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Introduction. The State-NGO relationship in Russia over the 
past three decades

One of the central pillars in Russia’s envisioned transition out of commu-
nism towards democracy and the free market was a radical change in the role 
of institutions. In the 1990s, non-governmental organisations were expected to 
play a central transformative role. Thus, they were largely given free rein in 
their operations; the Yeltsin era can be viewed as one of 'benevolent non-inter-
ference' on part of state (Benevolenski, Toepler 2017: 65). On the other hand, 
the period was one in which shock therapy economics and corruption stopped 
institutions from playing the legitimate independent roles necessary for a suc-
cessful transition (Puffer et al. 2016: 26–27). By the end of the 1990s, instead of 
a 'successful grassroots NGO movement', Russia ended up with a 'small, iso-
lated and elitist community of professional advocacy NGOs who focused on 
campaigns and issues more likely to appeal to their Western donors than their 
domestic constituents' (Bindman 2015: 343; see, also Hemment 2012). Soviet 
legacies and serious socio-economic dislocation left Western-dependent NGOs 
in a 'holding pattern', struggling to stay in existence (Sundstrom, Henry 2006). 
Overall, there is consensus in the literature that NGOs in Russia fell far short 
of their potential impact in developing civil society, and were neither able to act 
as a restraint on the state nor encourage public participation in civic affairs 
(Ljubownikow, Crotty 2013: 6).

Putin’s second term as president brought with it the passing of a new NGO 
law (Federal Law 2006) that placed a variety of restrictions and oversights on 
their activities, especially in response to the so-called 'colour revolutions' in 
Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004) and Kyrgyzstan (2005). This led to a drop in 
NGO funding from abroad and a fall in the number of voluntary organisations 
(Sätre 2014: 524), leading many observers to conclude that civil society in Rus-
sia was being subordinated to the state as Putin pursued a 'top-down' model of 
state-society relationship. It was argued Russia has a 'statist' civil society, one 
where the state plays 'a dominant, directing and all-encompassing role with 
regard to civil society formation and development' (Ljubownikow, Crotty 
2013: 15). In this statist model, it can be argued Russia suffers from an 'institu-
tional void'; where institutions lacking legitimacy and genuine independence 
are bypassed by a powerful state in ways that stop Russia enjoying the kind of 
transition experienced, for example, by Poland (Puffer et al. 2016: 27). Civil 
society, if understood as an agent in construction of democracy, was clearly 
not operational in Putin’s Russia, leading some observers to see Russia as slid-
ing into authoritarianism and civil society disappearing (Crotty et al. 2014).

This view, however, is only part of the story. While foreign-funded NGOs 
dealing with politically sensitive areas have suffered greatly in the Putin years, 
if we look at socially orientated NGOs (SO NGOs), the picture is very differ-
ent. The SO NGOs were legally defined by a Federal Law (2010) as 'non-
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profit organisations <…> (with the exception of state corporations, state com-
panies, public associations that are political parties) <…> carrying out activi-
ties aimed at solving social problems, and developing civil society in the 
Russian Federation'. Later, in 2016, some of the SO NGOs were given the right 
to acquire the status of 'performing socially useful services' (Federal Law 
2016). The same law states that such organisations have 'the right to receive 
priority support measures' from the state (Ibid). Thus, in the first half of the 
2010s the state in Russia took considerable efforts to differentiate its policies 
to NGOs, putting obstacles in the way of 'political' NGOs while extending sup-
port to those concentrating on social issues.

Against a backdrop of the declining effectiveness of social services in 
post-Soviet Russia, coupled with resistance to neo-liberal reforms in the popu-
lation (Bindman 2015: 346), SO NGOs began to receive new tax exemptions 
and access to Federal funding. By the end of Medvedev presidency, SO NGOs 
increasingly supported the state in the implementation of social policy (Be-
nevolenski, Toepler 2017: 73). From 2014 onwards, state social services were 
legally obliged to ensure at least 15 % of procurement went to SO NGOs (Tara-
senko 2015: 351). This new direction would appear to reflect an understanding 
in government circles on the relationship between the provisioning of social 
rights and boosting political legitimacy. While, with its neo-liberal reforms, the 
state would like to spend less and deregulate social policy, it is also sensitive to 
accusations of abandoning the people and wants to give the impression of being 
socially responsive to the needs of the population (Bindman 2015: 355).

