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Scaling the Next Wall: Doing Better with Less 

2009 Grantmakers East Forum Report 
 

 

Twenty years since the fall of the Berlin Wall  
 
The heart of Berlin just next door – the location of the GEF conference in 2009 could not 

have been more appropriate. The Allianz Stiftungsforum, which hosted this year’s 

conference, is situated right next to the Brandenburg Gate. The twentieth anniversary of the 

fall of the Berlin Wall as well as twenty years of philanthropy and the building of civil society 

in the countries of the former Eastern bloc were a reason to celebrate. The main themes of 

the conference were reflecting the past twenty years and discussing the challenges of the 

future. Today NGOs, foundations and social enterprises are faced with challenging economic 

times. The worldwide economic crisis also gave the conference its title: ‘Scaling the Next 

Wall: Doing Better with Less’. 

In his keynote speech, William White from the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation began with a 

criticism of the conference’s subtitle: ‘doing better with less’. He cautioned against settling for 

less even in times of economic crisis and underlined the need for civic action and advocacy, 

especially ‘in our own backyards’. He also made reference to the image of the Berlin Wall 

and its significance for social inclusion and exclusion on all levels of local and international 

society. 
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In the first plenary, ‘Scaling another wall – visions for the next 20 years’, panellists demanded 

a new era of non-governmental projects. How can we generate new ideas for the 

development of civil society? How can small organisations become sustainable? These were 

just some of the questions being raised. Many agreed that NGOs should become more 

efficient, that they should shift from grants and donors to competition and find their own voice 

– especially in the local communities in which they are active. Involving local communities 

and cooperating with various actors in local networks was repeatedly mentioned as a key 

strategy for the future – not least of all among the participants of this conference. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Advocacy and service provision under varying local conditions 
 
In establishing how to effectively provide assistance to individuals and communities in need, 

it was important to discuss specifically what kinds of projects the conference participants are 

involved in. This was discussed most extensively in the plenary ‘Hard times – hard choices: 

advocacy funding versus soup kitchens’, but it was also a recurring issue in the auction 

sessions and other plenaries. The majority of conference participants (68.9 per cent) 

primarily fund advocacy projects, although most agreed that providing services is always also 

an important aspect of their or their grantees’ projects. Besides the difficulty of drawing a 

clear distinction between these two aspects in the first place, it was agreed that a good 

balance between the two moreover increases the legitimacy of the NGO among the local 

population. 44.3 per cent defined advocacy as ‘policy change at the local or national level’, 

but many (27.1 per cent) also defined it as ‘empowering excluded groups’. Advocacy aims at 

achieving long-term and sustainable social change. Although there was general agreement 

that this is probably the most important task of philanthropy and civic engagement in the GEF 

member states, it must also be taken into consideration that local conditions can differ 

significantly and that advocacy thus takes on very different forms in different countries.  

 
In this regard, a dividing line of sorts can be drawn between the countries of East Central 

Europe (ECE) and most post-Soviet successor states (with the notable exception of the 

Baltic States and granting other individual trajectories). Some conference participants 
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stressed that there is still a need for NGOs and foundations to fulfil ‘watchdog functions’, to 

demand accountability and rule of law, and to counter state capture in the countries of ECE 

that have now joined the EU. Democracy assistance is also still important according to many 

participants because of widespread dissatisfaction with the socio-political order. The overall 

stability of the states in this region does not appear to be in acute danger, however. Today, 

the now comparably affluent countries of ECE are faced with new social challenges: they are 

not prepared for the approaching (and already existing) massive immigration from further 

east, from Asia and from Africa that most Western countries already have more experience 

in dealing with. An important future task of advocacy in the region will thus be to target the 

changing social structure and xenophobic, exclusionist reactions to it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Certainly right-wing radicalism is also a problem in many of the countries ‘further east’. 

However, the local conditions for NGOs in most post-Soviet successor states differ 

significantly in various ways. Many conference participants and speakers from this region 

noted that there is generally an impressive legal framework ‘on paper’ in their home 

countries. The problem is its implementation. As states in the region are often either 

authoritarian or ‘failing’ (very often a baffling combination of both), NGOs and foundations are 

in a situation of extreme insecurity. Moreover, they often have to deal with a negative image. 

