EUROPEAN ENDOWMENT
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OVERVIEW OF EED
The European Endowment for Democracy is an independent, grant-making organisation, established
by the European Union (EU) and EU member states to foster democracy in the European neighbourhood
and beyond.
All EU member states are members of EED’s Board of Governors, together with Members of the European
Parliament and civil society experts. Since its inception in 2013, EED has provided over 400 grants and
evolved into a vibrant, innovative and well-respected member of the democracy support community.
EED’s partners are dedicated individuals, human rights and political activists, pro-democratic movements,
independent media and journalists.

Mission

EED’s goal is to provide flexible support to democracy activists, complementing other EU and member state
democracy support programmes. It is a demand driven organisation that bases its support on a principle of
fostering – not imposing – democracy and facilitating local initiatives.

Where we work

EED’s activities focus primarily on the European neighbourhood (Eastern Partnership and the Middle East and
North Africa regions) and, as far as possible, aim to ensure a geographical balance of engagement and funding
between the Eastern and Southern neighbourhoods. In addition, some grants may be provided for relevant
applications from countries in the area adjacent to the neighbourhood depending on needs, available funds, and
political priorities.

Added value

Given the strikingly diverse range of countries in which it works, EED tailors support to the distinctive realities,
challenges and needs on the ground.
EED plays a vanguard role in supporting fledgling civil society organisations or pro-democracy actors
unable to obtain funding from other donors – whether due to restrictive legal environments, government
repression, security concerns or political sensitivities.
Its distinctive niche lies in its capacity to operate in difficult, often dangerous, environments that are off limits to
other donors. EED amplifies citizens’ voices and facilitates the work of activists who are keeping the democratic
struggle alive in often disturbingly harsh environments.
In this way, EED successfully addresses an important gap in EU democracy support. Find out more on the
website: www.democracyendowment.eu
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ABOUT #FIRSTPERSONSTORIES
EED cooperates with hundreds of dedicated organisations and courageous individuals. Many take
personal risks to push democratic values. Through a series of fresh and compelling personal narrative
stories, this booklet offers an insight into our grantees – their work, their struggle and their shared
determination to make a difference.
With so many supported grantees and initiatives, unfortunately it is impossible to capture all of the stories in
one booklet. Additionally, beyond those initiatives that we can communicate about openly, EED also supports
a number of activists who operate in highly repressive and challenging security environments, whose safety
could be at risk if the European support for their civic activism were to be exposed.
However, we hope that this booklet will give you at least a flavour of our work, and most importantly of our
grantees and partners. They are the real heroes of EED and we are proud to support their quest for dignity,
justice and better societies.
While the context and realities may differ, the common values and conviction shared by all activists and
supported organisations is that strong democracies are the best way of safeguarding human rights and
ensuring sustained prosperity.
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#FirstPerson: Armen Grigoryan (Armenia)

INDEPENDENT
OBSERVERS SET NEW
STANDARD FOR ELECTION
MONITORING IN ARMENIA
4
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Armenia’s watershed referendum on constitutional
reform was both a defeat and a victory for pro-democracy advocate Armen Grigoryan.
The 2015 vote gave authorities the green light to
usher in constitutional changes that will shift power
from the president to the parliament and the prime
minister – a move Grigoryan and other critics say will
entrench the ruling Republican Party’s control over
Armenia and effectively allow Serzh Sargsyan to
stay in power after his presidential term ends in 2018.
But the referendum also saw an unprecedented
civic effort to ensure the vote is free and fair. On
December 6, 2015, citizens scrutinised the voting
process in more than 500 polling stations across
the country and recorded numerous violations,
which remain a staple in Armenian elections.
Citizen Observer Initiative, the movement that
spearheaded the campaign, has since dramatically
expanded its network of independent monitors
and declared an all-out war on voter fraud in the
Caucasus nation.
“We were able to mobilise more than 1,000
observers in just two months,” says Grigoryan, the
initiative’s coordinator. “There were many problems
and setbacks, but we managed. This was a huge
success and it really boosted our confidence.”
The idea behind Citizen Observer Initiative was
born several months before the snap referendum
was announced in early October 2015. In the weeks
leading up to the vote, the movement, partly funded
by EED, brought together civil society organisations and opposition parties to establish public
oversight of the election.
Supporters of the constitutional reform say the
changes will bolster political stability in the country
and help consolidate Armenia’s party system by
curtailing the powers of the president, who will no
longer be elected by popular vote but by parliament. The changes will came into effect following
parliamentary elections held in April 2017.
While several other ex-Soviet nations have already
converted to parliamentary rule – including Eastern
Partnership countries Moldova, Georgia, and
Ukraine – opponents insist that Armenia is not
ready for the transition.