Thus far, two trends in government policy are clear. To summarise recent 
discussions on the trajectories of the state relations with NGOs, we can link the 
two-track state policy to NGOs to two discursive tropes: a 'security discourse' 
and a 'welfare discourse' (Bogdanova et al 2018; Skokova et al 2018: 5). On the 
one hand, in the 'foreign agent' law (Federal Law 2012) and the law on 'undesir-
able organisations' (Federal Law 2015), repressive legislation aims to curb the 
activities of NGOs deemed to threaten Russia’s internal security (Skokova et 
al. 2018: 10). On the other, those designated as SO NGOs have access to new 
funds and close collaborative roles with the state in the implementation of so-
cial policy (ibid: 13). The binary state policy between 'potentially dangerous' 
and 'socially useful' NGOs has resulted in increased division 'between "so-
cially oriented" NGOs and those that work in the field of human rights and 
environmental protection' (ibid: 10). Here it is worth underlining that, in com-
parison to political NGOs (10–15 %), SO NGOs make up around 60 % of the 
total number (Tarasenko 2015). As Meri Kulmala (2011) has pointed out, the 
scholarly attention to large political NGOs in Moscow is disproportionately 
large and results in the relative neglect of the work of SO NGOs.

How to evaluate the work of SO NGOs? Some argue that SO NGOs in 
Russia are little more than 'marionette' organisations subordinated to govern-
ment policy (Crotty et al. 2014) that are unable to represent their constituencies 
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in a dynamic manner. Eleanor Bindman (2015) has reasoned that reforms on 
social NGOs have put the state in even more influential position with regards 
to the provision of social services but, on the other hand, significant responsi-
bilities have also been transferred to SO NGOs. Thus, it can be argued the state 
has turned to SO NGOs to manage a complex and diverse society, as an alter-
native or companion to top-down methods. On the other hand, new legislation 
and mechanisms of interaction may have made SO NGOs as much state-orien-
tated as the political NGOs of the 1990s were orientated to private, often for-
eign, donors. It may well be that SO NGOs are so dependent on servicing the 
state’s needs that they are largely unable to fulfil a meaningful independent 
role (Kondakov 2017; Kholyavin 2020). Suffice to say that the relationship 
between the state and SO NGOs is more ambiguous and difficult to character-
ise than the more clearly hostile relations between the incompatible agendas of 
human rights NGOs and the Kremlin (Bindman 2015: 343).

One could argue that, with these reforms, the Russian government is using 
SO NGOs to move certain social issues out of the field of 'political contention' 
into the less-threatening realm of 'social / officially sanctioned contention' (Che-
skin, March 2015: 262). Thus, instead of viewing Russia as a place where civil 
society is moribund and the state eliminates those who ignore the informal rules 
of play, SO NGOs may in some cases enjoy positive, mutually beneficial rela-
tions with state bodies (ibid: 267) and may well be an effective method for man-
aging social tension in Russia today. In other words, integrating SO NGOs

into social service delivery cannot be considered only as a statist control mech-
anism but also as a global neo-liberally oriented new public management tool 
to outsource social responsibilities in the name of cost-effectiveness (Bogda-
nova et al. 2018: 508).

Two considerations arise for those who would test the above interpreta-
tions. The first is the diversity of NGOs in Russia. There is considerable differ-
ence between those NGOs who behave like 'marionette state-puppets' or 'phan-
tom organisations' fitting no real purpose (Mamonova, Visser 2014) and soviet-
legacy organisations that perform rent-seeking actions in resistance to federal 
neo-liberal reforms. In addition, we can also identify smaller grassroot organi-
sations that refuse to be co-opted by the state, or professional organisations that 
aim to provide social services in innovative and more efficient ways.

