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Introduction and
acknowledgements
This year’s celebration of 25 years of the European Forum for Democracy and
Solidarity (EFDS) prompted Nabila Sattar of the British Labour Party/
Westminster for Democracy and Arjen Berkvens of the European Forum to ask
me to write a short history of this organisation. The European Forum was
founded by the Socialist International (SI) in 1993 at the instigation of its former
president, Willy Brandt. Its main task would be to help identify and further
develop social democratic parties and movements (potential future members of
the SI) in Central and Eastern Europe, the Western Balkans and the countries
formerly belonging to the Soviet Union after the collapse of communism. The
Forum has been a loose collaboration of a number of European social
democratic and socialist parties, their political foundations, the Party of
European Socialists (PES) and the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and
Democrats (S&D) in the European Parliament. It has also received support from
FEPS, the European social democratic think-tank, as well. In order to allow the
Forum to make critical assessments of parties and the context in which they
operated, the Forum was set up as an informal, flexible and independent
mechanism, which it still is. Having focused on Central and Eastern Europe in
the 1990s, in later years it has mainly been active in the Western Balkans and
the wider Europe.
Recording the history of the Forum posed a personal dilemma. I had my own
role in it a member of its Steering Committee from the start, Vice President of
the PES between 1999 and 2004 and later of the S&D Group. I have not touched
upon my own role and have tried to be impartial. Whether I succeeded, is for
others to judge. I have no scientific pretensions at all, though I was trained as a
historian. The European context in which the Forum had to operate is basically
my version of it. When writing a history of an organisation like the Forum one
makes assessments of situations and of parties. These are my responsibility only
and in no way binding on the Forum.
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Though I believe that I have made a proper reconstruction of the history of the
Forum, there might be gaps that I am not aware of since the archives I consulted
are incomplete. I have identified four periods between 1993 and now, but the
boundaries in fact are not that strict. Due to time constraints I have not been
able to cover all areas where the European Forum has been active such as
relations with the labour union movement, the MENA region and Turkey. The
publication deals mainly with the regions mentioned above. A very active
Gender Network has been a partner of the Forum since 1994. A summary of its
history, provided by its own board, is included. I am very grateful for that. In
separate chapters I have highlighted the role of the political foundations, of PES,
the S&D Group and FEPS. The commitment of the Forum to the case of the
Roma at crucial moments during the EU accession process deserves its own
place too. I have refrained from just summing up the many activities of the
European Forum, but have described the most relevant and interesting ones in
separate text boxes.
Many people have helped me, to get access to archives, make contacts, providing
background, answering my oral and written questions, checking draft chapters,
editing the final text and producing the layout. Thanking them I name all of
them in alphabetical order:
Arjen Berkvens, Ton Beumer, Berend-Jan van den Boomen, Bart Bakker, Victor
Bostinaru, David Capezzuto, René Cuperus, Michael Dauderstädt, Milos Djajic,
Gunther Esthers, Bohdan Ferens, Susanne Gaugl, André Gerrits, Heinz Fischer,
Camiel Hamans, Lena Hjelm-Wallén, Jean-Luc Luys, Ciprian Matei, Maja
Nenadovic, Marina Ohanjanyan, Uwe Optenhögel, Friedrich Roll, Nabila Sattar,
Danijel Tadic, Bo Toresson, Karl Schramek, Aleksandar Spasov, Dasa Silovic,
Hannes Swoboda, Vilmos Szabó, Levan Tsutskiridze, Oleg Tulea, Karsten Voigt,
Gertjan Wallinga, Michael Weichert.
Jan Marinus Wiersma, Leiden, November 2018
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Defining the challenge
(1989-1993)

The story of the European Forum begins with the collapse of communist rule
in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) around 1989; then the
dissolution of Yugoslavia; and the break-up of the Soviet Union. The Iron
Curtain fell.
The social democratic family was unprepared for these unexpected revolutionary
developments which now created space for multi-party systems in formerly oneparty states. As Susanne Gaugl of the Austrian social democratic party SPÖ told
us: ‘Being surprised and fascinated by what was going on, it took a few months
of observing and analysing until social democrats actively began to search for
partners and to deliberate on how to support transition processes in the
countries of the former eastern bloc.’ And Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES) expert
Michael Dauderstädt wrote: ‘Generally, social democrats welcomed the
transformation of communist dictatorships into democracies. Their reaction
regarding the transformation of planned economies into market economies was
more ambiguous. They feared the establishment of under-regulated free-market
economies that lacked appropriate social and political controls rather than a
social market economy). Another concern was the possible hardening of
capitalism in the West given the disappearing threat of a “real socialist”
alternative.’