They warn that the new system will only perpetuate
the Republican Party’s domination of political life
in Armenia due to the lack of viable alternatives.
Critics also dismiss the reform as a scheme to let
Sargsyan assume the enhanced post of prime
minister at the end of his second and final presidential term.
“Serzh Sargsyan changed the constitution for
only one purpose: to remain in power,” Grigoryan
charges. “Armenians need to get mobilised.”
Citizen Observer Initiative is Armenia’s largest-ever
effort to rally civil society around election observation. It engaged more than 20 organisations
and covered a quarter of Armenia’s 2,000 polling
stations. At the same time, No Pasaran, another
EED-supported civic campaign coordinated by
Grigoryan, worked tirelessly to raise awareness
of the reform. Its activists relied heavily on social
media to disseminate information about the
proposed amendments.
According to Armenia’s electoral commission,
63.3 percent of voters backed the constitutional
changes. Citizen Observer Initiative, however,
accuses authorities of stealing the election. The
group uncovered what is says were more than
1,000 irregularities during both the voting process
and the ballot counting, raising questions about the
legitimacy of the referendum.
On the basis of Citizen Observer Initiative’s findings,
authorities opened 78 criminal cases – more than
the total number of electoral fraud investigations
launched in Armenia since the country gained
independence from the Soviet Union in 1991.
“The officials who were convicted got away with
fines, but I still consider this as a step forward,”
says Grigoryan.
And efforts have not stopped there. For the key
parliamentary vote in April 2017, the movement
rounded up as many as 4,000 observers who
deployed in pairs to every polling station in Armenia.
“The future of Armenia lies in democracy, but
without free and fair elections there can be no
democracy,” says Grigoryan. “Elections are the
foundation stone of democracy.”
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#FirstPerson: Leyla and Arif Yunus (Azerbaijan)

After spending more than a year behind bars and
enduring what they describe as horrific abuse at
the hands of their captors, Leyla and Arif Yunus are
still reeling from their ordeal.

and are now planning a new book that will point a
damning finger at the regime of Ilham Aliyev, who
has ruled the oil-rich country with an iron fist since
taking over from his father, late President Heydar
Aliyev, in 2003.

The Yunuses, two of Azerbaijan’s most prominent
human rights activists, were released in late 2015
after being initially sentenced to lengthy prison
terms on trumped-up charges of fraud, tax evasion,
and illegal business activities.

“We were beaten and tortured, they stole our
health,” says Leyla Yunus. “They freed us only
because we were dying and they got afraid. What
we saw, what we went through, must be told.”

Despite their frail health and reluctant departure
from Azerbaijan in April 2016, the couple remain
defiant. They have resumed their advocacy work

From their new home in Amsterdam, Leyla and Arif
Yunus continue to champion the rights of political
prisoners in Azerbaijan. The group headed by Leyla

BOOK PROJECT
A LIFELINE FOR
EXILED AZERBAIJAN
DISSIDENTS
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Yunus, the Institute for Peace and Democracy, has
kept close track of politically motivated arrests in
Azerbaijan. According to their estimates, at least
166 people are currently imprisoned for their views
in the Caucasus nation and a dozen dissidents are
tortured to death every year in the days that follow
their detention.
The book is now their top project. Financed
through an EED grant, it will look back at their
30-year crusade to document human rights abuses
in Azerbaijan. Some chapters will be based on
notes which Leyla Yunus was able to smuggle
out of prison.
“It will blend academic observations and personal
testimonies,” she explains.
The book will detail the physical and psychological abuse to which the couple were subjected in
prison. Leyla Yunus, who suffers from diabetes,
was beaten, denied proper medical care, and
threatened with rape. She was dragged by her feet
into solitary confinement and lost part of her vision
in one eye. Her husband, too, sustained permanent
damage to his health as a result of repeated
beatings and torture.

“This is a souvenir from prison,” he says, pointing
to the splint on his left arm. “They tied my hands
behind my back, hung me up by the handcuffs, and
beat me on the back and the neck with wet towels.
This causes terrible pain in the wrists and in the
back, and it also twists the elbow joints.”
Leyla and Arif Yunus say their book is intended
both for foreign audiences and for human rights
defenders, lawyers, journalists, and others facing
arrest in Azerbaijan.
“I want to write about my experience in an isolation
cell,” he says. “I want to describe interrogation
methods and share advice on how to cope in
such situations.”
For the Yunus couple, this project also represents
a precious lifeline as they try to adjust to their new
life in exile.
“It’s very difficult to start over at 60; when you are
forced to leave your homeland, a piece of your soul
stays behind,” sighs Leyla Yunus. “EED’s grant
proposal came like an outstretched hand at a time
when we had lost everything. This book gives us a
new reason to live.”
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#FirstPerson: Victoria Apostol and Polina Ceastuhina (Moldova)