Secondly, there is the issue of regional diversity. Russia’s regions differ 
seriously in a number of areas, including: economic development level, the 
character of regional political elites and leadership, the openness of the re-
gional regime, the pre-existing size and quality of the NGO network and, fi-
nally, the absence or presence of horizontal linking organisations (Toepler et 
al. 2019). Given these strong regional disparities, there are serious challenges 
in making broad conclusions about the behaviour of SO NGOs either across 
Russia as a whole (due to regional diversity), or within a single city (due to dif-
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ferent styles of NGOs). It remains a challenge to uncover where SO NGOs 
flourish and where they languish, and if so, in which environments.

This article presents the picture of Nizhny Novgorod Oblast and is based 
on expert interviews conducted from June to December of 2019 involving fif-
teen experts from three categories: the regional and municipal authorities, en-
trepreneurs, and representatives of SO NGOs. In the interviews, a special ac-
cent was made on interaction of the actors of three types (authorities, entrepre-
neurs, NGOs) in the field of protection of socio-economic rights of citizens. In 
this article, we shall primarily focus on how the authorities’ practices and at-
titudes in dealing with the NGOs on the regional level have changed in recent 
years, as well as outlining directions for further changes from the point of view 
of the regional authorities.

Forms and directions 
of institutional change on the regional level

In terms of the environment for NGOs’ activities and the level of the third 
sector development Nizhny Novgorod oblast appears to be rather average in 
comparison to other regions. As of the beginning of 2016, the oblast had 250 
SO NGOs (Ivashinenko, Varyzgina 2018). However, the statistical data on 
NGOs in general and SO NGOs in particular is collected both on the federal 
and the regional level and there numbers do not always match. In August 2019, 
the federal Ministry of Justice kept records on 3982 NGOs registered in Nizh-
ny Novgorod oblast. On the regional level there is only the data on SO NGOs 
collected by two institutions, the regional branch of Federal State Statistics 
Service, and the regional Ministry of Interior, Regional and Municipal Policy. 
In August 2019 the Federal State Statistics Service reported 1648 NGOs in 
Nizhny Novgorod region (Ivashinenko et al. 2020).

Analysing expert accounts, several directions of change in the attitudes 
and practices of the authorities towards NGOs on the regional level can be 
identified. First, in the last two years the amount of attention and resources 
given by the authorities to NGOs has seen a dramatic growth. The decision to 
increase the regional budget spending for NGO support was made on the re-
gional level, but the regional government also relies on the federal funding. 
The growth rates of expenditures vary from five times (amount of federal 
grants from the Presidential Fund) to ten times (support for regional NGOs 
from the oblast budget):

Work with NGOs become increasingly active during three recent years here. 
Last year the Governor made a decision to increase the support for NGOs ten 
times… up to fifty million roubles. Plus, we concentrated our efforts at the 
ministry to work closely with the federal Presidential Grants Fund. Over the 
last two years, we have received around 100 million a year from the federa-
tion (Oblast government ministry top official).
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At least one reason for such an increase is the growing appreciation of the 
ability of NGOs to fulfil social functions, provide social services for the popu-
lation in a more accurate fashion and with a softer approach. Moreover, the 
officials reasonably claim that the state has been dealing for quite a long time 
now with the delegation of some functions and services, as well as resources, 
to NGOs. It appears to go without saying for the authorities that certain social 
services should be transferred to civic organisations from the governmental 
agencies, which is an indicator of a stable consensus on this question:

Because when we say we involve NGOs for delivering social services, we 
have to first concentrate on forming a sustainable framework. If we do not 
do this we will face the fact that there is no one whom we can transfer the 
services (Oblast government ministry top official).