In Russia, for example, mistakes that were admittedly made in past have pinned the image of 

corruption on charities. Engaging various actors to cooperate in local networks is thus a key 

strategy to building trust in this country (and elsewhere). It is also an important step towards 

disbanding the one-way relationships between ‘Western’ donors and ‘Eastern’ recipients that, 

among other things, have often facilitated the construction of NGOs as ‘agents of the West’.  
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Climate change 
 

The fall of the Berlin Wall was a tipping point when the totalitarian regimes of the Eastern 

bloc fell apart. Twenty years later, the next transition phase is on our doorstep, the speakers 

of the plenary ‘Tipping points – from the fall of the Berlin Wall to climate change’ cautioned. 

The panellists outlined the main challenges global and local responses to climate change will 

have to master, with a special focus on the region the conference is concerned with. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Climate change, as a somewhat specific issue, was allotted an entire plenary at the 

conference because it is probably the most important global issue of the future – 

economically, socially and politically. Recognising this and taking the necessary measures to 

prepare societies around the world for its consequences is one of the major tasks of 

governments as well as the philanthropy and NGO sector. Climate change may have 

particularly detrimental consequences for the countries of ECE and Eastern Europe and 

Central Asia (EECA). Statistics show that in the future, carbon emissions will most likely even 

increase in EECA even though a lot of energy could be saved if it were used more efficiently. 

All speakers expressed their concern about the apparent indifference towards the problem 

especially of the governments in the countries of EECA and ECE. There and across the 

world, more regulation is needed to implement the necessary steps. We need a political 

debate on, as well as strong lobbying for the issue.  

The organisation Friends of the Earth is already successfully doing so. Their biggest success 

regarding a legally binding framework Friends of the Earth was able to achieve in the UK and 

in Scotland, where climate laws have been implemented in 2008 and 2009. The initiative is 

currently working to push through climate laws in Hungary, Belgium, Ireland and other 

European countries.  

The speakers also noted that in contrast to most governments, many people in these 

countries do appear to take climate change seriously. They also noted that today, many of 

their own or their grantees’ projects are integrating climate aspects into their overall striving 

to promote human rights and develop civil society.  
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‘Doing better with less’, or: How to engage local a ctors? 
 
The challenges foundations and NGOs are confronted with are thus numerous and diverse. 

The economic crisis has hit all of society, not just the philanthropy and charity sector. Many 

conference participants agreed that this makes it necessary to, at least for a certain time, 

also provide emergency funding in many countries. But, money is not always needed – this is 

the refreshing as well as pioneering realisation that many local and regional initiatives 

presented at the conference illustrated. Often success is a question of good organisation, of 

cooperation between NGOs and state authorities or local business, of pooling funds or of 

innovative ideas. Local enterprises employ highly qualified professionals who often have 

desperately needed skills. They can pass on their knowhow in special training programmes 

and in schools, for example.  

Participants of an auction session presented their methods for working with children and 

youth from local communities as well as their approaches to establishing and maintaining 

mutually beneficial alliances with the public and private sector. A project of the East Europe 

Foundation in eastern Ukraine helps teenage orphans find jobs. To develop sustainable 

solutions, the project links the local government, local business and local NGOs. These 

public-private partnerships work out: the programme successfully found local businessmen 

as mentors for the kids. In a project of the Eurasia Foundation in Russia, moreover, students 

actively engage in a ‘community university’ with a social services helpline and an office for 

legal information and advice.  

Community building is thus an important means to achieving a lot with little – and an end in 

itself. But engaging publics is often complex and difficult, not least of all due to the oftentimes 

bad reputation of the charity sector and civic engagement. Though it was agreed at the 

conference that new resources can be created through cooperation, partnerships and 

networking, and that local participation is indispensable for sustainable work, in practice this 

participation often remains low. Thus, funding for long-term engagement must also be 

ensured and the money needed to maintain the gains of the past cannot be sacrificed in the 

name of ‘innovation’. Even in times of scarcity, it is necessary to stick with what has worked 

in that past and to maintain commitment. The ‘non-profit starvation cycle’ (David Devlin-Foltz, 

Aspen Institute) – forcing NGOs to cut staff supposedly to increase productivity – must be 

avoided. 

The optimism surrounding the possibility to successfully implement projects with non-

monetary resources can thus not make good the cuts in funding many organisations and 

initiatives have had to cope with. The model of social enterprises to raise money was brought 

up in this context. Participants of the discussion in the last plenary, ‘Continuing the mission: 

success stories and lessons learned’, provided examples of their own social enterprises: a 
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successful charity shop in Latvia, a restaurant in a small town in Hungary run by disabled 

people or trading in organic honey in Bosnia. 

