizations such as the Zimbabwe Peace
Project documented rights violations. When serious
human rights abuses were exposed, the campaign
escalated online. A hashtag inspired by the worldwide
Black Lives Matter movement started to trend online:
#ZimbabweanLivesMatter brought global attention to

the violent clampdown on civic and political actors.
Artists, political leaders, journalists, and international
civil society endorsed the online campaign, which
had close to 1 million tweets in its first three days.247
Civic actors increased their push for the government
to account for human rights abuses that included
abduction, torture, arbitrary arrests, and raids of homes.

continues to engage in unconstitutional acts. More
CSOs need to adjust and grow under pressure by
adopting new identities, becoming cyber champions,
providing alternative thought leadership, fostering new
partnerships, and playing coordinating roles. This is a
path that will award civil society with greater legitimacy
and recognition.

Civil society’s increased watchdog role brought about
the effective collaboration of social movements, new
civic actors, labor groups, students, and CSOs. Civil
society will need to deepen this collaboration beyond
the pandemic as a way of building common ground
and pooling intellectual and material resources. This
type of cooperation is also a useful way of organizing
that will increase CSOs’ resilience in the face of a
clampdown by an autocratic regime that is constantly
attacking civic space.

Civil society’s increased oversight role, which came
in response to the government’s abuse of coronavirus
resources, is a positive opportunity for CSOs to find
new ways to safeguard dissent and build resilience
against state repression. The July 31 protest brought
about new collaboration among emerging voices, social
movements, progressive media, and traditional CSOs.
This collaboration may be an option for exploring new
ways of organizing in the face of regime repression,
which is being concealed behind emergency laws to
manage the pandemic.

At the same time, the July 31 protest enabled
Zimbabwean civil society to join the global conversation
about the effects of the coronavirus on civic space. The
case of Zimbabwe—in particular, the way in which
the regime has closed civic space under the guise of
coronavirus emergency laws—contributes to the need
for a global conversation about effective strategies for
funding civil society during and after the pandemic.

CONCLUSION
Some Zimbabwean CSOs have repurposed and
expanded their mandates to include public health
issues. These organizations have also been a pillar for
those who have suffered at the hands of a regime that

The increased watchdog role of civic groups has also
contributed to greater legitimacy for civil society
in communities. Coupled with this is the ability of
CSOs to diversify and become hybrid organizations
that not only deal with their traditional niche but also
provide civic leadership and support in managing the
pandemic. While access to information is a limitation
in Zimbabwe, civil society’s pushback against
repression has demonstrated that virtual spaces are
now central and effective in civic organizing in the
country. Without taking away from the harms caused
by militarization and repression in this period, there
are new opportunities for a creative reorganization of
civic space to ensure continued resilience and vibrancy
beyond the pandemic.
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C H A P T E R 11

AN INCREASED ROLE FOR CIVIL
SOCIETY IN THE UNITED STATES
DAV I D WO N G

The United States has faced significant turbulence
in recent months, first with the global coronavirus
pandemic and then with mass protests against police
killings of Black Americans, such as George Floyd
and Breonna Taylor. These challenges have exposed
government shortcomings and provided an opportunity
for civil society to occupy a more significant role in
U.S. policy debates. A combination of newer and more
established civil society groups has sought to respond
to the pandemic and confront the government’s
mismanagement of the crisis. There has been some
overlap between pandemic-related civic initiatives and
the civil society responses to racial and ethnic violence
and injustices. Mutual aid initiatives, labor unions, and
rights-based nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
active on the coronavirus have worked alongside
organizations that have been active on criminal justice
issues for many years.

CIVIL SOCIETY AND THE
CORONAVIRUS
The particularly ineffective management of the
coronavirus crisis by the administration of U.S.