Thus, parallel to increasing support, the authorities seek to shape the 
whole sphere of NGOs. Their idea is to create a 'sustainable framework', or a 
'reliable core' of the most able socially oriented NGOs. There is no legislation 
or conceptual document that clarifies organisations eligible to form this 'core'. 
The organisations suitable for inclusion in the mentioned framework should, 
from the perspective of the authorities, have certain features which are not 
formalised yet, but can be partly reconstructed from the analysis of the offi-
cials’ opinions given in the interviews.

First, they should have a long record of activity, although Soviet-era re-
cords are not directly taken into account here. Relevant experience is one key 
prerequisite to being involved in social services provision in the post-Soviet 
era. Second, suitable NGOs have to be experienced in dealing with the au-
thorities in the sense of reporting and accounting, especially in the financial 
sphere. The reason for this requirement is that the authorities, when distribut-
ing resources, especially those received from the federal level, seek to secure 
their own positions in the face of the resource providers. The main point to 
make here is that the reputation of the regional authorities in the eyes of the 
federal level should not be put at risk by the performance or accounting failures 
of the NGOs they have recommended or selected for resource allocation.

Alongside these two rather qualitative features, the authorities in fact em-
ploy some quantitative criteria to assess reliability of NGOs. First, they seek to 
separate 'living' organisations from those simply present in the registries. This 
can be done by measuring the activities of organisations in participation in 
grant competitions. It should be noted that the regional authorities use this indi-
cator to assess their own performance as well. As for the second criterion, the 
authorities mention the number of citizens benefiting from NGOs’ activities:

…we see a growing number of non-profit organisations, which take part in 
all kinds of contests. One of the aims of our programme, the indicator, [is] 
the growth in numbers of such organisations. Yet another important mark is 
the number of beneficiaries of their services, and we suppose that every non-
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profit organisation provides a service of some kind (Oblast government mi
nistry top official).

The above-mentioned features refer to reliability of the 'core' NGOs them-
selves. However, the demand from the authorities with regards to a 'sustainable 
framework' includes yet another sense, namely, the sustainability of a larger 
network of NGOs including those that are smaller, less experienced, located 
outside the regional centres and have less resources. The prevalence of the old 
soviet-style institutions is characteristic for remote municipalities, according 
to regional policymakers:

…the oblast centre, here we have the system of NGOs well enough developed, 
but if we drive 30–40 kilometres away, we can find the 'Society of Invalids', 
'Society of the Blind', 'Society of Veterans' and some more scattered civic or-
ganisations which do not have any experience of dealing neither with grants, 
nor with budget money (Oblast government ministry top official).

Considering this, the core NGOs should, in the view of the authorities, be-
come providers of experience, best practices, and even distributors of resources 
for the smaller and/or less experienced organisations. That is meant to contribute 
to fail-proof delivery of services to the population, as well as to protect officials 
from questions related to quality of those services (from the population) and to 
resource spending (from the federal level or the regulatory authorities).

The issue of citizens questioning the performance of the governmental 
institutions has been increasingly important in Russia through the recent 
years. Generally, as discussed in the previous section, the response from the 
state is usually twofold: silencing the politically-coloured criticism, on the one 
hand, while developing the mechanisms to deal with the needs of the popula-
tion, on the other. In case of the Nizhny Novgorod region, a growing aware-
ness and willingness to receive high-quality feedback from the citizens is an-
other sign of institutional change in governmental structures. When it comes 
to more traditional categories of social service recipients such as the disabled, 
the necessity of understanding their needs is not only declared, but put into 
practice. For example, disabled persons are hired for the development of a new 
regional Internet portal. The portal collects, categorises, and updates informa-
tion on all available social services for the disabled. In addition, data on the 
providers of such services is also collected. The ultimate aim of this informa-
tion gathering is to connect service providers with volunteers.