 
Despite the in many ways grim prognoses for the future, the majority of conference 

participants seemed to be optimistic. Most of them considered the glass to be half full instead 

of half empty, as a poll conducted towards the end of the conference revealed. This positive 

attitude, combined with the competence and experience of the grantmakers assembled at 

this year’s GEF conference, gives reason to hope: ‘There is knowledge, passion and power 

in this room to make a change!’ one speaker concluded. 

 
Auctions sessions  
 
As in previous year’s, delegates voted for their favourite six auction sessions out of a 

possible thirteen offered to them on the GEF website.  The final sessions chosen varied in 

topic and discussions as seen below in the summaries: 

 
·  Human rights and democracy twenty years later: sustaining the commitment 
 

Moderator Pavol Demeš introduced the session by citing a question posed at this year’s 

European Council on Foreign Relations conference: ‘Is democracy assistance dead?’ This 

title had caused him great discomfort. He asked the participants to consider whether 

advocating human rights and democracy is still necessary in the countries of CEE, which 

have since joined the EU. Are donors and foundations justified in assuming that democracy 

and human rights are no longer in danger in these countries and that it is time to move 

eastward into more problematic world regions such as the Caucasus and Central Asia? 

Should they not give priority to social projects in CEE in these times of economic crisis? A 

majority of the speakers as well as audience members who commented answered “no” to all 

these questions. For one thing, the development of civil society entails more than just 

concrete social projects and, for example, in countries like Hungary, dissatisfaction is still 

high and there is a great lack of trust in the government as well as the overall socio-political 

system. Since democracy is about participation, the encouragement of a good dialogue 

between civil society and the government is thus imperative – among other things to 

establish trust in politics and institutions. A participant noted that from the perspective of 

many Caucasian and Central Asian countries, the countries of CEE often in fact do appear to 

be a paradise. However, we cannot ignore that CEE has witnessed an upsurge in right-wing 

radicalism and violence in recent years. This calls for intense and sustained NGO 

involvement and advocacy. Since many donors are indeed moving east, another audience 

member felt that democracy assistance in the region is in fact ‘almost dead’, but that 

fostering democracy and human rights in the region is as important as ever.  
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·  CSR & philanthropy: Strange bedfellows or a heavenly match?  

 
A key question raised by the session’s moderator, Melissa Pailthorp, was how foundations 

can sustain their commitment even in times of economic crisis in order not to endanger what 

both financial input and great human effort have built up over the years. One response the 

speakers and the audience agreed on is that it does not always take money to invest in and 

support local NGOs and initiatives – human involvement in the form of technical training or 

networking is at least as important. Here corporate social responsibility (CSR) is an important 

strategy. Companies should rethink their role in society. Often there is a will among 

managers and other professionals in the corporate sector to engage in the social sector by 

contributing both know-how and financial resources. Foundations and grantmakers can play 

an important role in establishing contacts with the NGO sector in this context. There was 

agreement that CSR should be all about sustainability, but some disagreement on whether 

companies should stick to their areas of expertise or if it is also helpful for them to invest in 

projects unconnected to their work.  

The speakers, many of whom were involved in Russia, recounted some of their experiences 

in working to promote CSR, networking, and matching funds among foundations and 

corporate donors. They agreed that finding good opportunities is not so easy. One factor that 

often impeded their work is that in Russia charity is often still associated with corruption and 

that engagement depends heavily on personal ties of trust.  

In closing, the question was raised of whether the true role of CSR was turn big corporate 

managers into compassionate human beings. The session’s participants agreed that 

companies have a responsibility to work with philanthropy towards the sustainability of 

society as a whole. However, as one participant critically noted, ‘to me, CSR often appears to 

be the music to cover up the sound of the saw sawing away at the branch of the tree on 

which we are sitting. Instead, it should be the fertilizer that allows the tree to grow.’  