FEMINIST GROUP
TAKES ON SEXISM
IN MOLDOVA
8

EASTERN NEIGHBOURHOOD

During regular business hours, Polina Ceastuhina,
28, works as a communications expert at a
creative agency in Chisinau. Victoria Apostol, 27, is
employed at a human rights group in the Moldovan
capital. In their free time, however, the two young
women share a common mission: to show their
compatriots that “feminism” is not a bad word.

Between March and August 2016, Ceastuhina and
Apostol organised six EED-funded public lectures
on the topics of gender expression, the challenges
faced by single mothers, discrimination against
Roma women in Moldova, body and identity, the
rights of sex workers, and the role of the government and the Church in sexual education.

“Even though Moldovans are not very familiar with
this term, they are very familiar with the stereotypes
that surround it: that all feminists are lesbians, don’t
shave their legs, and hate men,” says Apostol.
“There is nothing wrong with being a lesbian,
anyway.”

The goal, Apostol explains, was to break stereotypes by providing a platform for vulnerable or
marginalised groups to talk about their experiences.

Ceastuhina and Apostol run the Group of Feminist
Initiatives, a movement aimed at promoting gender
equality and challenging patriarchal attitudes in the
former Soviet country.
The pair, who both hold degrees in gender studies
from foreign universities, knew they faced an uphill
battle when they ventured into feminist activism
in late 2014. Although Moldova has its fair share
of successful women, traditional gender roles are
rarely questioned and many Moldovans, including
women, remain wary of feminism.
“Post-Soviet societies are very patriarchal, notions
of how men and women should interact are deeply
ingrained,” says Ceastuhina. “Even businesswomen, women in positions of power, fall back into
traditional roles at home.”
The two women were the first to publicly identify as
feminists in Moldova. Their group also made waves
by actively battling discrimination of women in the
public sphere, particularly in politics. In 2015, it
wrung a formal apology from Chisinau Mayor Dorin
Chirtoaca after he made sexist remarks about a
female rival and declared that “standing for mayor
is a man’s job”.
The group also encouraged a number of men
to promote feminism and integrate a feminist
perspective into their own activist work.
The Group of Feminist Initiatives has since
broadened its scope to raise awareness of other
aspects of gender equality that are not explicitly
tied to feminism.

“These issues are very rarely discussed in Moldova,
and when they are it’s usually from a stereotypical,
biased perspective,” she says.
The lectures, which featured prominent activists,
politicians, and experts from Moldova and beyond,
were a resounding success.
“The hall was always full, sometimes there weren’t
even enough chairs,” says Apostol. “We had initially
planned for the lectures to last an hour but they
ended up lasting much longer, people kept raising
their hands to ask questions. Some of the sessions
went on for two hours and would have continued if
we hadn’t ended them because the speakers were
exhausted.”
To reach a wider audience, the sessions were livestreamed and videos of the lectures were posted on
social media.
Ceastuhina and Apostol now have ambitious
plans to launch the first Romanian-language
online resource for feminist literature. And while
the EED-funded lectures were key to raising the
group’s profile, they are determined to remain a
grassroots movement relying on volunteer work.
“There is a perception in Moldova that official
NGOs are motivated chiefly by the prospect of
receiving grants,” says Ceastuhina. “We have
full-time jobs so we are not interested in getting
paid for our activist work, we want to continue
operating as an informal, unregistered movement.
This is very important for us.”
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#FirstPerson: Sergiy Sydorenko (Ukraine)