Pridham (1999): ‘The initial dominance in several transitions of anti-communist
umbrella movements inhibited the ready occurrence of political pluralism
expressed through the medium of organised parties along recognisable
ideological lines. This lasted a number of years coinciding with the confused
reactions of EC/EU party-political families.’
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Bo Toresson, who would become the first Secretary General of the European
Forum, wrote that although bilateral contacts were established as from 1989, a
lack of consensus and a lack of coordination delayed a more active approach.
Was there room for social democratic movements or parties under the new
circumstances? Many were optimistic about the electoral chances of democratic
socialism as an alternative to communism.
Dauderstädt: ‘Many social democrats expected the peoples of CEE to choose a
system that protected the social achievements of the old system (full
employment, egalitarian distribution of income and wealth) while offering
higher growth and more choice of consumer goods. They underestimated the
strong anti-socialist tendencies visible in the first free elections. The first shock
were the elections in East Germany in March 1990 followed by the elections in
Hungary. In both cases conservative or liberal forces won.’
But where to begin the work and how to promote social democracy? Party
contacts with the CEE countries under the former regimes had been sporadic
and informal – on a bilateral base with the ruling communist parties and in a
multilateral form during the years when there were consultations on the
deployment of intermediate range nuclear (cruise) missiles. The German Social
Democratic Party (SPD) had maintained a kind of dialogue at the level of political
foundations with the ruling SED in East Germany. Others exchanged delegations
with for example the Hungarian socialists (MSzP), who were seen as reformers.
There were also contacts with opposition movements such as Solidarnosc in
Poland and Charta ’77 in Czechoslovakia. Dauderstädt: ‘Some parties refused to
have contact with former communists, while others were more open. The latter
(in particular parts of SPD and SPÖ) wanted to continue the dialogue (they had
had before 1990) with the reform wings of the former communist parties, which
often dominated the successor parties. FES, for instance, organized three major
conferences in 1988, 1989 and 1990 that included four sides (officials and
opponents/dissidents from both East and West).’
The opening up of the communist bloc started in the Soviet Union. President
Mikhael Gorbachev, who initiated economic and democratic reforms, turned
out to be popular among many Western European social democrats as he tried
8

to introduce a more transparent and more human brand of communism and
because he lifted the infamous Brezhnev doctrine which had stipulated that
Moscow would not accept countries in its orbit to move over to the democratic
camp. SPÖ politician, and later the first president of the Forum, Heinz Fischer
wrote that with Gorbachev as the new reformist leader the need arose to assess
how his policies would affect the CEE countries. At a later stage there was some
hope that Gorbachev would become the leader of a strong social democratic
movement in Russia.
Former SPD spokesperson Karsten Voigt explains what happened as follows:
‘The European social democrats during those years were right in developing
close contacts to the reform elements in the CPSU, led by Gorbachev and later
also with the Hungarian communist party. In those years the civil rights
movement was only strong enough in Poland to replace the communist rule.
But its representatives decided to accept a compromise with the communist
party because they feared another military intervention from the inside or from
the outside. The civil rights movements in East Germany and in Czechoslovakia
became strong in those years. But also their successes in late ‘89 and early ‘90
were dependent on the continuation of the reform policy in Moscow. Therefore
contacts and a dialogue – where possible with reformers – were useful. With
hindsight one can debate whether one should have developed earlier, before ‘89,
more intensive contacts with the civil right movements.’
The Socialist International (SI) and the Confederation of Socialist Parties in the
European Community (CSPEC) were ill-prepared to deal with the totally new
political landscapes in CEE, South-East Europe and the former Soviet Union
(after 1991). There was not enough knowledge of the very fluid situation in these
countries to allow for a proper assessment of the claims coming from (selfstyled) social democrats in the region and of the real opportunities of the social
democratic movement. Time was needed to consider the options while expertise
was developed through interested – mainly West European – social democratic
and socialist parties and their political foundations. The Swedish, German and
Austrian parties could count on the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES), the Olof
Palme International Centre (OPIC) and the Renner Institute (RI) as these
foundations represented countries with a direct (geographical) interest in what
would happen in post-communist Europe. The Dutch PvdA joined the efforts
9

by setting up a new foundation just for the purpose of organising expertise,
stimulating debate and promoting activities in the CEE region - the Alfred Mozer
Stichting (AMS), chaired by the former Dutch Foreign Affairs minister Max van
der Stoel. The French Socialists played a role with the Fondation Jean Jaurès.