President Donald Trump has galvanized intensely
committed responses from U.S. civil society. New
actors, such as faith-based groups and mutual aid
initiatives, have helped communities respond to the
pandemic. More established actors, such as labor
unions, have taken vocal stances in addressing safety
challenges in the workplace that have been exacerbated
by the pandemic, causing a renewed interest in
workplace organization. Large nonprofits that focus
on human rights or civil liberties have led the way
in documenting the pandemic’s danger to neglected
populations, such as detained immigrants, and in filing
lawsuits to protect those populations while fighting to
uphold civil liberties.
A range of religious groups has embraced roles of
helping local communities deal with the pandemic and
its second-order effects. The evangelical organization
Samaritan’s Purse deployed a field hospital in Central
Park to help New York City treat the wave of coronavirus
patients—although the organization’s devout Christian
principles, which include opposition to same-sex
marriage, drew significant criticism.248 Seeds of Hope,
the food justice ministry of the Episcopal Diocese of Los
Angeles, addressed food insecurity through its existing
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efforts to provide farm-grown fruits and vegetables to
over 30,000 families a week.249
Sikh communities across the country have prepared
free meals for local communities, as their places of
worship—called gurdwaras—are equipped with the
tools and manpower to feed large populations.250
Although some religious communities have faced ire
for defiantly continuing in-person services, others
have made services available online to ensure the
spiritual and emotional well-being of congregants or
organized services such as grocery deliveries to support
elderly people.251
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Mutual aid initiatives have grown increasingly
prominent to meet the urgent needs of community
members by delivering groceries, running errands, and
paying bills.252 Mutual aid has a rich history among
Black liberation movements, from early independent
Black churches in the eighteenth century to the Black
Panthers or Nation of Islam in the twentieth century.253
Mutual aid has been geared toward populations that
are excluded from government assistance, such as
undocumented immigrants.254
In the current pandemic, a range of actors has
spearheaded mutual aid initiatives: advocacy groups
that have directly assisted populations in need,
diaspora organizations that have looked to capitalize
on transnational networks to obtain resources from
members abroad, religious groups for which helping
others has aligned with their religious principles,
and individual citizens who have been motivated to
fill the void left by existing state systems.255 Many
of these groups have relied on tech platforms such
as Airtable, Facebook, GitHub, Google Docs,
and Slack to coordinate their efforts and compile
useful information.256
The pandemic has also sparked a resurgence in labor
activism. Workers have mobilized for higher wages,
protections against coronavirus-related risks in the
workplace, and financial packages from severance

pay to sick leave. In the early stage of the pandemic,
most labor action took place outside unions; instead,
unorganized workers (employees in nonunion
companies) held work stoppages, using the tactics
of direct action to pressure superiors to address their
demands—techniques termed “solidarity unionism.”257
Workers at Amazon, Instacart, Target, Walmart, and
Whole Foods co-organized a nationwide sick-out on
May 1.258 However, more recently, existing unions
and labor organizers have been more visible in leading
strikes or supporting workers in major nonunion
companies, such as Amazon, to pressure the business
into making concessions.259
Large organizations that focus on human rights and
civil liberties have concentrated on documenting the
effects of the pandemic on marginalized populations
and using legal means to prevent infringements of rights
and liberties. Amnesty International has analyzed the
dangers of the coronavirus in immigration detention
centers.260 The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)
has filed lawsuits to ensure voters in several states can
vote by mail, to release people vulnerable to severe
illness or death from the coronavirus in detention
centers, to block efforts to cut abortion access during
the pandemic, to challenge fake news laws in Puerto
Rico that endanger press freedom, and to release people
from jails due to the challenges of adhering to physical
distancing guidelines.261

FROM THE CORONAVIRUS TO
BROADER CIVIC ACTIVISM
More indirectly, the pandemic has created conducive
conditions for protests against police brutality by
exacerbating existing societal issues, elevating the role
of social media, and creating fiscal crises at the local
level that pressure local leaders into undertaking
significant reforms.
First, the pandemic has illuminated and sharpened
the disparities that America’s Black population has

long endured, as Black Americans have died from the
coronavirus at a higher rate than other racial groups.
According to the American Public Media Research
Lab, Black Americans’ coronavirus death rate is 69.7
per 100,000 people, whereas the corresponding figure
for white Americans is only 30.2 per 100,000.262
The higher death rate may be because structural and
environmental racism lead Black Americans to have
a higher prevalence of underlying health conditions,
such as diabetes and heart disease, that increase the
risk of the coronavirus and because they constitute a
disproportionate percentage of essential workers.263

can’t sleep.”265 The simultaneity of the pandemic and
the protests against police brutality also made it far
more difficult for white Americans to ignore issues of
systemic racism.