When Russia’s Kommersant newspaper shut
down its Ukrainian edition in March 2014
amid souring ties between the two countries
and plummeting advertising revenues, Sergiy
Sydorenko, along with dozens of other journalists,
found himself out of a job.
As his colleagues scrambled to secure positions
elsewhere, Sydorenko had another idea: create
his own media outlet.
“Over the years I had spent writing about
European affairs for Kommersant, I had come
to the conclusion that Ukraine badly needed a
resource to provide information about Europe,” he
says. “European integration had been a national
priority for more than a decade, but no one really
covered it in the media.”
Former Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych’s
decision to shelve a key agreement with the
European Union, which sparked mass protests in
Kyiv and led to Yanukovych’s ouster as president
several weeks before Kommersant’s closure,
persuaded Sydorenko that such a resource was
more relevant than ever in Ukraine.
In a country shaken by political unrest and
teetering on the brink of economic collapse,
however, funding was a major issue.
“It was clear that the project could not be established as a commercial venture since media in
Ukraine is not a business,” he explains. “I didn’t
want to take money from any oligarch for ethical
reasons, so the only option left were grants.”
Together with a colleague from Kommersant,
Yuriy Panchenko, Sydorenko approached the
delegation of the European Union in Ukraine,
which advised them to apply to the European
Endowment for Democracy.
“I explained that in Ukraine, European integration
is synonymous with democracy,” he recalls. “And I
found an understanding ear.”
Their website, European Pravda, is now Ukraine’s
only media outlet providing exhaustive coverage
of the European Union and of the country’s
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rapprochement process with the 28-member bloc.
Published in Ukrainian and Russian, it operates as
an NGO under the aegis of the Ukrainian Pravda
media holding.
Two years down the line, Sydorenko says the
website has firmly made its mark on Ukraine’s
media landscape.
“The idea was also to create a reliable source of
information about the EU so that other Ukrainian
media could improve their own reporting on this
topic,” he says.
“Today, the quality of coverage with regard to
Ukraine’s European integration both in national
and in regional media is worlds apart from what it
used to be a couple of years ago. There is simply
no comparison.”
By providing objective reporting on the EU, the
website plays an important role in debunking the
pro-Kremlin media’s narrative that a rapprochement with Europe would harm Ukraine.
After benefitting from three grants from EED,
Eu r o p e a n Pr avd a i s n ow c o -f i n a n c e d by
the European Union’s office in Kyiv among
other donors.
Sydorenko stresses that his team remains fiercely
independent and does not hesitate to condemn
EU policies it considers misguided.
“It’s great to know that I can criticise our donors
and that our criticism will be taken constructively,”
he says.
Despite the long working hours and the modest
incomes at European Pravda, Sydorenko says
he is thrilled by the website’s popularity and has
no intention of moving on to more comfortable
opportunities. According to him, his team feels
exactly the same way.
“We don’t look for journalists who want to
earn good money, we look for those who are
passionate about European integration,” he
says. “Enthusiasm is the recipe of our success:
European Pravda could not exist without it.”

EASTERN NEIGHBOURHOOD

IN UKRAINE, WEBSITE
FILLS GAP IN MEDIA
COVERAGE OF EU
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#FirstPerson: Lesia Vasylenko (Ukraine)

LAWYERS TAKE UP
FIGHT FOR UKRAINE
WAR VETERANS
12
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As the war in eastern Ukraine enters its fourth year,
challenges in the Ukrainian army persist. An NGO
in Kyiv is fighting to ensure that no soldier falls
through the cracks.
One day in summer 2014, as the war pitting government forces against Russia-backed separatists
raged in eastern Ukraine, Lesia Vasylenko headed
off to a military hospital in Kyiv.
She was carrying an envelope filled with money she
had helped raise, at a friend’s request, for a young
soldier who had lost a limb in combat and required
a costly operation. It was a visit that would change
her life.
“I started looking into the laws protecting soldiers
and I explained to this boy’s family how to claim
the benefits he was entitled to,” says Vasylenko, a
lawyer. “Then this family asked me to help the boy’s
hospital roommate, and the hospital roommate
asked me to help someone else, and so on.”
Vasylenko, who was then on maternity leave,
decided to spend her time off work to help
wounded soldiers defend their rights and obtain
the compensations they often failed to receive due
to Ukraine’s convoluted legislation and unscrupulous commanders.
What began as a volunteer initiative has now
become a full-time job for the 30-year-old, who
has since put her job at a law firm on hold to
devote herself to advocacy work. Today, she
heads Legal Hundred, an influential NGO with
more than 200 volunteer lawyers and representatives in 12 regions.
“This work is like my third child: I spend more time
at the NGO than with my family and friends,” she
says. “What we are doing is really changing things
in Ukraine and these changes positively affect
hundreds of thousands of people.”
According to Vasylenko, the war veterans and the
soldiers still fighting in the east represent one of
the country’s most vulnerable groups. Their legal
status is unclear at best under Ukrainian law and
Vasylenko says most of them are too proud to
complain, let alone ask for help.
To raise awareness about their rights, Legal
Hundred, which is partly funded by EED, prints out