Another example of the feedback consideration and public involvement 
into decision making process on the regional level is participatory budgeting. 
The project of participatory budgeting has been developing in the region since 
2013–2014 under the so-called Project for Support of the Local Initiatives (De-
cree of the Government of Nizhny Novgorod Oblast 2013; Ivashinenko et al. 
2020). The procedure includes discussion on the local level concerning the 
distribution of a certain amount of resources between priority areas. The total 
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scope of resources distributed through the participatory budgeting is com-
prised of those given by the regional budget, the local (municipal) budget, 
sponsors, and citizens themselves, where the direct financial input from citi-
zens is limited to 3 % of the total. It is claimed by the authorities that the pur-
pose of this participatory budgeting project is not to collect resources from the 
population, but to enable them to give feedback.

One of the principal elements of the participatory budgeting procedure is 
the formation of the citizen initiative groups promoting competing proposals 
for spending such resources. Those groups might be formed in quite an ad-hoc 
manner, nevertheless, their emergence is welcomed by officials. While it was 
not directly pointed out by the interviewees, it seems reasonable to suggest that 
those initiative groups could also be included in the sphere of influence of the 
core NGOs:

…among the population an initiative group is formed, and it’s formed 'bot-
tom-up', we never send anything down. And there are directions on which 
money can be spent… We artificially limit the population [share] to no more 
than 3 % of the total sum, because there is no task to collect money from 
them, what’s important is the fact they are ready to give an input (Oblast 
government ministry top official).

Various institutions are not only being created or projected in a course of 
the institutional change, but forging links between these institutions is also 
part of the authorities’ agenda. A certain inclination towards network thinking 
is visible among the authorities: the idea of involving academia in the me-
thodical work of NGOs is received positively by officials:

A: …it is also important, besides the transfer of the services, to have a cer-
tain methodical centre which would correct the list of services and the con-
tent of each service, because the main task is to make a person’s life better 
and more comfortable but is seems we now have a more formal approach. 
Which is a little bit disturbing.
Q: Well, we at the University would be glad to do this <…>
A: Well, yes. [We should] think about it more seriously, because a lot of 
problems we can solve, say, with volunteers (Oblast government ministry 
top official).

The changing role and growing significance of NGOs are recognised not 
only by the authorities, but also, directly or indirectly, by the businesses. This 
recognition has various consequences in the context of the situation in the re-
gion. First, the directions of changes sketched by the authorities, match the 
vision of some existing NGOs involved in the socio-economic sphere. There 
are NGOs and businesses which support the idea of a sustainable framework 
of the core NGOs: 'there should be an association with support from govern-
ment to assemble NGOs of different directions, and further [turn them into] 
a social movement' (Head of an NGO protecting consumer rights).
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The reason businesses support the empowerment of NGOs is their ability to 
act as moderators with the authorities, as well as their positive impact on poten-
tially troublesome situations on the lower level, where governmental agencies 
are frequently not willing to intervene. Due to less formal nature of their job, 
NGOs can act in the situations where the state agencies are limited with their 
own regulations. The NGOs can provide the entrepreneurs facing hardship with 
consultations and assist in paperwork required by the authorities:

I think the state should rely on those organisations, because from within they 
will form a sort of climate for business… thanks to civic organisations it is pos-
sible to stabilise certain situations. When an entrepreneur is on his own with a 
problem, it’s unclear sometimes where to go. And sometimes they [the authori-
ties] wouldn’t even listen (Entrepreneur, business NGO representative).

The entrepreneurs give evidence of NGOs involvement in the decision-
making process, and the authorities correcting their behaviour in response to 
the NGO’s positions and actions:

Civic organisations, they already have access to certain moments. They are al-
ready there, their representatives sit in the [advisory] councils and the commit-
tees in those offices. They can stand for the interests of entrepreneurs. Now the 
authorities [may] not directly ask 'How can we do things better?' but may sort of 
accept opinions from the business community for making better decisions (En-
trepreneur, business NGO representative).

