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Watch your phone 
calls and emails, 
and be careful 
when browsing 
the internet – the 
enemies of civil 
society might be 
after you

“I started hearing noises on my phone, 
so I got a mobile, but had to register 
it with my passport data. It was being 

intercepted after a week. Going to internet cafes 
was no better, they can have viruses which register 
personal data and your browsing history.” 

This is how Uzbekistan’s authoritarian govern-
ment made sure Tanzilya Salimdjanova, now 
working for CIVICUS, never felt completely safe. 
The result - she left the country.

But there’s no reason to panic – you can protect 
yourself and at least try to prevent threats. That 
was the message of yesterday’s workshop “Civil 
Society under Threat: Enhancing Security and 
Support.”

The first goal was breaking the ice and getting  
familiar with the two dozen participants who took 
part in the workshop. Asked to stand in a circle, 
participants were asked to state their names and 
an adjective starting with the first letter of their 
names.

An impossible task for this reporter. There was 
space for ‘magnificent’, ‘outgoing’ or the more ba-
nal ‘random’. When a young women defined her-
self as ‘yummie’ the ice had definitely melted.

It took some 15 minutes to start the discussion, 
but the reward was some impressive personal 
stories.

 “We were subjected to a lot of harassment and 
threat as a result of our activity in the country,” said 
Daniel Bekele, an activist from Action Aid Europe 
who was accused of treason by his government 
in Ethiopia, an accusation that carries a possible 
death penalty. 

“It started with telephone calls, but soon harass-
ment became physical and I was stopped by armed 
government thugs who beat me up and said this 
was because of my criticism of government poli-
cies. I sustained severe injuries. We were accused 
of a capital crime and of conspiring with the op-
position to overthrow the government, which was 
totally unsubstantiated.” 

Participants agreed legal restrictions and false 
charges were one of the favourite methods of op-
pressive governments. “The prosecution fabricated 
false evidence and tried to force confessions from 
us,“ Bekele said.

Netsanet Demissie, who was released last March 
with Bekele, added that “harassment did not even 
stop after our release. One of the conditions was 
for us to keep quiet about what happened under 
detention, which is quite sad for a civil society 
activist. We can no longer speak about it, at least 
in our own country.”

Activists wanted to learn about preventive ac-

 By Zoltán Dujisin

tions, but governments seem to be a step ahead of 
them: “In Gambia you must explain your sources 
of funding, their purpose, you must outline pro-
grammes and in the end they know everything 
about you and they easily monitor you,” Edwin 
Nwakaeme from Africa in Democracy and Good 
Governance told the workshop.

As faces looked grimmer, fingers were also 
pointed at the private sector and one of its pre-
ferred weapons: libel laws. “They make it very 
easy for corporate and powerful lawyers to ef-
fectively muzzle criticism,” John Clark from the 
World Bank said. And he didn’t mean developing 
countries, he meant the UK.

The threat of loss of employment was also 
mentioned as a tool in keeping civil society on 
its toes. “In Costa Rica there was repression and 
provocation against activists who opposed the 

free trade agreement. They tried to make us look 
aggressive and the public sector threatened to fire 
employees,” said Juan Carlos Mendoza from the 
Fundación Acceso.

“I am also angry at NGOs,” noted Nwakaemewe, 
“the local ones don’t co-operate and sometimes in-
form on us to the government, while the foreign ones 
are not coming to strengthen local capacities.”

While many suggestions were made on how to 
counter threats, Rod MacLeod, from the Interna-
tional NGO Training and Research Centre warned 
against taking them for granted.

 “In some contexts the government will be sen-
sitive to how it is perceived internationally and it 
can be forced to back down, but in other cases it 
can make the situation worse,” he told TerraViva. 
“In this situation, national actors or international 
donors may do more to bring change.”

Learning to live  
          with threats

Keys to Personal Safety:
 Keep contacts, domestic and international 

ones, in case of arrest
 Be aware of your rights on arrest 
 Manage the physical security of your office 

and home with clear-cut policies
 Keep other activists informed on your 

location
 Properly document evidence of your 

group’s activities to avoid legal undermining 
by opponents

 Warn media of upcoming actions
 Warn opponents of the potential local, 

national or international responses
 Learn Basic self-defence for vital parts of 

the body

Keys to Digital Safety:
 Write emails using code systems for sensi-

tive words
 Use BCC instead of CC
 Use secure email providers such as Ri-

seUp.Net Hushmail.com Vaultletsoft.com 
 Choose an unidentifiable email address. 

 Do not abuse encryption as it may arouse 
suspicion.

 To chat or even talk, use preferably SKYPE 
and turn off chat history.

 Use internet cafes and switch between 
them: websites record IP Addresses

 Change passwords regularly and choose 
complex ones

 Back up your information 
 Look out for viruses and other malware
 Use software that permanently deletes 

info. 

