“Public Discussions of NGO Transparency in Russian Regions,” a project run by the Agency for Social Information, was conducted from end-January through April 2006 as part of the Civil Society Support Program “Dialogue” (IREX).

The main project events were discussions of issues of transparency and accountability of NGOs (ASI held them in 20 regions in late February and early March 2006), an analytical report on the outcomes of these discussions, public hearings on NGO transparency in Moscow, and a code of fundamental principles of transparency and accountability.
Discussions of NGO transparency and accountability were held in February and March 2006 in 20 Russian cities: Arkhangelsk, Barnaul, Vladivostok, Vladimir, Yekaterinburg, Kaliningrad, Kaluga, Krasnodar, Nizhny Novgorod, Novosibirsk, Novocherkassk, Penza, Perm, Pskov, St. Petersburg, Saransk, Ulan-Ude, Khabarovsk, Chelyabinsk and Yaroslavl.  NGOs, legislative and executive authorities and the media participated.  They discussed such issues as how to enhance transparency and openness of nonprofit organizations, build effective NGO/government relations in addressing important problems of social and economic development, and how to improve civil society organizations’ sustainability.  In most regions the discussants evaluated the current level of NGO transparency as sufficient and noted that the third sector is more transparent than the government sector. 
Based on the summary of regional discussions, the Agency for Social Information made an analytical report on NGO transparency and openness and presented it to the participants in public hearings held in Moscow.

Public hearings on Transparency of NGO Activities in the Present-Day Environment were held on April 11, 2006, at the State University – Higher School of Economics.  ASI arranged these hearings in the context of the Civil Society Support Program “Dialogue” (IREX) with support of the Presidential Council for the Promotion of Civil Society Institutions and Human Rights, the Public Chamber and Higher School of Economics.  Executive authorities (including the Presidential Administration, Ministry of Economic Development and Trade and Federal Registration Service), legislative authorities (including the State Duma), Presidential Council for the Promotion of Civil Society Institutions and Human Rights, Public Chamber, NGOs from 20 Russian regions, international foundations and organizations and journalists participated. 
The hearings discussed the following key issues: the current situation with NGO transparency and openness; the need of voluntary reporting; forms and methods of building the government’s confidence in NGOs; and the drafting of fundamental principles of transparency for the third sector organizations.  NGO transparency became a topic of a broad public discussion in the context of the passage of Federal Law No. 18-FZ On Amending Some Legislation of the Russian Federation, which regulates the work of nonprofit and nongovernmental organizations, and in the context of some events that were related to its passage and followed it, in particular, the “spy scandal.”  

Transparency as a uniform requirement for all sectors of the society was a fundamental principle that was formulated in the course of this discussion.  Openness (publicity of activities, disclosure of information about the work of NGOs, including disclosure of financial information), voluntariness (with respect to the disclosure of information required by law) and legitimacy were named as other fundamental principles of transparency. 
In the course of discussions and hearings the participants pointed out that NGOs should be open to the public in the first place (rather than to the authorities), i.e., to their constituencies.  The absence of mass-scale support of NGOs by the public was identified as a key reason behind the tendency toward stronger control over the third sector.  Another reason was the inability of the NGO community to regulate itself.  In this respect, the participants repeatedly revisited evaluation of NGO effectiveness and the need to present convincing evidence to the public and authorities that the third sector is useful for citizens and, generally, for the national economy.  The discussants suggested that effectiveness criteria should be developed and economic surveys should be carried out.  The presence of the Federal Registration Service officials helped discuss issues related to completing the reporting forms established by the new law.  On the other hand, FRS suggested that nonprofit organizations should take part in drafting methodological guidelines on reporting. 

In the view of ASI and IREX, the hearings, regional discussions and follow-up actions by the participants should help strengthen NGO/government confidence and, ultimately, improve NGO sustainability and further develop the third sector in Russia. 

The project caused major response in the NGO community and among the regional governments.  Discussions in 20 regions and public hearings in Moscow suggest that transparency and mandatory and voluntary reporting is one of the most important topics for nonprofit organizations, and the one that requires further discussion and study. 