The officials’ intention to introduce a framework of the core NGOs is 
matched by similar ideas from the part of entrepreneurs, which acknowledge 
both the significance of NGOs and the leading role of the state in shaping of 
the environment for all types of social actors:

I think the initiator of it all should necessarily be the state, the state creates 
all the infrastructure, the transparent environment where it all is contained. 
Civic organisations provide significant opportunities for business. They are, 
above all, unions [who link the state and business] (Entrepreneur, business 
NGO representative).

It is noteworthy that along with the state efforts to build a rather top-down 
structure of NGOs (though capable of receiving feedback), there are examples 
of a reverse approach. In those cases, entrepreneurs and business NGOs initi-
ate communication and collaboration with the authorities, and the latter re-
sponds by providing some additional opportunities. Those examples, however, 
are related mostly to municipal authorities, which are apparently less resource-
ful than the regional ones, and are struggling to ensure economic development 
in their municipalities:

We met him [the head of a town district], and he had the idea of bringing 
manufacturing businesses there with the help from our business commu-
nity. He said, 'bring us manufacturers and we help with the ground, with 
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engineering issues, etc. We need manufacturing here to involve the popula-
tion, we are ready to prepare specialists for you in our educational institu-
tions’ (Entrepreneur, business NGO representative).

Thus, we can conclude that the developments in the attitudes and policies 
of the Russian state, including their manifestations in Nizhny Novgorod re-
gion, have been reshaping significantly over the last five years. After more or 
less successfully silencing the NGOs involved in acute political issues on the 
federal level, the state, however, did not remain exclusively in an oppressive 
role. Instead, state plays the role of resource provider and architect, managing 
the terms of a new environment for NGOs. As will be seen below, it is not ac-
curate to see the state as either an agent of total control nor an unobtrusive 
arbiter. With 'problematic' political NGOs being side-lined, social NGOs are 
cultivated as allies or auxiliaries of the state that can deliver key services and 
open up a channel of communication between the state and the population.

Problems of Institutional Change

The new state approach is important and promising, but it is not free from 
shortcomings. Despite the changes, the state’s attitude towards NGOs remains 
somewhat ambiguous. The desired sustainable framework of the socially re-
sponsible and able NGOs discussed above is expected to appear only in the 
next three to five years. NGOs are recognised as an inevitable part of society, 
which calls for dialogue rather than suppression. Nonetheless, NGOs are still 
seen as a potential source of trouble. It is peculiar how in the following frag-
ment the expert restrains himself from a clear formulation of the potential 
threat, whether undesired political activity or financial misconduct. Based on 
the rest of the interview, however, particularly on the fragments considering 
the desired features of the most reliable core NGOs, it can be suggested that 
undesirable behaviour mentioned is about accounting and reporting failures 
rather than political criticism or opposition activism:

We have fourteen priority directions for which we give subsidies, but we 
would like to also try it with some NGOs, on a competitive base, to make 
them resource centres, to make them the distributors of the money. We may 
try this, but one needs to be very careful here to avoid… you know what 
(Oblast government ministry official).

Alongside with quality problems, officials mentioned some quantity issues 
which pose problems for developing a successful system of SO NGOs in the 
region. One of them is simply the insufficient number of NGOs, particularly, the 
socially oriented ones. Assessing the number as insufficient for the region, the 
authorities, nevertheless, clearly reject the approach taken, according to their 
words, in some other regions, where some state or municipal, or even business 
institutions have been re-opened as NGOs to fulfil the demand of the federal 
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centre to increase the number of NGOs providing social services: 'I don’t want 
to follow the path… I don’t need those organisations newly made "from above" 
for solving some auxiliary problems' (Oblast ministry top official).

An additional aspect of the numerical deficiency of NGOs in the oblast is 
their uneven distribution between the regional centre and smaller towns and 
rural settlements. The NGOs are concentrated mostly in Nizhny Novgorod and 
in other relatively big cities and towns. The authorities now reflect on two 
ways of increasing the number of NGOs across the region. One of them is to 
attract federal resources (grants) to the formation of reliable new types of 
NGOs in the distant districts of the oblast. The other is to set up a resource 
centre in Nizhny Novgorod that is meant to provide methodological support 
and to mentor local NGOs in distant localities. So far, such help is provided by 
the governmental administrators themselves, which is considered to be insuf-
ficient because of a shortage of staff dealing with NGOs issues.