Legal Strategies:
 Approach high-level or liberal courts, low 

level courts are less likely to stand up to the 
government

 Develop a network of human rights law-
yers

 In restrictive legal frameworks do not reg-
ister groups as legal persons, rather act as 
individuals

 Complain to international treaty bodies or 
organizations

“In Gambia you must 

explain your sources of 

funding, their purpose, 

you must outline 

programmes and in the 

end they know everything 

about you and they easily 

monitor you” Edwin 

Nwakaeme, Africa in 

Democracy and Good 

Governance.

Not the most uplifting 
session, but most useful

Explaining the tribulations 
of Ethiopian activism
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For more detailed information visit: www.frontlinedefenders.org
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Committed, courageous, enthusiastic 
and motivated were just some of the 
terms used to describe the role of 

the volunteer at a two-hour workshop on the 
subject. When delegates were asked what vol-
unteering meant to them the answers were wide 
and varied. For some it described working with 
children, disaster management, manual labour, 
environmental work and free labour. While for 
others it meant being jobless, doing charitable 
work, teaching, governance and inter-faith.

The distinction was also made between vol-
unteering and social activism. Social activism 
is perceived as making reforms and changes, 
involving confrontations, holding protests and 
doing advocacy work. It was also tied with 
agitation and imprisonment.

The stereotypes made by the participants on 
volunteering and social activism reinforced 
the findings of a forthcoming publication titled 
“Volunteerism and Social Activism: Pathways 
for Participation in Human Development”. 

The publication, jointly sponsored by CIVI-
CUS, International Association for Volunteer 
Effort (IAVE) and United Nations Volunteers 
(UNV), discussed the similarities between vol-
unteering and social activism and their positive 
contributions in relation to development and the 
Millennium Development Goals. 

“This is an important piece of work,” CIVI-
CUS honorary president Kumi Naidoo said of 
the publication, which has input from over 100 

volunteer organisations from 54 countries. 
Looking back at his past, Naidoo expressed 

his personal gratitude to Helene Perold, director 
of the Volunteer and Service Enquiry for South-
ern Africa and co-author of the publication. He 
thanked her for hiring him as a volunteer when 
he returned to South Africa as a young exile 
from the UK. At that time,  Naidoo was 26 years 
old and had never had a job.

“When I came back from exile, I had real dif-
ficulty getting a job mainly because people said 
I was too inexperienced,” Naidoo recalled. 

He recounted that when he was interviewed 
by a panel that included  Perold, he was told 
that he had not yet worked and didn’t have any 
experience. 

He in turn argued that his experience looking 

A little effort can result  
in a big difference

 By Richel Langit-Dursin

Disaster management to 

charitable work to saving 

the planet – it’s all in a 

day’s work for a volunteer. 

The role of volunteering, 

citizenship and engaging in 

social change was the hot 

topic among young people 

at the 8th CIVICUS World 

Assembly yesterday

after 10 boys in a youth centre for two years 
stood him in good stead. 

 Naidoo stressed that volunteering and social 
activism are of equal importance and claims: 
“We need to break down the forced dichotomy 
between the world of volunteering and the world 
of social activism”.

Karena Cronin, co-author of the publication, 
disclosed that both foster opportunities for partici-
pation are purposeful and change-oriented and are 
key tools for development. 

Cronin, who is also a volunteer for CIVICUS 
and United Nations, said that volunteering is the 
first step to longer–term involvement and keeps 
social activism relevant to local communities. 

“Volunteering promotes social inclusion, fos-
ters personal transformation and is an important 
aspect of civic participation,” she added. 

Social activism, on one hand, can provide 
leadership, define areas for engagement, mobi-
lise individuals and is dependent on volunteers, 
according to Cronin.

Rose Ekeleme, IAVE vice president, pointed 
out that it is very difficult to differentiate be-
tween the two.

“There is no clear distinction between volun-

teering and social activism as many social activ-
ists are also volunteers themselves,”  Ekeleme 
said. “They are two ends of a line that both 
look at advocacy while aiming for change and 
development”. 

Joyce Yu, deputy chief executive officer of 
UNV, pointed out that the final achievements 
really matter in volunteering.

“It’s not the motivation of the person that 
we’re looking at. It’s the end result that is im-
portant,” Yu concluded. 

Karena Cronin shows a copy of 
the publication she co-authored 

Participants work in groups 
to  define volunteerism and 
social activism

Buy the book!!
Duncun Green launched his 

book from ‘poverty to power’ at 
a brief ceremony last night at the 
Civicus 8th World  Assembly.

Published by Oxfam inter-
national, the book argues that 
ending extreme poverty and in-
equality and preventing environ-
mental collapse is the greatest 
challenge of the 21st century. 
The book suggests that the 
best way to tackle them is 
through a combination of 
active citizens and effec-
tive nation states.

The complexity of words…
Resulted in an editing error on page 3 of yesterday’s edition of TerraViva. 
Instead of “youths speaking up with little or no complexity”, the sentence 
should have read “youths speaking up with little or no complexes” in our 
article on the CIVICUS Youth Assembly. Sorry!
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