The Dutch and German Foundations took an early initiative in bringing a larger
number of foundations together in Amsterdam in November 1990 with
representation also from Belgium (Socialist Institute for East European Studies),
UK (Fabian Society), Italy (Foundation for Mediterranean Studies), Israel and
Spain (Pablo Iglesias Foundation). The foundations shared views on recent
developments and discussed activities and the possibilities for coordination and
cooperation by pooling efforts in a complementary way – some foundations were
legally more free in their operations than others who sometimes were not
allowed by national law to directly support political parties. The foundations also
organised the first major conference in May 1991 with speakers such a Dutch
Deputy Prime Minister and PvdA leader Wim Kok, Socialist International (SI)
President and former German Chancellor Willy Brandt, SPD prominent Holger
Borner, Belgian leader Karel van Miert, Svend Auken, chair of the Danish Social
Democrats, Vitor Constancio from Portugal and representatives of CEE
countries. The seminar was seen by a Bonn newspaper as the start of a new
foreign policy debate as both Brandt and Kok proposed to open up the European
Community to CEE countries.
The North-West and South Europeans were faced with a dilemma on how to
deal with the many different social democratic contenders and potential partners
in the CEE countries. There were roughly four categories: the original social
democratic exile parties with a clear historical background; newly established
parties that claimed to be social democratic, post-communist successor parties
and the broad democracy movements that included prominent social democrats
who however did not want to copy the West European party system or were
hesitant to identify with a political family that had worked with the ruling
communists in the past.
Though there had been contacts with the former communist parties before 1989
and some parties continued to have them – especially with the reformist
Hungarians who were also credited for having opened in 1989 the border first
to Austria and then to East Germany – the overall approach of most West
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European parties early on was to keep them at a distance since it was unclear
which role, if any, they would play. They preferred to support former exile or
newly established social democratic parties and maintain relations with social
democratic currents or personalities within Solidarnosc or Civic Forum. A good
example of this was the working visit of the SI and the European Forum to
Poland during these years where the delegation met with many political
formations including the ruling Democratic Union and personalities such as
Bronislaw Geremek, but refused to formally meet the post-communist Social
Democracy of Poland (SdPR). It is also maybe ironic to note that the Alfred
Mozer Foundation showed an open mind by supporting movements seen as
progressive at that time such as the Free Democrats and FIDESZ in Hungary.
Heinz Fischer remembers that he participated together with SI Finance and
Administration Committee Chair Gunnar Stenarv and SPD politician Peter
Glotz, in a first of May rally in Budapest 1989 organised by the not yet legalised
Social Democratic Party (MSDzP). In early 1990 many leading West European
politicians crossed the border to East Berlin for a manifestation in support of a
newly established East German social democratic party.
The Socialist International was expected to sort out the conflicting demands
coming from the CEE region. The CSPEC was a relatively weak organisation
and its priority was the debate about the deepening of European integration in
the run-up to the 1991 Maastricht summit. Only after having transformed itself
into the Party of European Socialists (PES) in November 1992 did this
organisation become a real player.
The first claims for recognition as the exclusive social democratic partner in the
CEE countries of course came from the exile parties who already enjoyed a status
within the SI as members of the Socialist Union of Parties from Central and
Eastern Europe (SUCEE). They originated from Poland, Hungary,
Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Bulgaria, Romania, Lithuania, Latvia and Yugoslavia.
After the dramatic changes in these countries their status was reconfirmed and
the SI Geneva Council of November 1989 decided in a position paper devoted
to Eastern Europe that, respecting their autonomy, decisions on the future role
of these parties would be taken by themselves in consultation with the bodies
of the SI. The same Council concluded the following: ‘New social democratic
movements or organisations which appeal to basic social democratic principles
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will be welcomed confidently by the Socialist International; it will of course have
to insist on carefully observing the unity of theory and practice and will also
have to endeavour to safeguard against the division of the social democratic
camp. It will strive to ensure that as far as possible there is only one social
democratic party in each country, so as to avoid fragmentation. New democratic
movements, irrespective of how they see themselves or the source from which
they draw their strength, are regarded by the Socialist International as important
partners in dialogue.’
