Using ICT to assist the development of social movements in Bulgaria

by Chris Bailey, Internet Rights Bulgaria
Some of the problems of building social movements in the ex-soviet bloc were presented in an earlier document presented at the "Can there be a Social Movement Informatics?" workshop in Leeds (available at www.socialrights.org/spip/article.php3?id_article=38). In that paper it was stressed that, rather than developing uses of computer mediated communications for already existing social movements, the central issue in most of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), but particularly the Balkans, was how this technology could be used to assist in building these movements where they had not existed before. Before considering this in the case of Bulgaria it is necessary to look closer at the present situation and the way it has arisen.
The demise of the old communist structures in CEE led to a widespread breakdown in essential services. This produced a strong sense of community self-help just to keep basic services running. In many cases the self-help organisation arising out of this situation took on wider social issues such as taking care of the elderly, the disabled, and other socially excluded groups or taking up such issues as dealing with a local environmental problems, for instance.
The effect of funders descending on the scene with ideas of "building civil society" considerably influenced these developments. It brought desperately needed resources and through funders marrying up with the self help groups many of them became transformed into legally registered social NGOs. But, with funders wanting to see definite local level results rather than less palpable lobbying and advocacy work, these social NGOs, soon existing in their thousands, were mostly left without any kind of national structure or dimension. When funders began to turn elsewhere many just collapsed. Others reverted back to being local self-help groups, but they had now become legally registered NGOs with a major part of their activities consisting of competing with each other over the remaining funding possibilities. 
If you ask these NGOs, as we did in a questionnaire, what social areas they do work in, they invariably tick everything, even though it is evident from their name that they have previously only worked in one particular field. At first sight, this would seem to represent a lack of conviction about their work and a willingness to become anything that might please a suitable funder. It can sometimes equate with this. But closer research into some of the communities reveals a more complicated picture. Invariably, at the local level, we have found that a strata has emerged that genuinely wants to find ways of helping their local communities. They have built links with each other at local level no matter what particular social area they have previously been involved in working in. Thus they have tended to band together to form a kind of alliance of social NGOs, willing between them to take on any social activity they can manage to get any funding for. A meeting with one will often produce immediate suggestions about who else locally you should talk too, even though they appear to be working in a totally different social field. They are also able to identify, and often have a strong shared hostility towards, those local groups who are considered to have used funding for their own personal ends.
This emergence of this stratum of social NGOs does not in itself constitute the clear emergence of social movements in Bulgaria in the sense that they exist in Western Europe. Rather it represents the emergence of a layer of would-be social workers with the scope of their activities largely dependent on whether they can obtain funding or not. But similar developments have often laid the basis for the growth of real social movements elsewhere in the world. A decisive turning point can come about when what is at first seen as charity later becomes seen as a right.
Already, in at least two areas, gender equality rights and the rights of disabled people, relatively small, but nonetheless discernable social movements have begun to develop out of these social NGOs. In both cases, social NGOs acting on these issues have gone further than most towards building a national rather than just a local dimension and have gained some sense of being able to influence national policy decisions. Also, in both cases, their work and the conceptions guiding it have been greatly enhanced by contact with other similar organisations in the rest of Europe
One other group that must be mentioned as being by far the most successful in organising to demand social rights in Bulgaria is the labour unions. As in most countries, the unions remain largely separated from the other social movements, but again their strength has undoubtedly grown out of building a strong national dimension though amalgamating small local organisations and from their contact with other unions internationally. Though they are still mainly engaged in basic education work for their members about what unions are, on more than one occasion within the last year they have shown their ability to organise demonstrations of more than 10,000 over labour rights. No other social movement in Bulgaria could hope to mobilise a demonstration of more than a few hundred people.
However, one significant mobilisation that did take place this year was a demonstration in Sofia against the Iraq war. This illustrated the difficulties of social movement mobilisation in Bulgaria, but also pointed to the potential role of the social NGOs. 
Opinion polls showed that more than 80% of the population were strongly opposed to the Iraq war while the Bulgarian government was solidly supporting the US and Britain on the UN security council. Yet, with millions of people demonstrating around the world, there was little sign of such activity in Bulgaria. A fairly small demonstration took place outside an air-base that US military planes were preparing to fly from in the war. It was organised by a local NGO representing "mothers".
Then finally, on March 27th, a demonstration against the war of about 300-400 people took place in Sofia. It was organised by a range of social NGOs working together and producing a joint open letter to the government. These NGOs were variously devoted to human rights, minority rights, gender equality rights, etc, but had not previously been particularly committed to peace or anti-war issues. This illustrated once again a propensity for social NGOs to band together and act together outside their supposed remit on other social issues that they had not ostensibly been committed to on paper. It also shows a growing shared conception by these organisations that it is possible and necessary to influence government policy through organising public action. Such consciousness is obviously vital for the further development of social movements in Bulgaria.
How can computer communications assist these developments towards the growth of social movements in Bulgaria? As has been considered above, two major factors show themselves when considering a development from the large number of small locally based social NGOs to the building of real civil society organisations capable of mobilising sectors of the population on social rights issues and able to have a real effect on government policy. First of all there is the need for amalgamation. Large numbers of the local social NGOs are carrying out similar activities, but do not have contact with each other or even know of each others existence. Secondly, contact with and assistance from social NGOs and social movements in the rest of Europe is essential. Only in this way can the Bulgarian social NGOs gain the knowledge and consciousness they need to become effective campaigning and lobbying organisations. Both these questions clearly involve the need for networking  - the first on a national and the second on an international scale. It seems impossible to find a solution to the problems involved that does not entail use of the Internet. But using the Internet itself involves a range of difficulties to be overcome. Internet Rights Bulgaria (IRB) was founded, and itself registered as a social NGO under Bulgarian law, to try to tackle these problems. 
The first job we carried out was to try to assess how the NGOs themselves saw their situation. We sent out a questionnaire that was completed by more than 60 organisations and we held meetings with 18 of the larger social NGOs. We found:

1) There was widespread recognition of the need for making contact and working with other social NGOs in Bulgaria and for establishing contact with social NGOs in the rest of Europe. 71% of replies saw the first as a major and vital question and 87% the second. 

2) Another issue that was rated very highly was lack of knowledge of the social aspects of the European Union - 78% saw this as a major problem for them. There seems to be a widespread notion that in some way Bulgarian membership of the EU will bring social benefits and assist social NGOs, but considerable vagueness about how.

3) Access to the Internet was hardly ever completely impossible for the organisations involved. What was much more of a problem was the quality of the access and the costs. Bulgaria does have telephone access by 80% of the population, but using hopelessly outdated and inefficient equipment.

It might seem obvious, as it did to us, from these three answers that using computer communications and the Internet was a way forward towards solving the key problems facing Bulgarian social NGOs. However, there was generally not such a perception from the social NGOs themselves. A large percentage do not even have email addresses and the vast majority do not have a website. Where they do have a website and email address there is often very little conception of how these might be used effectively for building the organisation and pursuing its aims. Yet, only 55% of replies to our questionnaire felt that help with using ICT would be of use to them.

Similar perceptions have emerged from other sources. At a recent regional meeting in Croatia of gender equality NGOs on "Gender and ICT" it became clear that, while the majority of participants saw better knowledge of ICT as something they ought to have personally, when they were asked how it might be used to build their organisation they had very few ideas on this.

What is clearly needed to begin to overcome these problems is not just training in the technology of ICT, but training that emphasises how ICT can be used effectively by social NGOs to tackle the very real problems they do recognise, especially through building efficient online networks. IRB has now set as its first task the establishment of such training. We have teamed up with Virtual Activism in the US (www.virtualactivism.org) and with one of the larger social NGOs in Bulgaria, the Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation (BGRF) (www.bgrf.org) to adapt for use in Bulgaria an online training course designed by Dr Marlyn Tadros of Virtual Activism. The course is on “Maximising the use and effectiveness of the Internet in Human Rights and Development” and concentrates on uses of the Internet for campaigning organisations rather than just blind use of the technology. The idea of online training is completely novel in Bulgaria, so our main emphasis is on developing face-to-face trainings and workshops for social NGOs at suitable premises in different regions of Bulgaria. However, we are still also experimenting with the possibilities online training can provide. The partnership with BGRF will enable their relative strength and experience to be used to help consolidate the position of other social NGOs. 

Our other main area of activity at the moment is developing the Social Rights Bulgaria website (www.socialrights.org). In line with the main issues outlined above, the website needs to do a number of things. It should be a source supplying the information needs of Bulgarian NGOs, but much more than this, it has to develop as an effective means for connecting people and organisations, rather than just carrying information. It needs to assist the process of networking Bulgarian social NGOs and linking them with social NGOs and social movements in Europe and the rest of the world.

A prime task for the English language website will be to attract the interest of social NGOs and movements internationally and supply regular and up to date information concerning social developments in Bulgaria. Initially we can only do this by monitoring already existing news sources. Ultimately though, we expect the strongest, and most original, material to come from the Bulgarian social NGO sector itself. IRB is a partner with the Association of Bulgarian Broadcasters (ABBRO) (www.abbro-bg.org) in a "Media and Human Rights" project providing training for journalists and broadcasters on how to use NGO sourced material and training for NGOs on supplying suitable material. This training is also good preparation for building news sources for the Social Rights Bulgaria website.

Ultimately though, the success of the website will depend on how effectively we succeed in building participation in the project by Bulgarian social NGOs themselves, particularly with regard to the Bulgarian language website. One decision on this we have made is that we need to use content management software to allow relatively easy access for people with limited technical knowledge to publish material online.

We have benefited greatly on this question by having a good relationship with the Free Software movement. At an early stage IRB teamed up with the Free Software Association - Bulgaria, itself a strongly campaigning social NGO particularly notable for the involvement of ICT minded young people in its activities. The Managing Director of IRB, Christina Haralanova, was elected to its Executive Board, with responsibility for leading the Public Relations team of the Association. At the same time, IRB has received good technical support from Free Software advocates both in Bulgaria and from elsewhere. Our website is being built based on using the Free Software content management program SPIP. We are making our own contribution to Free Software development by translating the user interface into Bulgarian. Training in using the software to publish news and information about their activities on the Social Rights Bulgaria website will be included in our workshops for social NGOs.