The damage also extends into the economic sphere:
during the pandemic, Black people have experienced
layoffs at a higher rate than all other racial groups except
Hispanics. Black families are particularly vulnerable to
the financial effects of a layoff because of lower levels
of household wealth. In 2016, the median middle class
Black household held $13,000 in wealth, compared
with almost $150,000 for the median middle-class
white household.264

Increased use of social media likely accelerated the
spread of footage and information about the death
of George Floyd. With clear video documentation of
police officer Derek Chauvin’s knee on Floyd’s neck
for almost nine minutes, Floyd’s death was uniquely
visceral and prolonged compared with previous police
killings of Black Americans, dispelling justifications
that the officer was merely acting in self-defense.

In this moment, when Black Americans have suffered
disproportionately in health and economic terms from
the coronavirus pandemic, the deaths of George Floyd,
Breonna Taylor, and others at the hands of police
officers made clear how systemic racism is inextricably
woven into the fabric of U.S. institutions. Systemic
racism affects not only policing but also public health,
economic development, and other areas of civilian life.
As an illustration of systemic racism, Floyd’s last words,
“I can’t breathe,” are particularly chilling considering
that this coronavirus, which has significantly affected
the Black community, manifests itself in victims being
unable to breathe.
For many Black protesters, the seemingly inescapable
reach of systemic racism made protest necessary despite
the risk of contracting the coronavirus or suffering
physical injury. In the words of one protester, “If it’s
not police beating us up, it’s us dying in a hospital from
the pandemic. I’m tired of being tired. I’m so tired, I

Second, the coronavirus lockdown has increased the use
of social media, which, in turn, has added momentum
to civic activism. According to market research
company GlobalWebIndex, during the pandemic 49
percent of Americans polled have been reading more
news stories on social media and 30 percent have been
sharing more news on social media.266

After Floyd’s death, the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag,
frequently used after police killings of Black
Americans, was tweeted so frequently as to suggest
the mainstreaming of the movement in a way not
seen before. Only two days after Floyd’s death, the
#BlackLivesMatter hashtag was used 8.8 million times
on May 28 alone and was then used over 2 million
times a day until June 7. For context, the previous
highest number of daily uses was around 1.2 million
after the 2016 police shootings of Philando Castile and
Alton Sterling.267 Increased use of social media for news
purposes, combined with a heightened level of activism
among Black social media users, likely provided the
optimal conditions for social media to allow the police
brutality protests to grow into the largest and most
multiracial demonstrations in years.
Activists have since used social media platforms to
circulate footage of police violence against protesters.
This footage has increased public support for the
protests as police have been documented dispersing
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crowds by using tear gas, rubber bullets, batons, and
even vehicles.268 Public opinion is shifting: in a June
2020 Washington Post–Schar School poll, 69 percent
of Americans considered recent police killings of Black
Americans to reflect broader problems with police
treatment of Black people, up from 43 percent in
2014.269
Finally, the pandemic has created an economic
environment that is more conducive for civil society
groups to achieve radical policy change, such as
defunding the police. The pandemic has led to a severe
shortage of municipal funding around the country
that may force many mayors to reduce police budgets,
which, for many cities, constitute a major portion of
the city’s overall budget. Cutting funding for other
departments that provide services for citizens in need,
such as education or health, will likely spark an outcry
from activists who argue that such cuts exemplify the
problem of systemic racism and police overfunding.
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Already, several major cities have significantly reduced
police funding. The city of Los Angeles slashed the police
budget by $150 million, and New York City will cut $1
billion from the police department’s budget. Seattle’s
mayor and the City Council recently agreed on a 20
percent budget cut to Seattle’s Police Department.270
Activists have also used this moment to step up pressure
for policy reforms beyond the pandemic.