The SI Council of Istanbul (June 1991) devoted an extended debate to the
situation in CEE and the Caucasus with contributions mainly from the exile
parties. SI President Willy Brandt referred in his speech to the fact that the
Secretary General had prepared proposals on how to organise the contacts with
CEE without being specific since this was more of an internal SI Bureau issue.
The list of participants of the SI Congress of September 1992 in Berlin shows
that after 1989 a number of SUCEE parties had opted for full membership (from
Bulgaria, Latvia, the Czech and Slovak Republics, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania).
The Hungarian social democrats were there as observers after having been
demoted from full membership
The exile parties and other original social democrats were given sympathetic
support by many West Europeans, which explains the disappointment and
frustration when internal divisions further reduced their already slim electoral
chances. It had been difficult for them to develop a proper organisational basis
as they lacked personnel and funding. Most voters had forgotten about their
historic role and certainly in the first free elections in their countries they were
affected by a general revulsion of anything with the word social in it.
The leadership of the SI came to the conclusion that it would be unwise to bet
all their electoral money on the exile parties and maybe it was too early to make
definitive choices of partners. The political situation in CEE remained very fluid.
The SI was also closely watching the evolution of the successor parties. In this
period, the SI was – interestingly – also about to integrate the former communist
party of Italy PDS, which might be of use when establishing closer links with
the CEE successor parties. The International Secretary of this party, Piero
Fassino, was later praised for helping to introduce the Slovak successor party to
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the European social democratic family. He became in fact the first chairperson
of the SI Committee on Central and Eastern Europe (SICEE), bringing together
all members from that region in 1992 and replacing SUCEE. Czech social
democrat Jiri Horák, a former exile, became co-chair and would be succeeded
by Hungarian socialist Lazlo Kovacs a few years later.
The SI Council of Santiago (November 1991) produced another declaration on
CEE with as one of the conclusions that the SI should develop a network of
contacts taking into account the complexities on the ground. The SI, CSPEC
and the Socialist Group of the EP were tasked with developing a framework for
dialogue. This could then be used for contacts with various left-of-centre forces
and also with former communist parties that had promoted democratic change.
The idea behind this was of course that these contacts would not bind (or
embarrass) the SI or the CSPEC. According to Heinz Fisher, Willy Brandt
planned to lead this effort after his resignation as SI President during 1992.
Unfortunately he died in the same year.
Heinz Fischer, Speaker of the Austrian Parliament, and former Swedish Prime
Minister Ingvar Carlsson were commissioned by the SI presidium to prepare a
proposal for the 1992 Berlin Congress. They set up a small working group with
representatives of the German, Swedish, Austrian and Dutch parties – the SI
had conceded that the West European sister parties should take the lead. The
Socialist Group in the European Parliament and CSPEC were also involved.
Their discussions concentrated on what kind of organisation to establish, its
funding and mandate. The future role of supporting political foundations was
an important separate topic. The contours of the new network were more or less
finalised in the summer of 1992, although some details like the name and the
office of the new organisation were still to be determined. Fischer and Carlsson
put on paper the concept of a network for developing – as a matter of urgency –
contacts with CEE. They warned that it would not be easy to speak the same
language and link political cultures. They called for open relations with parties
and movements who might not readily identify with the SI. The new set up
should not only be a clearing house and a framework for meetings, but also a
forum to promote political formation and cooperation dealing with substantive
questions related to the transition processes. The Forum should work in the
form of meetings, conferences, publications and reports, led by a board of
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European SI Vice-Presidents and a Steering Committee with representatives of
participating parties. The work was to be started by SPÖ, SPD, Dutch Labour
Party PvdA, Swedish SAP, CSPEC and the Socialist Group.
The original annual budget foreseen was DM 500.000 to be collected from
amongst the founding partners. Fischer and Carlsson emphasised that the
Forum – instead of becoming an institute – should draw directly on the
capacities of the founding parties and their international foundations. The new
Forum itself would not have authority over these institutes, but would be able
to inspire and coordinate autonomous decisions by them. In the letter
accompanying the proposal Ingvar Carlsson declared that over time the Forum
might become an institution itself, but given the lack of funds the Forum would
have to rely on the capacity of others. He announced that the executive secretary
would be based in Brussels, London or Prague.