information leaflets and distributes them to military
hospitals and NGOs that provide assistance to
families of wounded or killed soldiers.
“The informational aspect of our work is very
important,” she says. “Through us, people find out
about their rights, about what they are eligible for,
and they go and get it for themselves.”
Last year, Legal Hundred drafted a proposal to
remove amendments introduced since the war
began in eastern Ukraine that effectively allowed
the army to indefinitely prolong the contracts
of soldiers who had enrolled in the military on a
temporary basis.
With the war in eastern Ukraine entering its fourth
year, the number of volunteers is rapidly dwindling
and Vasylenko says military commanders routinely
bend the law to keep soldiers on the battlefield.
The proposed changed were voted into law, and
Legal Hundred reports violations of the discharge
process directly to the General Staff. The group is
now working on improving the legal protection of
soldiers who sustained a permanent disability in
the war, families of killed soldiers, and people who
were taken hostage in eastern Ukraine.
Legal Hundred is also trying to tackle endemic
gender discrimination in the Ukrainian army. “There
are plenty of women combating on the front line,
but because of Ukraine’s legislation they are
officially registered as army cooks, cleaners, or
accountants,” Vasylenko explains. “This severely
influences their salaries and benefits.”
It’s been almost three years since Vasylenko began
her crusade for Ukrainian soldiers. The war shows
no sign of easing off, and the young woman admits
that she and her colleagues at Legal Hundred are
exhausted. But she has no intention of giving up her
advocacy work.
“The people we defend represent a relatively small
percentage of the population, but they are the
ones protecting our country right now,” she says.
“I can’t fight on the front line, so this is my way of
helping Ukraine.”
The organisation’s hotline currently receives an
average of 900 calls for help every month — a
threefold increase over just one year.
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#FirstPerson: Ammar Youzbachi (Lebanon)

As a humanitarian aid worker at Mercy Corps,
Ammar Youzbachi is responsible for helping
Syrians displaced by the war adjust to their new
life in Lebanon.
It’s a tough job that requires the 33-year-old Beirut
resident to spend much of his working week in
Lebanon’s overcrowded, poverty-stricken refugee
camps.
Youzbachi has little time to unwind. Instead of
relaxing with his family on weekends, he packs his
bags and heads off to a camp in the country’s north.
“I travel to the Baddawi camp every Friday and
return on Sunday. This causes weekly arguments
with my wife!” he laughs.
Youzbachi is Palestinian. He was born and grew
up in the Baddawi camp, set up in 1955 to harbour
Palestinians who fled the 1948 war with Israel and,
later, the occupation of the West Bank and the
Gaza strip.

parties. As a rule, young refugees are all but
excluded from the decision-making process.
The Arab Palestinian Cultural Club, set up in 1996
by a group of refugee university students, has
worked hard to give young Palestinians a greater
voice in the Baddawi camp.
Its members are still barred from sitting on
Baddawi’s public committee, but Youzbachi says
the club now wields enough clout to weigh in on
important matters.
“We are influential without being tied to any
political party,” he says. “We are always invited to
take part in discussions whenever problems need
to be resolved in the camp. We can’t change the
way public committees operate from the inside,
but we can change the way decisions are made at
the camp by consistently offering our solutions.”

He is a longtime volunteer at the Arab Palestinian
Cultural Club, an organisation helping young
residents of the Baddawi camp break the cycle of
poverty and isolation.

The club in Baddawi is open every day until
midnight. It has a football club, a café, a makeshift
recording studio, and 50 professionals teaching
different disciplines on a voluntary basis. It offers
film evenings, classes to prepare for the IELTS
English-proficiency test, and, more generally, a
sympathetic ear.

“ We encourage young people to be more
active,” says Youzbachi, who acts as the club’s
spokesman. “Our goal is to help them build their
future and play a more active role in society.”

“Our volunteers live inside the community, they
attend the club’s activities and interact with young
people as much as possible,” says Yourbachi.
“Anyone can drop by for a cup of tea and a chat.”

Almost 450,000 Palestinian refugees currently live
in Lebanon, more than half of them in camps. They
represent as much as 10 percent of the country’s
population. And although many of them were born
on Lebanese soil, their status remains precarious.

One of the club’s latest projects, funded by EED,
are live television shows made by refugees for
refugees. Camp Cast has already broadcast
several programmes and recently convinced
professional television producers to come and
teach them the ropes.

Like the 12 refugee camps spread across
Lebanon, Baddawi has grown into a permanent
microcity plagued by cramped living conditions, unemployment, poor infrastructure, and,
sometimes, violence. The camp is home to 50,000
inhabitants crammed into an area covering just
one square kilometre.
In the absence of any official governance system,
the camps are largely self-administered. Each
camp is run by a public committee composed
of representatives appointed by various political
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Youzbachi says the club play an instrumental role
in combating the radicalisation of young refugees.
Marginalised and lacking any real prospects
in Lebanon, they make easy prey for extremist
Islamic groups operating in the country.
“If these youths don’t come to our club, they will
go elsewhere,” he says. “They are frustrated and
have a lot of time on their hands. If we don’t fill it,
others will.”