CIVIL SOCIETY DURING PROTESTS
AGAINST POLICE BRUTALITY
The protests against police brutality have brought
together traditional activists who have spent years
advocating criminal justice reforms and newer actors
who have gained prominence during the pandemic and
aided with the protests or advocacy.
In the years leading up to these protests, many criminal
justice advocacy organizations, such as Black Visions
Collective and the Minnesota Freedom Fund, and

other activists were working on issues of police reform
but had limited success in convincing political leaders
to consider reforms, let alone enact them. The police
brutality protests have dramatically elevated the efforts
of activists, who have seen an outpouring of donations
that far exceed previous contributions and political
leaders who are more receptive than before to significant
reforms to U.S. policing.271
Additionally, mutual aid groups that have gained
significance during the pandemic have provided
protesters with supplies such as food, drinks, face masks,
first aid equipment, and even information on dealing
with tear gas or contacting a lawyer. These resources
are critical, given that the protests are occurring in a
pandemic, to ensure that citizens can follow basic
precautions while protesting. The demonstrations
have pushed some of the newer relief organizations
in a more political direction as the overlaps become
clear between the pandemic and underlying injustices
in U.S. society.272 Religious leaders and clergy—from
Latino and immigrant ministries in Los Angeles to
interdenominational groups in Connecticut—have
also mobilized congregants to protest and lobby state
and federal legislators to support reforms to improve
racial justice.273
Many labor unions and workers have taken a vocal
stance in favor of the police brutality protests. In
cities across the country, some unions joined ongoing
protests or even called their own rallies or strikes to
demand cuts to police funding. Bus operators in several
cities refused to transport police on city buses, while
teachers in Denver, Minneapolis, Portland, Rochester,
and Seattle ousted police from their schools.274 On June
24, 2020, the International Longshore and Warehouse
Union shut down twenty-nine ports along the West
Coast, not only demanding defunding the police but
also protesting against rezoning projects. This was
an unprecedented level of mobilization that likely
stems from the impact of the pandemic on Black and
Hispanic Americans.275

Journalist unions and organizations have criticized
police arrests of and violence toward journalists.276
Nurses have been particularly vocal in their advocacy,
from attending protests and highlighting racial
disparities in healthcare to providing medical treatment
to protesters and speaking out against police force
against protesters and systemic racism.277 Notably, the
participation of nurses in the demonstrations may be
particularly beneficial for the protests, as polling by
Gallup has found that U.S. adults have rated nurses
as having the highest honesty and ethics standards
among many professions, including medical doctors,
for almost twenty years.278
The Strike for Black Lives on July 20, 2020, saw the
most significant labor mobilization yet, with tens of
thousands of workers across 200 cities walking out
to demand better wages and greater efforts to address
systemic racism.279 Overall, the upsurge in labor union
mobilization foreshadows potential collaboration
between organized labor and antiracism advocacy in
the future.
Rights-based NGOs have been at the forefront of
collecting information about police violence against
protesters. Amnesty International mapped 125
incidents of police violence against protesters across the
country from late May to early June 2020, with each
incident accompanied by video evidence sourced from
social media.280 The ACLU has filed lawsuits around
the country on the topic of police violence against
protesters. The ACLU of Minnesota filed a classaction lawsuit against Minnesota law enforcement for
targeting journalists, while the ACLUs of Seattle and
Indiana sued the cities of Seattle and Indianapolis,
respectively, to halt police use of tear gas and projectiles

against protesters. The ACLU of Washington, DC, filed
a lawsuit against Trump and administration officials for
using federal authorities to disperse crowds with rubber
bullets and tear gas; the organization sought an order
that would bar officials from conducting such activities
again and claimed damages for protesters’ injuries.281

CONCLUSION
The combination of the coronavirus pandemic and
the police brutality protests in the United States has
brought civic activism to the fore in pushing for social
change. In a way, the pandemic may have incubated
civil society groups by exposing the government’s
shortcomings in such a visible way as to compel citizens
around the country to take matters into their own hands.
Some of the same groups that have been strengthened
or summoned to action by the pandemic—religious
communities, labor unions, mutual aid initiatives,
and rights-based groups—have also proved critical for
maintaining the protests against police brutality.
Already, new alliances are forming between groups
such as labor organizations and antiracist activists,
and recent reforms to policing in different cities reflect
the successful efforts of civic groups. As the United
States struggles to control the coronavirus pandemic
and protests continue across the country, civil society
groups may have ample opportunity to push for even
greater reforms in coming months.
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C H A P T E R 12

