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The Promising Dimensions Cooperation of Civil Society in Romania and 
Ukraine: Alliances, Coordination and Support 

Yaroslav Matiychyk 1  

 

Since the beginning of Russian war against Ukraine back in 2014 (when Ukrainian civil society2. 

played a significant if not essential role in satisfying the urgent needs of the Armed Forces of Ukraine) and 

after the beginning of the full-scale invasion in February 2022 the Ukrainian civil society proved to be self-

organized, resilient and efficient. Unprecedented mobilization across the country defending lives, dignity, 

rights of all citizens and territorial integrity of Ukraine accompanied with the tightening of existing horizontal 

networks have become a model of national resilience3 and it is internationally recognized4. Adaptivity of the 

Ukrainian society to respond to current challenges alongside with flexibility of numerous donor institutions, 

opened opportunities to overcome and transform these challenges, as well as strengthened social cohesion in 

the country. 

The role of civil society is also important from the perspective of European integration of Ukraine. 

After the decision of the European Union to grant Ukraine and Moldova the candidate status the need for 

the expert community expertise, the advocating of the reforms and monitoring of the implementation of the 

home-tasks assigned by the European Commission is crucial. 

The Russian war in Ukraine also was a challenge for civil society in the neighboring countries, 

including Romania. Romania started to receive refugees as early as February 24, 2022. Up to now, over 1.1 

million Ukrainians have arrived in Romania, out of which approximately 82,700 were still in the country by 

mid-summer5. Dozens of civil society organizations and thousands individual volunteers mobilized their 

efforts in providing assistance to the Ukrainian refugees and offering necessary goods, transportation and 

accommodation as well as social assistance and psychological support. The National Plan of Measures for the 

Integration of Ukrainian refugees in Romania in the medium and long term was publicly launched on July 

26.6 

 
1 Yaroslav Matiychyk, Executive Director at Stfrategic and Security Studies Group (Kyiv, Ukraine). Previously Mr. 

Matiychyk was working as a Head of Foreign Policy Strategy Department at the National Institute for Strategic 

Studies, Senior Fellow at the Institute of National Security and Chief of Monitoring Unit at the National Institute 

for International Security Problems. He graduated from the Academy of State Governance under the President of 

Ukraine and also is an alumnus of the George C. Marshall European Center For Security Studies, Szeged Security 

Policy Center, Swiss Institute of Information Technologies. The key research interests of Mr. Matiychyk are 

national and international security studies, foreign policy of Ukraine, national security policy of Ukraine. 

2 This policy brief is developed within the project “Romanian – Ukrainian Civil Society Forum for Dialogue and 
Cooperation. Third edition”, implemented by the Experts for Security and Global Affairs Association, Romania, in 
partnership with Strategic and Security Studies Group and Foreign Policy Council “Ukrainian PRISM”, Ukraine, 
with the support of Black Sea Trust for Regional Cooperation, a project of the German Marshall Fund. The views 
expressed in this policy paper are those of the author and do not necessarily coincide with those of ESGA 
partners 
3 https://eplo.org/event/eplo-member-organisation-event-ukraines-resilience-civil-society-practices-in-response-
to-the-invasion-in-ukraine/ 
4 https://freedomhouse.org/country/ukraine/nations-transit/2021 
5 https://www.unicef.org/romania/stories/unicef-support-romania-refugee-children-women-and-families-
coming-ukraine#:~:text=Romania%20started%20to%20receive%20refugees,the%20start%20of%20the%20war. 
6 https://www.romania-insider.com/romania-national-plan-integrate-ukrainian-refugees 
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Ukrainian war refugees also gained substantial help from the Association of Ukrainians, which 

accommodated them on its own premises as well as in villages and towns with ethnic Ukrainian communities, 

and also from numerous NGOs, churches, owners of hotels, and ordinary Romanians across the country. 

Volunteers in Bucharest as well as in the other parts of the country contributed into organizing 

fundraising events. One of the most vocal was a concert at the National Arena in Bucharest, when more than 

750,000 EUR was raised for aiding Ukrainians and the government has also stated its readiness to treat 

wounded Ukrainian soldiers at Romanian hospitals.7 

Romanian expert community and think tanks also played an essential role in explaining the roots of 

Russian was against Ukraine, Russian intentions and strategies and proposing the solutions for containing and 

deterring Russian influence. In this regard ESGA contributed a lot with the explanatory materials and with 

spreading the word of the Ukrainian experts to the Romanian audience.8 The New Strategy Center was 

contributing into raising public awareness on the emerging problems9 and disseminating the respective 

information far beyond the region10. Except for the traditional activities some of the think tanks in Romania 

also switched to volunteering. For example, Expert Forum focused on sending essential supplies directly to 

Ukraine with the help of its institutional contacts/organizations in Ukraine and managed to send essential 

supplies such as first aid medicines, food, and other products aimed to help the civilians in Ukraine and war 

refugees in Romania. The organization still collects donations to provide assistance to Ukrainian citizens.11 

These are just a few out of many examples of mobilization of Romanian civil and expert communities. 