The foundations were challenged to define their own position with regard to the
proposed Forum set up. They met in Bonn at the end of June. The paper which
they discussed there pointed out that the aim should not be centralisation or
full coordination, but interest-based coordination. They did after all not cover
the same topics such as labour union development. They worked in different
regions, and had separate rules for working with parties and not the same
financial scope – some could not participate in co-financed projects.

with the Forum and set up a support mechanism, but could not be bound by
any party decisions.
FES representative Günther Esters and the Dutch Labour Party International
Secretary amended the Fischer/Carlsson proposal in order to clearly separate
the cooperation at the party and foundation levels. The FES went so far as to
suggest establishing two bodies: the parties to set up an Initiative Group
European Solidarity supported by the Forum Social Democracy of the
foundations who would finance party cooperation and implement proposals of
the parties group.
In the end such an institutional set up was not realised. But the foundations
kept a distance, continuing their own separate cooperation and appointing a
liaison between them and the Forum.
The Socialist Group offered housing and staff support, therefore it was agreed
to set up an office in Brussels. It turned out to be difficult to raise the original
sum intended. The PvdA for example could only contribute to the Forum with
projects financed by its foundation.
Nevertheless, thanks to Carlsson and Fischer – who were supported by Mats
Karlsson and Karl Schramek – the European Forum for Democracy and
Solidarity (EFDS), as it was finally called, came into existence.

The Germans particularly were concerned about the need to protect the
independence of the FES. Hans Koschnick, a leading SPD member, wrote to
Heinz Fischer on behalf of Willy Brandt who wanted to remind him of the
outcome of the SI Madrid Presidium discussion that the aim should be bringing
together for dialogue all those parties from CEE and SEE who supported social
democratic values. This open forum should clarify who from the former
communist countries would at a later stage accede to the SI; bring together on
neutral ground parties who were unable to have an open discussion at home
and implement activities through the foundations. The SPD did not want the
secretariat to be based in London, but preferred the offices of CSPEC in Brussels.
Koschnick stressed at the end of his letter that it was impossible for the FES to
participate in the Steering Committee. The German foundation could cooperate
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Preparing the ground for the
social democratic family in
Central and Eastern Europe
(1993-2000)
The Berlin SI presidium meeting of September 1992 cleared the way for the
start of the work of the European Forum with Heinz Fischer as its first President.
Bo Toresson from Sweden had been appointed General Secretary based in
Brussels at the secretariat of the European Parliamentary group, which also
hosted the PES. The formal launch took place on the 29th of January 1993 in
Stockholm. The Board of European SI Vice-Presidents would have its first
official meeting during the Athens SI Council meeting in February that same
year. The first Steering Committee (SC) was composed of representatives of the
Swedish, Dutch, Austrian, German, French and Spanish parties, the PES and
the Socialist Group. Other parties such as those from Britain, Finland, Italy,
Denmark and Norway would later join the SC. For some years also the
Portuguese and Greek parties would be represented and later during the decade
the Czech and Hungarian SI members joined. Though the Forum had an office
in Brussels during the 1990s, the SC met mostly in cities such as Vienna,
Budapest, Zagreb, Paris, Bratislava, Amsterdam, Athens, Malmö, Prague,
Helsinki and Ljubljana to name but a few - and sometimes in the margins of
the SI and PES events.
According to the press release announcing the establishment of the Forum, its
main aim was ‘to provide a framework within the SI for meetings between
political parties, movements and individuals in both Western and Central and
Eastern Europe to discuss issues of common concern, thus on all sides
promoting better understanding, closer co-operation and better policies. The
Forum should deal with questions and actions to strengthen democracy and
wherever possible provide concrete and coordinated help and solidarity for
progressive forces in Central and Eastern Europe.’
16
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A specific objective was to forge closer ties between European SI member parties
and parties, movements and individuals in CEE who shared similar visions and
values, the statement said.
Furthermore, ‘The Forum should deal both with questions related to the
transition of the Central and Eastern European societies and with the political
formation taking place, as well as with the broader European and international
implications of these developments.’
The work of the Forum was ‘expected to take shape mostly in the form of
meetings, conferences, reports, publications etc. The Forum would in this way
facilitate contacts, common views and the co-ordination of activities.’