THE CORONAVIRUS AND CIVIL
SOCIETY REALITIES IN
LATIN AMERICA
M A R I SA VO N BÜLOW AND F EDERICO M. ROSSI

In Latin America, the coronavirus pandemic has
triggered an intense wave of civil society activity. By
July 2020, the pandemic had spread alarmingly across
the region and threatened to leave deeper poverty and
inequality in its wake.282 Governments’ responses to the
crisis have differed dramatically; crucially, this variation
has determined the type of civic activism that has
appeared in each Latin American country.
The experiences of Brazil and Argentina are instructive.
The Brazilian central government has refused to take the
pandemic seriously, giving rise to myriad mobilizations
and deepening the country’s political polarization. The
Argentinian government, meanwhile, adopted serious
measures that involved civil society in more cooperative
forms of engagement. The civil society dimension of
the pandemic has been crucial in Latin America, while
its implications have varied across the region.

CIVIC RESPONSES AMID INSTABILITY
AND INEQUALITY
The coronavirus crisis arrived in Latin America at a
time when the region was already in turmoil. Chronic
inequalities and dissatisfaction with democracy had

fueled massive street protests in Argentina, Bolivia,
Brazil, Mexico, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela in the
months before the pandemic.283 Initially, fear of the
virus and the implementation of physical distancing
measures led to a sharp decrease in protest mobilization.
In many countries, the pandemic gave political
authorities a respite from protest pressures.
In Chile, this allowed the weak and delegitimized
government to continue in power and postpone a
referendum on a new national constitution, which
had been a key demand of protesters.284 In Bolivia, the
interim authoritarian government used the pandemic to
justify postponing a presidential election and clamping
down on the democratic opposition, thus keeping itself
in power.285 In Uruguay, a new right-wing coalition
narrowed the right to strike—a move criticized by
the International Labor Organization and the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, who
argued that it violated the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights.286
The calm did not last long, however. On top of
previous grievances, popular frustration with
government responses to the pandemic grew. Although
governments did adopt emergency relief plans, funds
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arrived late and were generally insufficient for the
many people who work in the informal sector and live
in overcrowded slums. And without a social security
net, Latin America’s informal economy continued out
of necessity despite lockdown measures and increases in
coronavirus cases and deaths.
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Civic actors began to mobilize quickly. Protests spread,
most commonly focused on the economic fallout from
coronavirus-related restrictions, with demands for
a reopening of the economy and better government
support to mitigate the crisis.287 Additionally, health
workers across the region held demonstrations to call
for better working conditions and proper protective
equipment. In some cases, protesters adapted their
methods to physical distancing rules. In Colombia,
people hung pieces of red cloth in doors and windows
to signify dissatisfaction with the brutal economic
impact of physical distancing policies and the lack of
government help. In Peru, activists glued pictures of
coronavirus victims to the backs of chairs in a cathedral
to honor the dead and raise awareness of government
policies.
At the same time, civil society actors took to social media
more intensively than before and with new methods.
Mexican activists and human rights nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) marked Mother’s Day with a
virtual march for missing children.288 New coalitions
of media activists and NGOs launched campaigns on a
wide array of social media platforms and apps to fight
disinformation about the coronavirus.289
Each government responded differently to the
crisis. Some governments took little action: those of
Brazil and Mexico played down the impacts of the
pandemic,290 while those of Bolivia and Chile opted
for conservative, pro-market approaches and refused
to implement strong social policy responses.291 In these
countries, civil society had to compensate for the lack
of state action and press hard for authorities to take the
situation seriously.

Other governments did act, eliciting a very different
response from civil society. In Argentina, the
government took concerted social and health action.
In Paraguay and Uruguay, small populations helped the
authorities control the spread of the virus. In Argentina,
civil society was proactive and constructive; in Uruguay,
it was institutionally rooted; and in Paraguay, there
were largely ineffectual mobilizations.