Although there is slight improvement of situation and there is no direct threat of capturing Kyiv by 

Russian troops whereas the supplies of Western weapons alongside with the efforts of the Armed Forces of 

Ukraine provide Ukraine with the chances to deter Russian aggression, there is still no time to relax for the 

civil society.  

After the failure to invade Ukraine and to cement Russian rule in the country (either directly or via 

proxies) and after the failed information campaign in the EU, now Kremlin returns to its hybrid strategies. 

The key task for Moscow now is to undermine unity in the European Union, to implant the virus of “war 

fatigue” in the international community and in the European societies, to continue labeling Ukraine as a failed 

corrupt state which is not worth Western support. Also, Russia will make the attempts to distort so far positive 

image of the Ukrainian migrants and war refugees, and blame Ukraine for the economic troubles the EU will 

fact (including higher utility prices, heating problems, high inflation etc.). Russia always effectively 

manipulated public opinion in the EU countries and was assuring growing support to the populist 

movements. Now there is a high probability that Moscow will try to apply the same pattern - negative labeling 

of Ukraine and Ukrainians will be propelled by the populists as the explanation of the Western economic 

troubles and energy security challenges. No less important are the risks of populism in Ukraine per se although 

the strength and resilience of the Ukrainian society have already created preventive mechanisms for such 

developments. Alongside with the EU integration reforms and their thorough monitoring by the international 

bodies Ukraine has high chances to resist such scenario. But the task for the think tanks is preventing the 

negative scenarios, ensuring elaboration of the adequate, efficient and feasible policies, monitoring and 

prevention of Russian negative influence, promoting political education and decoupling myths, 

 
7 https://www.kyivpost.com/ukraine-politics/romanias-support-for-ukraine-deserves-greater-recognition.html 
8 https://www.esga.ro/?s=ukraine&search=Search 
9 https://www.romaniajournal.ro/politics/russia-plans-to-destroy-the-axis-that-connects-ukraine-to-romania-
western-experts-say/ 
10 https://www.scmp.com/news/world/russia-central-asia/article/3169422/ukraine-war-threatens-upset-
delicate-black-sea 
11 https://expertforum.ro/en/donate-for-ukraine/ 

http://www.esga.ro/
mailto:contact@esga.ro


53 Diaconu Coresi Str., Bucharest, Romania 

Web: www.esga.ro, E-mail: contact@esga.ro  
 

disinformation and misinformation that have negative influence on public opinion in Europe, cause anxiety 

and frustration, give ground for the populist movements and weaken the EU and Ukraine. 

Besides, the protracted character of conflict and massive ruining of the dwellings and infrastructure 

put the additional tasks in front of civil society. In cases when it’s possible and secure IDPs and war refugees 

from abroad should get a chance to return home. That’s a complicated process which demands creation of 

job opportunities, renovation of infrastructure, application of the new business models, coordination of social 

services etc. The role of civil society organization on ground is indispensable in this regard. They can 

coordinate the activities on ground and guide usually more bureaucratic and less flexible and adaptive 

international organizations, ensure the ties between the international donors and governmental agencies and 

local self-governance bodies. And what’s more, the civil society representatives, volunteers and NGOs have 

rather high level of trust of Ukrainians. Even before the full-scale invasion it was at a high level. Volunteers 

had the greatest trust of Ukrainians - both those who help the army and those who help IDPs - 74% and 

66%, respectively. Among institutions, the Armed Forces of Ukraine had the highest level of public trust - 

66%. 52% of respondents trusted the church, and 39% trusted non-governmental organizations. Now, the 

level of trust to these institutions has probably even increased.12 

Also, there is an increased demand for the volunteers’ and NGOs’ contributions in the countries 

where Ukrainian war refugees are concentrated. The total number of the individual refugees from Ukraine 

recorded across Europe has reached 6,377,256 by 10 August 2022.13 Most of them have the right to live and 

work in the EU for up to three years but face several difficulties finding employment or assuring decent social 

standards e.g. most are women with children so they need to find childcare and school places as well as 

necessary health care. Besides, often language courses are an asset. In this regard, civil society efforts alongside 

with the existing EU tools (EU Skills Profile Tool for Third Country Nationals14, ‘EU Talent Pool’ etc.) can 

be of added value. 