 
 
·  The ‘community model’ for providing technology support to civil societies  
 
The session’s moderator Rebecca Masisak asked why people were interested in this 

particular topic. One participant responded that in her field of work in Russia, the availability 

of information is often insufficient and she hopes to learn how this can be improved through 

technology. Another participant said that a priority of his work is to help young people 

develop, but that the discourse on new technology has become almost like a mantra which 

does not provide concrete information on how it can help empower people. This led to the 

moderator’s central premise: Assuming that new technology is important – and available – 

there is a need for discussion on how to make it more effective and how to provide access to 

the necessary information. Technology is a tool. So how can we avoid using technology for 
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the sake of technology? The community model, understood as peer-to-peer assistance, can 

contribute to achieving these aims.  

It becomes apparent that the discussion almost exclusively focused on communication 

technology – for example, how to increase access to mobile phones and computers, as well 

as the potential for social networking and information that the internet has. Rural 

communities in Central and Eastern Europe were often referred to as an important target 

group. However, a guiding principle must be to foster the development of ‘real’ communities 

and networks with the help of ‘virtual’ communities. One critical comment on this point was 

that often the internet platforms intended to connect people actually have the effect of 

individualizing and creating islands that no longer interlink. Also, the predominance of the 

English language strongly impedes the accessibility of information for many internet users.  

Training is thus imperative to raise media literacy that helps people navigate the information 

jungle and develop good critical thinking skills. This is an important priority of the telecentre 

movement and in many schools across CEE, according to one of the speakers. However, 

controlling precisely what use technology is put to is impossible in the long run. The 

moderator concluded that the crowd sourcing model and peer-to-peer assistance, however, 

are good means to ensure that the use of technology fosters empowerment, not 

destructiveness.  

 
 
·  Investing in youth for social change: Does economic crisis spur innovation?  
 
Session participants presented their methods for working with children and youth from local 

communities as well as their approaches to establishing and maintaining mutually beneficial 

alliances with the public and private sector. Olga Moshkova spoke about the projects of the 

New Eurasia Foundation in Russia, e.g. in Nizhny Novgorod (Volga Region): Students 

actively engage in the ‘community university’, for example, with a social services helpline. In 

housing lessons (‘My city – clean city’) they provide help in an office that they are in charge 

of. Law students moreover run an office for legal information and advice. Moshkova pointed 

out that the model does not require a lot of money to develop – it is a one-time investment 

and helps young people find an approach to social ideas.  

Angelika Krüger, programme director of the Youth Empowerment Partnership Programme 

(YEPP), presented her organisation’s engagement in Italy, where it helps young people 

establish small businesses, such as a bicycle rental and repair shop. The crisis is affecting 

YEPP, Krüger noted. A few donors have cut their funds in 2010, but the European 

Commission stepped in and is now supporting the programme.  

Tim Pylate (Eurasia Foundation) presented a programme for orphans in eastern Ukraine. 

The project is called ‘Everyone has the right to work’. The sixteen to twenty year-old 

adolescents and young adults are not only literally, but also socially orphans, Pylate informed 
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the audience – those who still have parents are often neglected by them. They live in a 

‘social dormitory’, where they commit themselves to not drinking alcohol, not taking drugs 

and not causing trouble of any kind.  

To develop sustainable solutions, the project links the local government, local business and 

local NGOs. These public-private partnerships work out: the programme successfully found 

local businessmen to act as mentors to the kids.  

 
 
·  Broadening the realm of Europe  
 
The European Commission has put forward a new framework for enhancing the EU’s 

relationship with Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine and Belarus through the 

recently launched Eastern Partnership (EaP). EaP implies comprehensive reforms to 

transform the institutions in these Soviet successor states into institutions that correspond 

with European values and standards. These reforms should eventually lead to improved 

economic, social and security conditions in the EaP countries as well as wide-ranging 

association agreements with the EU.  

‘We want to pass on our experiences, to establish dialogue and personal contacts,’ said 

Carsten Lenk (Robert Bosch Stiftung), presenting his understanding of the role foundations 

and donors should play. He also pointed out that the opportunity for young people to study 

and work abroad is a key to better mutual understanding – programmes that the Robert 

Bosch Stiftung carries out.  

Citing the Balkans as an example, where in many countries state institutions are still weak 

and civil society is very important for the government, one panellist argued: ‘You need to 

advocate in Brussels and you need private donors.’ Networking – either internationally or 

regionally – is the main issue in her eyes.  

Sorin Mereacre (Eurasia Foundation, Moldova) talked about the situation in his country: 

Many people have emigrated from Moldova over the last 20 years and the country naturally 

suffers from it. European support and the prospect of future membership will mitigate 

emigration and create an incentive for people to stay in their country, according to Mereacre. 