It’s the economy
The Forum always wanted to be more than just a clearing house and
organiser of seminars and training sessions. It gave itself a role in putting
important issues on the political agenda such as gender equality, Roma
rights, discrimination of the LGBTI community, housing and the
environment. After 2004 books were published on EU enlargement and
on problems of representative democracy. The first project was the
economic programme that started in 1994 whose aim was to develop a
social democratic approach to the economic transformation that was
taking place in the CEE countries. A research group (consisting of John
Eatwell, Michael Ellman, Mars Karlsson, Domenico Mario Nuti and Judith
Shapiro) was put in place to help formulate alternatives to the rather
neoliberal reforms of many governments. The group would not only
produce three books – some of them translated in several languages – but
also travel around and participate in conferences and round tables all
across Central and Eastern Europe,
‘Not just another accession’ for example was the title of the second book
that tackled the vital stage the transformation countries were in and
formulated social democratic priorities like the need to give the market a
more humane face, allow long transition periods for EU social policies,
18

preserve the labour cost advantage as long as possible and look much
more at enlargement from the entrants’ perspective.
The very first event of the Forum was actually a seminar in Stockholm
(April 1993) with the title ‘From Marx and Engels to Marks and Spencer.’!

In 1993, the Forum initiated seminars on economic transition, on the situation
in the former Yugoslavia, on social issues, on the freedom of the media, on
nationalism and nationalities. Participation was high: participants from 17
countries, representing 28 parties, for example met in Ljubljana to discuss social
policy and how to fight escalating poverty and the decline of social welfare and
justice.
The SC had approved two fact-finding missions jointly with the SI: one to
Poland, to which I referred earlier, and one to Russia before the general elections
of that year. The second trip was the first of many to that complicated country
where it would prove to be very difficult to help establish a vibrant social
democratic movement.
The ambitions of the Forum were further elaborated in the working plan adopted
in January 1994. The document starts with a quote from Czech President Václav
Havel which perfectly sums up the context of the Forum activities: ‘When
communist power and its ideology collapsed, the structure collapsed along with
it. But people could not simply absorb and internalize a new structure
immediately; one that could correspond to the elementary principle of civic
society and democracy. The human mind and human habits cannot be
transformed overnight; to build a new system of living values and to identify with
them takes time.’ (22 April 1993, speech at George Washington University). With
this in mind the Forum intended to concentrate on facilitating a dialogue within
societies and creating platforms for a democratic development replacing the
collapsed structures in Central and Eastern Europe. A year earlier, the SC had
already concluded that the Forum would focus on democracy and political
language, economics, human rights and women’s rights, media and the situation
in the former Yugoslavia. From the outset priority was also given to cooperating
with trade unions, the cooperative movement, gender and youth organisations.
19

SG Bo Toresson reported in July 1994 to Heinz Fischer that it had been a
surprisingly easy task to get the Forum established. More than 50 CEE parties
had already sought regular contacts, although building relations with the former
Yugoslav countries and the CIS had not been so easy. Toresson recently admitted
however: ‘The parties in the CEE were not active from the very beginning. The
EFDS had, with exception of the historical social democratic parties, to convince
them of the value of participation in the EFDS activities. They were very eager
to become affiliated to the SI. The participation in our activities did not give
them an entry ticket to that organisation. However we managed to convince
people from the parties concerned that there was no contradiction between
participating in our activities and the possibility to become member of the SI.
In fact it was the opposite. The parties and their leading personalities could
through our activities become known among the SI-parties.’ From the Western
European social democratic parties levels of commitments differed and contacts
with the SI office were irregular. The Forum had undertaken a first initiative
aimed at coordinating election support but that had been difficult given different
bilateral relations of Forum members to CEE parties – originally social
democratic and post-communist – in for example Hungary. Parties in the region
needed to be made aware of the fact that external financial support would be
limited – the Forum did not have the means for that. The SG commented that
most CEE parties showed a lack of strategic planning and content – in his view
due to the communist legacy. Toresson remembers: ‘With very few exceptions
it was difficult to find people who had not at all been educated and trained in
the former communist ideology and organisations. People were not used to
taking part in an open dialogue and democratic decision making. Czech party
leader Milos Zeman said to me when I asked him about people I had already
met or should meet; ‘Remember that every person older than 40 year is
contaminated by communism’. I very often noted that he was right. The more
young people we could activate the better. Older people were used to listening,
not to comment or oppose. We therefore tried to concentrate on internal
democracy and confidence building from the very beginning. We tried to find
open minded people who could understand our ‘language’. The lack of
democratic experience became very obvious when we asked parties to formulate
a request for support before the elections. They had difficulty deciding about
campaign issues, electoral targets and general strategy. Very few had an
experience of free elections, democratic behaviour and decision making.’