SOUTHERN NEIGHBOURHOOD

BRINGING HOPE
TO LEBANON’S
PALESTINIAN REFUGEES
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#FirstPerson: Aisha Mansour (Palestine)

HEALTHY FOOD AND STRONG
COMMUNITIES: A RECIPE
FOR PALESTINIANS’ FUTURE
16
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When Aisha Mansour moved to Ramallah nine
years ago, she was surprised to discover local
shops and markets stacked with impor ted
groceries.
As the descendant of Palestinian farmers, Mansour
had expected to find a vibrant farming lifestyle
similar to the one her grandparents led before her
family emigrated to the United States in the 1970s.
“I come from an agrarian family, so it was a real
shock for me,” she recalls. “As much as 94 percent
of the food Palestinians eat, including staples like
lentils and sesame seeds, is imported! We are
losing our environmental and cultural heritage. This
is a catastrophe for a nation like Palestine.”
Mansour, who has a background in health
policy and hospital management, initially came
to Ramallah to work for the Palestinian health
ministry. She soon started volunteering in agricultural community projects and co-founded a group
promoting food sovereignty in Palestine.
Today, Mansour, 42, is the executive director of the
Dalia Association, a Ramallah-based civil society
organisation working with Palestinian communities
to mobilise local resources and sustain local development. The group, supported by EED, allocates
grants to help communities better utilise their
resources and become more self-reliant.
While the projects backed by Dalia focus on
different aspects of local development, Mansour
says reviving agrarian traditions plays a central role
in the group’s mission to bolster the Palestinian
economy and preserve their cultural and ecological heritage.

Just over a year since the grant was allocated,
the initiative in Beit Suriq -- a Palestinian village in
the Jerusalem area that is cut off from the city by
Israel’s separation barrier -- has already allowed
the local community to significantly boost its food
autonomy.
“After receiving the grant, the women started
cultivating the land and producing locally grown,
chemical-free vegetables and herbs that they use
to make school lunches,” Mansour explains. “They
now produce so many vegetables that they are
even able to sell them and generate some money.”
Like the Beit Suriq initiative, all the projects
supported by Dalia are directly developed and
controlled by local residents.
Mansour says she and her colleagues work with
communities to identify their needs and priorities.
The resulting projects are then put to a public vote.
Dalia’s only requirement is that communities
contribute 25 percent of the project expenses,
either in money or in other resources such as
meeting space or volunteering work.
“The goal is to make them realise that even without
the grant they receive from us, they could have put
this initiative together without waiting for an organisation to support them,” says Mansour.
Like many activists, Mansour believes that the
international aid that has flowed to the Palestinian
territories since the Oslo Accords were signed
in the mid-1990s has actually undermined, not
strengthened, Palestinian civil society. Much of
this aid, she says, is tied to an agenda and often
misjudges the true needs of Palestinians.

“Food sovereignty is vital for Palestine,” she says.
“If you don’t control your food, if you don’t feed
your people healthy food, you cannot have a free,
independent society.”

“Palestinians once had a dynamic civil society, but
over the past two decades they have gotten used to
being told what their priorities are,” she says.

The agricultural projects supported by Dalia often
tie into the group’s efforts to empower Palestinian
women.

Through patient work, Mansour is convinced that
this trend can be reversed and that Palestinian civil
society can blossom again.

Dalia is currently backing a women’s farming initiative through its Women Supporting Women
programme, in which women’s groups collectively
select the projects that will receive funding.

“It will take time, but we have a vision here at Dalia
and we are slowly working towards it,” she says.
“We believe that this will lead to stronger communities and, ultimately, to a free society.”
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#FirstPerson: Majd Izzat al-Chourbaji (Syria)