In his opinion, foundations still have a lot of work to do: ‘NGOs form a closed club in Moldova 

right now. We need to intervene there. Networking must break the wall!’  

 
 
·  New resources through cooperation, partnership and networking  
 
In this session, participants discussed the transformation processes currently unfolding in 

their countries and how foundations in East and West could cooperate in activities to make 

grantmaking and social work sustainable. Klaus D. Schickhaus (Foundation for Encounter 

between East and West) stated: ‘Grantmakers can have a big influence on countries – not by 
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being teachers, but partners.’ His organisation is a grantmaker that was founded in 1994. It 

sponsors exchange and encourages people from various Central and Eastern European 

countries to meet ‘peer to peer’, on the basis of partnership on an equal footing in order to 

promote friendship, historical reconciliation and European integration.  

The speakers agreed that local participation is a necessity for sustainable work. One 

panellist pointed out: ‘You have to make your project known to the public and you need 

political support for this.’ A lively discussion ensued among the participants, with one of them 

recounting his experiences from working in Russia, where NGOs often have problems in 

their dealings with local authorities: ‘What we lack is a podium to discuss these problems, to 

unite and form a coalition!’ he pointed out. Another participant countered that networking 

should be more than just bringing NGOs together on a podium: ‘There is distrust between the 

NGOs, they do not want to share information and donors. What we need is team-building 

competence. People must notice that it pays off to work together!’  

 
 
Social Event  

 
Delegates were invited to a night of dinner and dancing at the Palais Kulturbrauerei, where 

they had further chances to catch up with colleagues and to make new connections in a 

relaxed setting. Delegates were treated to the now traditional GEF quiz courtesy the Steering 

Committee and later, entertainment was provided by DJ Tobi with a selection of Eastern 

European hits gathered on his travels. A good time was had by all! 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
For further reports and interviews, please visit the GEF website: www.gef.efc.be 
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Steering Committee Members in Berlin 

Angelika Arutyunova, Global Fund for Women 

Carsten Lenk , Robert Bosch Foundation (Treasurer and 2009 Co-host)  

Elena Chernyshkova , Dmitry Zimin Dynasty Foundation * 

Franz Prueller , ERSTE Stiftung 

Gordana Delic , Balkan Trust for Democracy 

Haki Abazi , Rockefeller Brothers Fund  

Ieva Morica , Soros Foundation – Latvia 

Ketevan Vashakidze , Eurasia Foundation (Chair)  

Leticia Ruiz-Capillas , European Foundation Centre 

Lidia Kolucka-Zuk , Trust for Civil Society in Central & Eastern Europe * 

Maria Chertok , Charities Aid Foundation * 

Melissa Pailthorp, Microsoft, Central & Eastern Europe 

Michael Thoss , Allianz Cultural Foundation (Host Organisation)  

Michiel Van Erkel , The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Vice Chair)  

Tomasz Terlecki, European Climate Foundation 

Walter Veirs , Charles Stewart Mott Foundation * 

Zoran Puljic , MOZAIK - Community Development Foundation * 

 

 

New members for 2010  

Anna Piotrovskaya , Dmitry Zimin Dynasty Foundation  

Dolores Neagoe , Trust for Civil Society in Central & Eastern Europe 

Ross Maclaren , Charles Stewart Mott Foundation 

Vesna Bajsanski-Agic , MOZAIK - Community Development Foundation 

 

 

 

 

 
 
* Term ended after GEF2009 
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2009 Host Organisation 
 

Intensifying the focus on Europe’s enormous 
potential in the areas of education and culture is 
the central theme of the Allianz Kulturstiftung. With 
this in mind, and since its founding in 2000, the 
foundation encourages the professionalization of 

next-generation academicians and artists in the spirit of European integration. To equal 
degrees, young authors and artists, as well as students of European studies, make up the 
target groups of the foundation’s programs, intended to promote a sustained exchange of 
knowledge of one another and inspire cooperative endeavors. 
 
 

 
2009 Co-Host Organisation 
 

Established in 1964, the Robert Bosch Stiftung 
GmbH is one of the major German foundations 
associated with a private company. It represents 

the philanthropic and social endeavors of Robert Bosch (1861-1942) and fulfills his legacy in 
a contemporary manner. The Robert Bosch Stiftung works predominantly in the fields of 
International Relations, Health and Education. 