The recent events prove that both civil society in Ukraine and Romania demonstrated their strong 

sides. This is relevant for all its segments including volunteers, NGOs and think tanks. Also, the upcoming 

challenges have been highlighted. In these circumstances it seems that cooperation and exchange of 

experience and best practices between the civil society activists can be crucial and it makes sense to arrange 

such exchange of experience engaging volunteer networks, profile think tanks and NGOs from both 

countries. Such combination may ensure that those who know situation on the ground and have practical 

experience of volunteer activities during the war time can interact with institutionalized NGOs that may have 

higher capacities and are able of managing the respective projects and programs. Also, the role of think tanks 

should be highlighted. Although the NGOs and volunteer networks have proven their resilience and 

efficiency, bearing in mind the necessity to elaborate respective adequate and feasible state policies the 

engagement of think tanks is essential. Not only can they absorb and process the knowledge they gain from 

grass-root level but also transform it into a broad range of policy recommendations, use them for educating 

or advising policy makers, provide analysis and expertise to influence policymakers and to explain the key 

trends needs and policies to the wider audience for the sake of public good. 

For the sake of the fulfillment of such civil societies mission a number of channels to make the 

findings of the exchange of experience public, to deliver them to the target audience of the decision makers 

and to convert them into the political decisions. In certain cases, media and society can serve as the mediators 

and channels of influence.  

 
12 https://dif.org.ua/en/article/state-and-social-institutions-who-do-ukrainians-trust-and-who-dont 
13 https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine 
14 https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1412&langId=en  
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Interestingly and importantly, the Russian war against Ukraine has opened a new window of 

opportunity that civil society in both countries can and should use. Before 2014 the relations between 

Romania and Ukraine, both Black Sea littoral states with a complicated history, could not be assessed as the 

best in the region. Not were both countries influenced by the ghosts of the past but there were also many 

new problems often rooted in misperceptions and non-existent threats that poisoned a meaningful dialogue 

between Kyiv and Bucharest. Also, the situation was even worse due to the fact that quite often politicians 

and media representatives exploited negative stereotypes. Nowadays the situation has changed. Starting from 

2014 and in particular from 2022 Romanians’ empathy towards Ukraine has put in place the necessary 

preconditions for improved relations. Moreover, huge number of migrants provides an opportunity for 

Romanians to re-open Ukrainian and for Ukrainians to re-invent Romanians at the level of people-to-people 

contacts. That’s the best chance to counteract the negative stereotypes and to ensure effective and efficient 

trust building between the two countries and their leadership that can open the gate to the new projects, 

initiatives and tracks for cooperation. 

Moreover, bearing in mind global interest to Ukraine and to the Wider Black Sea region it is a high 

time for the expert communities of both countries to spread the word about the regions’ needs and problems. 

That can be done by the joint efforts of the Romanian and Ukrainian experts with the engagement of the 

other countries of the region. Except for highlighting the Russian war against Ukraine, the situation in 

Bulgaria and Moldova should be wider discussed at the international level. The launching of the expert 

networks that unite think tanks and NGOs from the countries of the region should be launched and 

strengthened to create a chain of centers of early-warning and to promote regional expertise at the level of 

the global decision-makers. 

The Russian aggression against Ukraine and Russian hybrid expansion in Europe invigorate 

European civil society communities, in particular in Eastern Europe to further correlate and coordinate their 

activities to counteract Russian propaganda, limit the spread of disuniting narratives in the analytical and 

cultural spheres, contain “war fatigue” spirit and prevent seeking the compromises for saving the face of the 

aggressor or for negative labeling of the Ukrainian Diaspora and refugees. Such integration and coordination 

should be grounded on common for the civil society actors understanding of the fact that nowadays Russia 

guided by chauvinist and imperial ambitions aims at destruction of democracy and freedom, dissolution of 

the European Union and NATO and these Russian plans are to be prevented. Another grounding stone for 

cooperation is the necessity to understand that the destruction of the Putin’s regime is an ambitious goal but 

reaching it is not enough. Russia has to go through the process of the democratic catharsis and that’s the key 

precondition for assuring relative «eternal peace» in Europe (and beyond), European historical perspective as 

a «concert of nations» and further political, cultural, humanitarian development. 

Now there are many civil society organizations and individual activists who feel the lack of their own 

capacities and feel anxiety regarding their civic, analytical, and political contribution, efficiency and 

effectiveness of their participatory efforts: their voice is too quiet. It is necessary to make the voice of civil 

society louder and more persuasive. 