From Majd Izzat al-Chourbaji’s warm smile and
composed demeanour, you would never guess she
has gone through war, torture, the murder of her
husband, and a prison stint so inhumane it would
leave most people shattered.
A tireless advocate for reform in her native Syria,
al-Chourbaji was detained by government forces
in December 2012 after helping spearhead non-violent protests against the regime of President
Bashar al-Assad in her hometown of Darayya. She
says she was beaten for days and eventually locked
in a four-square-metre underground cell, where
she spent the next seven months with about 20
other women.
“We were so crammed up against each other that
we had to take turns sitting down,” she recalls.
She says the prisoners were allowed only one
shower every three months, were denied any kind
of hygiene products, and wore the same clothes for
the whole duration of their imprisonment.
After coordinating a mass hunger strike that led
to the release of over 80 women, including herself,
al-Chourbaji sought refuge in neighbouring
Lebanon with her three children. She never saw her
husband again; detained as he tried to plead for her
release, he succumbed to torture in prison.
T h e 3 5 - y e a r- o l d n o w r u n s B a s a m a t F o r
Development, an NGO she established in
Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley to empower Syrian women
who, like her, have fled the devastation of their
country. All of Basamat’s 15 employees are Syrian
refugees. Al-Chourbaji believes the hardships they
each experienced since Syria’s civil war erupted in
2011 are the key to the success of the organisation
in reaching out to women displaced by the conflict.
“Right now, no one understands Syrians better
than Syrians,” she says.
Founded in 2014 and sponsored by EED, Basamat
has already become a focal point for many Syrian
women stranded in Saadnayel, a Lebanese border
town home to a vast refugee camp. Between 350
and 400 women visit the centre every month.
Basamat, which means “fingerprint” in Arabic,
organises a wide range of cultural and social
events to foster a sense of community among
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displaced Syrians. It provides training courses for
refugee women, many of whom lost their husbands
in the war and must now fend for themselves for
the first time.
Syrian women are encouraged to write for
Basamat’s monthly magazine and to attend
the centre’s workshops on peace building
and citizenship.
“Women need to speak up, they need to have more
of a say in decision making,” insists al-Chourbaji.
“Women will play a central role in bringing peace
to Syria and rebuilding our country after the war.”
The NGO also provides psychological counselling
to help women and their children recover from the
trauma of war. So far, the war in Syria has killed an
estimated 400,000 people and displaced half of
the country’s population, sparking Europe’s worst
refugee crisis since World War II.
And although images of shelled Syrian cities
and destitute refugees continue to fill television
screens, al-Chourbaji says the humanitarian
response has been woefully inadequate – including
in Lebanon.
“We are a young organisation and we are aware
that we still have a lot of room for improvement,”
she says. “But when we ask for support, for help
improving our services, grant-givers usually tell us
that they only fund UN-backed initiatives. This has
been a major challenge for us.”
Al-Chourbaji says EED’s sponsorship has been
instrumental in getting Basamat off the ground
while retaining the uniquely Syrian approach that
sets the organisation apart from other aid groups
in Saadnayel.
“Many grant-givers impose their own programmes
or their own way of doing things,” she explains.
“EED always respected our opinion as refugees,
what we thought was best for these women
and children.”
In 2015, Chourbaji was awarded the U.S. State
Department’s International Women of Courage
Award and in March 2016, Oxfam singled her
out for its Right the Wrong Award in recognition
of her efforts to create lasting change for Syrian
refugee women.
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FEARLESS ACTIVIST
EMPOWERS WOMEN
FOR A DEMOCRATIC SYRIA
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#FirstPerson: Yassin al-Haj Saleh (Syria)

A LIFETIME
OF DISSENT
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With his florid language and his head of white hair,
Yassin al-Haj Saleh could easily be taken for a
worldly university professor.
A prolific author of books and articles on his native
Syria, the 55-year-old is one of the country’s most
prominent intellectuals. Western journalists have
dubbed him “the conscience of Syria.”
Al-Haj Saleh, however, never belonged to the
sheltered world of academia. He spent his
formative years in prison after being detained in
1980 for his communist sympathies as a young
medical student in Aleppo. He was just 19 at the
time of his arrest. He was released 16 years later,
aged 35.
“Prison has not merely shaped me, I am a child
of prison,” he explains in his elegant, lightly
accented English.
In jail, Al-Haj Saleh spent much of his time hunched
over books under the bleak light of his cell. Books,
he says, helped him cope with the harsh realities of
life in Syrian prison and taught him most of what he
knows today – including English.

Al Jumhuriya, “The Republic” in Arabic, was
launched in 2012. At the time, al-Haj Saleh and
three other of its founders were based in Syria.
Today, all of them have been forced into exile.
Until 2015, the website operated on a voluntary
basis.
“We considered this our way of contributing to the
struggle,” says al-Haj Saleh.
Al Jumhuriya has since received several grants to
help cover its expenses, including recent support
from EED.
Thanks to its incisive articles, published in Arabic
and English, the website has grown into a go-to
resource for both Syrians and Syria watchers
around the world.
While the war has generated abundant media
coverage in recent years, al-Haj Saleh feels most
reports only scratch the surface. He says few
reports offer insightful analyses exploring the
origins and the ramification of the conflict.
Al Jumhuriya aims at filling this gap.