The lack of staff in the governmental bodies is yet another quantity-relat-
ed issue. The serious increase of the money flow to be distributed among the 
NGOs was not met by a corresponding growth of the personnel, because, obvi-
ously, money is a much more liquid resource than jobs in the government sec-
tor. The regional ministry does not have enough staff to manage the growing 
amount of resources:

The flow [of money] increased ten times, the quantity of people didn’t. We 
searched the statistics of other regions. Well, the most illustrative one is, of 
course, the Khanty-Mansi autonomous okrug. What they have is a fairy tale. 
They spend 100 million roubles on NGOs, and there are 25 staff members. 
Can you imagine? Sure, they can easily administer a whole bunch of pro-
jects. And we are begging for six staff members to administer the sum of 
fifty million (Oblast ministry top official).

The problematic aspects of the situation are located not only on the re-
gional level itself. It is acknowledged by the regional authorities themselves 
that the quality level of some federal normative acts is insufficient since they 
do not have rules on feedback and communication with citizens. One of the 
respondents elaborated on this using the example of the so-called 'waste re-
form', i. e. the new regulations for household waste utilisation. According to 
those regulations, the waste is to be utilised by companies selected on a com-
petitive basis. In practice, however, those companies are non-transparent and 
non-responsive to the population:

Not a single federal normative document has a description of communica-
tion norms. If [the waste utilisation operators] could have their own web-
sites with feedback features, phone lines with enough capacities to let eve-
ryone get through. If they had a legal obligation to have a representative in 
each municipal district with whom people could talk directly, there would 
be ten times less fuss and unrest among the population (Oblast government 
ministry top official).
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There is also a certain communicative mismatch between the government 
and NGOs. In the view of the administrative officials, that should be remedied 
by teaching the NGOs to comply with the standards (mainly those of account-
ing and financial reporting) similar to those used by the administrators them-
selves. The idea is to make the NGO activists 'a little bit more like bureaucrats', 
however, at the moment it is not perceived as fully realistic:

We generally have lots of people with shining eyes, who are enthusiastic about 
their ideas, but it’s hard to make them a little bit more like bureaucrats as well, 
because by their nature they are much more emotionally involved (Oblast gov-
ernment ministry top official).

Considering specifically the possible mechanisms of public participation in 
promoting business competition, we should conclude that they are still unclear, 
though have been a subject of discussion for some time already. The most evident 
approach of the public involvement seems to be the involvement of citizens as 
consumers. However, the government officials argue that one of the most sig-
nificant problems here is the lack of expertise among the population, even in the 
role of consumers. Their argument is that consumers’ opinion is highly volatile 
and unstable. Some officials report that there has been a search for an adequate 
method for screening consumer opinion, although this has not yet been found.

An adequate approach would require a rather sophisticated composition 
of public opinion screening technologies, including phone polls with the help 
of call centres, online polls, etc. Neither the governmental offices themselves, 
nor the state-associated agencies for consumer rights protection have enough 
resources to perform such activities. Besides resource limitations, they are 
also over-regulated in respect to the types of activities they can legally per-
form. The NGOs seem to be a reasonable alternative here as collectors of and 
speakers for public opinion, but the officials insist that such NGOs should first 
earn their own reputation and trustworthiness:

Only in one case can those NGOs decide, when they are truly professional, 
because to solve a [social] problem, [this is what] it takes… NGOs don’t have 
any standards of quality… they should have a certain standard of trustwor-
thiness. Otherwise, their decisions and estimations are not needed for any-
one. So, if we make our decisions through an NGO, it must be proven that it’s 
professional and trusted (Oblast government ministry top official).