Civil society, including its analytical segment has to become a watchdog of sense and will (alongside 

with the journalist community which is a watchdog of freedom and democracy): there is a necessity to 

elaborate the strategies and policies aimed at protecting democracy and its development and should present 

and assure advocacy campaigns for such strategies to make sure the governments consider and implement 

them; analytical centers and think tanks should reject the proposals to elaborate doubtful, apocalyptic and 

populist strategies but rather focus on public good and elaborated well-argumented systematic critical 

monitoring of the governmental policies and EU policies generally. While focusing on such approach think 

tanks have to focus on cooperation with academia, governmental research centers, independent media (and 

perhaps creating their own media-platforms in cooperation with the European media-giants). 
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The necessity to enhance coordination with the civil society organizations in Eastern Europe (and 

beyond) demands certain formalization. It can be achieved by shaping a formal or semi-formal Network 

which will be flexible and sensitive to the needs and situation on ground and prompt in assuring the reaction 

(in terms of initiating discussion, coordination, planning and implementation of the decision as well as early 

warning and prevention of the emerging challenges and threats. If successful such Network may be supported 

by the international institutions and launch rotating coordinative bodies e.g. Secretariat and Board. 

The guidelines for such Network cab can be reflected in the respective Memorandum, which can be 

a founding stone which depicts the principles and goals of cooperation. Such Memorandum or Manifest can 

be adopted at the Eastern European (or all-European) Symposium of civil society actors (communities) with 

the support of Council of Europe and/or profile Programs of the EU and also international donors’ networks 

e.g. Open Society Network. Such Manifest/Memorandum can prove political maturity, mobilization and 

readiness of the civil society actors to fight Russian totalitarian threat and to ensure public good in future. 

Certain elements for such Memorandum/Manifest can be already outlined: 

– The Russian war against Ukraine has indicated numerous challenges for freedom, democracy 

and rules-based order. However, it also has triggered unity of civil society actors aimed at European 

sovereignty, liberal freedoms and democratic future alongside with the national identities, cultural heritage 

and common historical perspective; 

– Civil society’s resilience and adaptivity that was enhanced within Russia hybrid (and military) 

aggression against Ukraine and Europe is an asset in the time of historical challenges for the international 

institutions and structures e.g. the EU, Council of Europe, NATO, OSCE and the UN. 

– Think tanks, NGOs and volunteer networks in the region proved their solid expertise, 

knowledge of the situation on ground and ability to elaborate effective and efficient policies and strategies. 

This expertise and best practices should be further promoted and advocated by means of active collaboration 

with academia, universities, wide media-presence, effective advocacy and cooperation with the governmental 

and intergovernmental institutions. 

– The coalitions of volunteers, think tanks and NGOs have added value since know the 

situations on ground, can assess the needs and assure transparency and efficiency of the provided to Ukraine 

and Ukrainians support. They can also be sources of information aimed at debunking Russia myths and 

propaganda related to situation in Ukraine. 

– Besides, the role of civil society in promoting reforms in the new candidate countries, 

monitoring implementation of the demands of the EU, proposing alternative effective and efficient policies 

and advocating further integration of the candidate states into the EU is crucial. The experience of civil society 

in the countries of the last waves of integration and the gained reformist experience of the Ukrainian civil 

society can assure cumulative effect, both in terms of quality of reforms and in the process of lobbying further 

intetgration of the candidate countries. 

– The key principle of the activities should be based on the principle “only together, in an 

honest and transparent way”, that is the key precondition for avoiding any internal intrigues that can be 

instrumentalized by Russia and result in lower efficiency of cooperation and its stagnation. 

– Participation in the Network of Anti-Putin coalition of the civil society 

organizations/communities (which can be its working name), has to be granted to the organizations that have 

a high level of integrity, ensured their devotion to the values of freedom and democracy, whereas any signs 

direct or indirect promotion of Russian imperial or chauvinist views should be ‘red lines’ and prevent Russian 

proxies from joining, influencing and compromising the Network.  
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– The structure of the Network should correspond with the already existing international 

networks and should be supported by the national coordinators who would support the activities within the 

countries and international cooperation and coordination. 

 Further principles and guidelines can be polished by the Members of the Network. The initial step 

can be discussion of the idea among the participants of the Ukraine-Romania Civil Society Forum and the 

members of the Ukraine-Romania International Experts’ Consortium. Further, the members of these groups 

can invest efforts into engaging other actors. Memorandum/Manifest should remain open to signing by the 

civil society actors across two countries and beyond.  

The most promising platforms for engaging and supporting the Network are Black Sea NGO 

Forum15, Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum16, Think Visegrad Network17, and the Three Seas Initiative 

Business Forum18. These networks and forums assemble the most interested actors. Further interaction with 

the actors engaged in development of the regional initiatives e.g. Bucharest Nina and the Three Seas Initiative 

should be established. It will establish links between the civil society actors and the decision-makers. By these 

means civil society in Ukraine and Romania will perform as the driver of changes in the region and regional 

civil society actors will get a stronger voice and become a true stake-holder in supporting Ukraine, containing 

Russian influence, promoting reforms in the region and supporting its full integration with the EU.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
15 https://blackseango.org/  
16 https://eap-csf.eu/ 
17 https://think.visegradfund.org/ 
18 https://3seas.eu/event/2022-summit-and-business-forum-in-riga?lang=en 
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