BRAZIL: CIVIL SOCIETY DEALING
WITH A NEGATIONIST GOVERNMENT
In May 2020, Brazil had the fastest-growing coronavirus
infection rate in the world. At the same time, it was
one of the countries that tested the least for the virus,
meaning that the official numbers of infected and dead,
however dramatic, likely underestimated a much worse
reality.292
Brazil’s health and economic crisis intersected with a
deepening political crisis.293 President Jair Bolsonaro
systematically downplayed the dangers of the
coronavirus. Even as the number of deaths soared, he
made a point of continuing to dine at restaurants and
participate in street photo ops and pro-government
rallies. Bolsonaro’s negationist approach sharpened
political tensions and divides even among the
government’s supporters. In April, the health minister
was fired amid public disagreements with the president
on how to fight the pandemic.
In this context, civil society organizations (CSOs)
had to both step up to fill the void left by Bolsonaro’s
government and combat government-sponsored
disinformation campaigns about the pandemic.294 One
group of actors quickly launched emergency response
initiatives to help the poorest sectors of the population.
Local organizations and social movements joined
businesses to gather and distribute food, carry out
cleaning, and provide medical supplies. NGOs created
directories of initiatives to help donors find initiatives

to support. One directory listed over 800 initiatives
countrywide by May.295
Other grassroots initiatives have sought to provide
psychological support to people with difficulties
in dealing with isolation, especially when coupled
with issues such as domestic violence.296 Others have
provided better health services in neighborhoods in
need. In the Paraisópolis slum on the outskirts of São
Paulo, the community gathered donations to pay for
a medical team, ambulances, and tests. In another
type of initiative, groups in poor urban communities
worked to produce accurate information about the
coronavirus. One community newspaper in Rio de
Janeiro, Voz da Comunidade (Community Voice),
created a smartphone app to debunk disinformation
and disseminate reliable information.297
Civil society actors have also pushed the state to
respond to the pandemic. At the national level, NGOs,
trade unions, and social movements formed a broad
coalition to work toward better crisis legislation.
This coalition successfully advocated an emergency
relief fund in the National Congress of Brazil. In
parallel, protests have been organized to denounce
the government’s ineffective or lacking coronavirus
policies, with pot banging, street protests, and activism
on social media.298 At the local level, civil society actors
have similarly protested and pressured municipal
governments to invest more in public health services.
Human rights and indigenous organizations have
denounced the Brazilian government at the United
Nations and the Organization of American States for
its genocidal politics against indigenous peoples during
the pandemic.
Many CSOs have adapted their work to the pandemic.
They have focused more on distributing food and
supplies—and doing so safely. Images of 425 so-called
street presidents—volunteers standing six feet apart in a
football field in Paraisópolis—have become iconic.299 In
addition, civil society actors have creatively combined

online and offline activism. Although the former is
not new, the pandemic has led to a surge in podcasts
and new forms of protest, such as virtual marches.
Media activists have launched campaigns that use both
traditional radio and newer forms of awareness raising,
such as Twitter hashtags.300
Some civil society groups have sought to connect the
pandemic with their other agendas. Street protesters
have linked police brutality and racism to the
vulnerability of Black people to the coronavirus. A strike
by food delivery workers made a connection between
labor rights and health risks.301 Further, new coalitions
of CSOs have emerged to push for the impeachment
of Bolsonaro, linking the need to defend the country’s
democracy with the disastrous federal policies toward
the pandemic.
Despite the new activism, civil society groups face
severe problems with funding due to the economic
fallout from the pandemic.302 Another challenge comes
from the divisions between progressive and conservative
sectors of civil society. Brazil’s political polarization has
contaminated discussion of the pandemic and made
even harder the task of raising awareness about the
health crisis. Bolsonaro’s supporters have taken to the
streets to defend him, denounce restrictive measures to
contain the virus, and disseminate false news about the
disease and its treatment.303 Activism after the pandemic
will be tied even more tightly to Brazil’s political crisis.