Discussing the problematic aspects of changes in the state institutions 
collaborating with the NGOs we should look at those changes from the per-
spective of the NGOs as well. Most of the changes within the state are gener-
ated by the state itself, but often they affect the associated NGOs. The transfer 
of services provision from the state to NGOs sometimes leads to overload of 
NGOs with duties. In some areas, the state drops its former functions (will-
ingly or unwillingly) so rapidly that NGOs have to do much more work than 
they used to. An illustrative example here is the sphere of consumer rights 
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protection. The reduction of staff in the municipalities led not only to the ter-
mination of services by the municipal authorities on a certain level (municipal 
districts), but also to the inability of those authorities to involve the NGOs 
which could possibly renew the services:

A: We have the state standard of service in consumers’ rights protection. But 
there’s not a single specialist in the district administrations, they were all fired. 
And NGOs are not involved. We have a lot of consumer protection organisa-
tions in Nizhny Novgorod.
Q: What if those organisations take the initiative?
A: They will not be accepted. And it looks like Rospotrebnadzor [the fed-
eral agency for consumers’ rights protection with branches in every federal 
subject] is not really interested in this. They even shut the advisory council 
under the Governor (Head of an NGO protecting consumers’ rights).

It should be noted that the criticism here is addressed mostly to the mu-
nicipal level. The relations between the state (including the federal and the 
regional level) and the municipal level, especially in respect to distribution of 
resources, authorities, and responsibilities constitute a separate problem, the 
consideration of which is beyond the scope of this article. We believe, however, 
that this issue is still illustrative, for the municipal level shares the same prob-
lems as the regional one, only with less resources and capabilities:

Q: So, it turns out that only the NGOs are responsible for that?
A: Yes. There is no one else. Rospotrebnadzor and NGOs.
Q: And which of them is going to provide effective assistance to people?
A: The NGOs, of course. Rospotrebnadzor is overloaded and has no time. As 
far as I know, now in the whole department for consumes rights protection 
they have only twelve people (Head of an NGO protecting consumers’ rights).

Thus, although the paradigm of the state-NGOs relations has been chang-
ing in the recent years, the new mode of their relations has not yet stabilised, 
and numerous problems remain. The problems concentrate mostly in the 
sphere of communicative protocols and interfaces between the state and 
NGOs, and in the sphere of resource distribution, both in quantitative and 
qualitative sense. The aspect of shared values seems to be less problematic 
(at least in the case of Nizhny Novgorod region) although some residuals of 
mutual uncertainty and suspiciousness remain.

Conclusion

Relations between the state and the NGOs in Russia have moved through 
several stages, of which the current one seems to give hope for mutually bene
ficial developments at least in some spheres. For the state, the central idea of 



536

the current stage was to involve the socially oriented NGOs in the implementa-
tion of social policy, while offering in exchange patronage and resources. A 
certain shift of values has occurred within the state, and NGOs (at least, some 
of them) have been recognised as 'socially oriented', responsible, and able 
agents of social policy.

Institutionally, this meant the changes in the role models and norms of 
relations between the two sides. The state did not take on an exclusively repres-
sive role. Instead, it assumed a new set of roles, such as resource provider and 
architect, planning and building the new environment for NGOs. The state 
now, to a great extent, is neither a non-intrusive observer, nor a dictator or total 
oppressor, but a top-down initiator and supporter of activities. At the same 
time, the state tends to stratify NGOs and, dependant on their positions in this 
stratification, offers some of them new roles, such as mentors for other NGOs, 
resource distributors and providers.

This new model of relations, envisioned by the state, is not yet stable and 
free of problems. At this stage the most visible problems revolve around a lack 
of mutual understanding on the operational level, deficiencies in 'social inter-
faces', and a sometimes-unequal redistribution of resources and responsibili-
ties. At the same time, this model leaves those NGOs not fitting into the vision 
of 'socially oriented' and / or 'reliable' outside state patronage and potentially 
subject to further restrictions.
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