Al-Haj Saleh currently lives in Turkey after fleeing
the Syrian conflict in 2013. He has not heard from
his wife, abducted by armed groups in Damascus,
for over three years. His brother, kidnapped by IS
fighters several months before his own escape, is
also missing.
From his new home in Istanbul, al-Haj Saleh
continues his lifelong battle against the Assad
dynasty. Together with a group of Syrian intellectuals, he runs Al Jumhuriya, an online platform
that publishes in-depth articles on Syrian politics,
society, and culture.
“We are not fighters, we are not politicians, but
we can help, too,” he says. “We are writers and
intellectuals who can express ideas, who can
criticise. We are leftist secular democrats, we are
men and women, we are from different religious
and communitarian backgrounds. And we want our
voice to be heard.”

“There are many interesting websites in Syria
but most of them are written by journalists, not
intellectuals or people interested in sociology,
anthropology, or philosophy,” he says. “Our articles
focus heavily on politics but there’s still a lot of
imagination in our work, a lot of critical thinking.
This is what distinguishes us from other resources.”
Ultimately, Al Jumhuriya is about much more than
politics, Assad, or the war. Al-Haj Saleh says it is
about giving hope to Syrians, especially young
people, and giving them hope amid the devastation
of their country.
“This is why I cannot allow myself to lose hope,” he
says with a weary smile. “But I have to admit, it’s
becoming more and more difficult.”

21

#FirstPerson: Abdelwaheb Madhi (Tunisia)

TUNISIAN NGO
PROPELS WOMEN
INTO POLITICAL FRAY
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Abdelwaheb Madhi spent more than two decades
in detention for his opposition views. Now, he is
determined to support Tunisia’s democratic transition – and help women play a role in the process.
On February 12, 2016, a group of women marched
into the Tunisian parliament to advocate greater
gender equality in politics. They had travelled from
the Medenine governorate, about 400 kilometres
south of Tunis, to speak before the committee
responsible for drafting Tunisia’s new electoral laws
in the wake of the 2011 revolution.
For the deeply conservative Medenine region, the
hearing was nothing short of historic.
“In some areas of our governorate women can’t
even go out in the street without a man accompanying them,” deplores Abdelwaheb Madhi, the
head of the NGO that backed the small delegation. “Women need to play a bigger role in
decision-making. They have plenty of practical
experience and are amply qualified to make a real
difference in politics.”
Four months af ter the hearing, lawmakers
overwhelmingly adopted landmark legislation
ensuring gender parity in regional and municipal
elections – a huge victory for Tunisian women’s
rights activists who, like Madhi, had campaigned
hard for the bill.
Madhi founded the Medenine branch of the Civil
Pole for Development and Human Rights, a Tunisian
NGO, in 2014. The group seeks to strengthen civil
society through a broad range of activities, from
raising awareness of civil and human rights issues
to promoting government accountability, improving
health services, training election observers, or
empowering women to enter politics.
It’s been six years since the Jasmine Revolution
brought down strongman Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali,
and Tunisia is hailed as the success story of the
Arab Spring revolts. But in spite of its undeniable
democratic advances, Tunisia remains a strongly
patriarchal society where women are still vastly
underrepresented in politics.

The women who met with parliamentarians
last February were among 40 women from the
Medenine region who benefited from a training
held by Civil Pole to increase women’s participation in local politics. The ongoing programme,
funded by EED, takes place on the backdrop of a
government drive to devolve more power to local
communities.
While some trainees already had insights into
governance as members of political parties, many
were stay-at-home mums who have since taken on
leadership roles in their community.
“It’s been a huge shift for these former housewives,
they have really challenged Medenine’s patriarchal
status quo,” he says with a broad smile.
Madhi himself is a relative newcomer to the civil
society scene.
Arrested when he was just 17 for his involvement
in an underground opposition party, he spent over
two decades -- roughly half his life -- in jail or under
house arrest. He still finds it difficult to evoke this
period of his life.
“In jail, I was tortured for 40 days,” he says, wiping
away tears. “I was released six months later
and placed under house arrest. I spent 22 years
confined to my home in Tunis.”
When the Jasmine Revolution broke out, Madhi
passionately embraced the uprising against the
regime that had robbed him of his youth. One year
later, he withdrew from politics to devote himself to
civil society – a change he says has also helped him
heal the wounds left by his years in detention.
Today, he says he is fully focused on managing his
rapidly growing organisation and contributing to
the democratic transition of his country.
“From a victim, a person who suffered an injustice,
I became an active member of society,” he says. “I
entered into civil society for very personal reasons,
but I’ve since moved on from the emotional to the
practical. Setting up such an NGO was once a
dream. Now, it’s a reality.”

“The laws passed since the revolution do give
greater rights to women, but the realities on the
ground are often quite different,” he says.
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