ARGENTINA: CIVIL SOCIETY IN THE
GOVERNING COALITION
The coronavirus arrived in Argentina when the new,
center-left government of President Alberto Fernández
had only just taken power. Fernández had to reverse
changes made by the previous, center-right government,
such as reopening the Ministries of Health, Education,
and Science, all of which had been closed in 2018 after
spending cuts.304 Despite the pressure that the pandemic
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added to an already difficult situation, up to July 2020
the government managed to control the outbreak and
avoid the collapse of the country’s healthcare system.305
Crucially, the new Argentine government counted on
active support from many social movements.306 Within
the Ministry of Social Development, social groups such
as the piquetero (picketer) movement launched several
important initiatives to support informal workers
and the poor who had lost their jobs. Beginning in
March, the government applied a policy of universal
citizenship income, which was paid each month to
poor, unemployed, and informal workers.307

68

The government fostered coordination between
scientists and popular movements through its Peronist
political leadership.308 This cooperation led to the
deactivation of most progressive protests and the
construction of government–civil society synergies to
tackle the pandemic. However, the conservative and
neoliberal civic networks of the Together for Change
coalition worked to boycott the shutdown and any
government decision that would imply an increased
intervention in the economy to provide a socially
minded response to the pandemic.309 In brief, the new
government worked with a set of social movements
and did relatively well in containing the pandemic and
resisting conservative civic pressures.
The labor movement was divided in its responses to the
pandemic. The conservative General Confederation of
Workers negotiated a 25 percent decrease of salaries
in exchange for job security during the shutdown.310
In contrast, progressive grassroots and factory-level
unions activated pickets, held occupations, and
organized strikes to stop factories from shutting down,
demand protective equipment to avoid contagion at
work, and request salary surpluses for essential jobs.311
In most cases, the protesters achieved their goals. This
active social and labor rights agenda also prioritized
investment in scientific and medical research as well as
the regulation of prices for medicines, food, cleaning
products, and public utilities.312

Antishutdown and antiscientist activism did not gain
nearly as much traction in Argentina as in Brazil. Still,
some right-wing protesters claimed that the shutdown
restricted liberties in what they called an infectadura
(infecto-dictatorship) and that the economic regulations
were leading Argentina toward a communist regime.313
In many cases, right-wing political actors questioned
the seriousness of the health crisis. These groups
protested along traditional, nationalist lines with
Argentine flags and were made up of predominantly
conservative, white, wealthy, and upper-middle-class
citizens.314 Although these protests were small, they did
not respect physical distancing protocols.315
Social organizations, such as the Confederation of
Workers of the Popular Economy (CTEP) and the
Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, moved up a gear in their
activism, arguing that the pandemic had made longterm economic and political reform more necessary.
The CTEP proposed a so-called Creole Marshall
Plan for the reconstruction of social welfare and the
urbanization of the Buenos Aires shantytowns, where
over 3.5 million people live in poverty.316 While activism
has expanded in the crisis, some groups are concerned
that other issues, like the legalization of abortion, are
being forgotten.

CONCLUSION
Government responses to the pandemic have varied
widely across Latin America and shaped very different
responses from civil society in each country. The
comparison between Brazil and Argentina shows this
in stark terms. In Brazil, progressive civic activists have
had to adopt defensive and critical strategies faced with
negationist government inaction. A political crisis has
spread to civil society; in turn, civil society divisions
have fed into the political crisis. In Argentina, civil
society actors have approached the pandemic as an
opportunity to play a more influential and constructive
policy role in concert with the governing coalition.

Across Latin America, it will be hard to maintain
rigid coronavirus restrictions, as people depend on the
informal economy and public funds are not enough
to help them through the crisis. This creates a vicious
cycle. The less physical distancing policies are respected,
the harder it is for countries to open up again without
risking the collapse of their healthcare systems. In both
Brazil and Argentina, there is likely to be heightened

tension between conservative and progressive sectors,
with progressive activists pushing for ambitious social
and economic reforms, while conservative actors will
mobilize against further state intervention and social
programs. In these two cases and other Latin American
countries, the key question is whether conflictual
or cooperative dynamics will prove stronger in the
longer term.
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