20

In 1993 the European Union formulated its conditions for the accession of
Central and Eastern European countries. This process was to start with a series
of treaties and agreements with interested countries that would help lay the
foundations for future membership negotiations. [These would actually start in
1997.] This of course added focus and urgency to the work of the Forum in the
CEE countries. It was no longer only a question of developing strong and
ideologically sound social democratic parties in the former communist
countries, but also of their electoral weight as potential future partners in the
European Parliament and – when in government – in other EU institutions. The
European Forum was pivotal in explaining to its CEE partners how the EU
worked, what it meant to become a member and how best to prepare for that.
Support of EU membership became an unspoken condition for cooperation
with the Forum.
According to Pridham (1999): ‘Transnational organisations and contacts came
to be viewed as a non-official channel for networking in favour of EU accession.
Some figures in transnational organisations were also Ministers in EU member
governments, while opposition politicians could be in office at some future time
when entry negotiations proceeded. Such transnational party fora were a
relatively informal occasion for cultivating personal contacts. It could generally
be said that the greater the possibility of eventual EU membership, the more it
was likely that parties from Central and Eastern European Countries would be
ready to conform with European party-political patterns, subject to obvious
constraints in domestic politics.’
The Forum had started playing an important role in initiating contacts with
parties in the CEE region in coordination with the SI. At the July 1994 SC
meeting in Vienna, Fischer reported that these contacts had recently been jointly
evaluated. In September 1993 SICEE chair Piero Fassino had briefed SI
President Mauroy in a similar fashion. Two categories of parties could be
discerned. Those who were in theory and practice committed to social
democracy, such as the Hungarian Socialist Party (MSzP) of Hungary, Party of
the Democratic Left (SLD) Slovakia, Unia Pracy (UP) Poland and the United List
of Social Democrats (ZLSD) Slovenia, formed the first one. In principle, these
parties could become full SI members. The second group consisted of the
Albanian social democrats (PSD), post-communist Social Democracy (SdPR)
21

Poland, the originally social democrat Polish Socialist Party (PPS), both the
Social Democratic Party (PDSR) and the Democratic Party of Romania (DPR),
successor party Social Democratic Union of Macedonia (SDSM) Macedonia, the
Democratic Labour Party of Lithuania (LDLP), Social Democratic Party of
Moldova (SDPM), Social Democratic Party of Croatia (SDH) and the Social
Democratic Union (SDU) Croatia. The Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) could
also be added to this second category of parties that wanted to establish formal
links with the SI and should therefore be included in Forum activities. SdPR
Poland and PSDR Romania should be given consultative and observer status
respectively according to Fischer. The list was useful. The Forum office had
already been approached many times by sister parties who were drawing up
invitation lists for their congresses and wondered who to invite or not. The
selection issue led to a debate within the SC on whether the Forum should
formally make recommendations to the SI on memberships since this was
actually the job of SIFAC, its finance and administration committee. The
conclusion was that the Forum should not take that role, but provide the SI with
its assessments.

Keeping up to date
During its existence the European Forum has provided extensive
information services supported financially for many years by the British
Labour Party through the Westminster Foundation for Democracy and
later the OPIC and being one of the trademarks of the Forum. The –
permanently updated – country reports were a source of information for
many – and not only the Forum partners. In the 1990s, the Forum filled a
gap caused by a lack of more general information about the postcommunist countries. Later it focused more on the party-political
landscapes, elections, the role of the left and relations with the European
Union. The Networking for Democracy programme allowed the
Information service to establish a network of local information officers
who helped to keep the service up to date. In the beginning Country
reports and Newsletters were printed. Today everything goes via the
internet with a modern website. This also allows for regular updating of
the country reports. At the end of 2001 the Newsflash was created. It is a
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frequently distributed news update that is sent to approximately 750
subscribers and which offers an easy reference of the latest political
developments in the different countries of Central and Eastern Europe.
The emphasis of the Newsflash is on inside information about political
parties, which is obtained through the contact persons of the European
Forum. In 2004 a Newsflash for the general public was introduced. For
many years the Forum published ‘The Calendar’ as an instrument to
ensure that all the foundations were aware of the different activities in the
CEE region, to avoid duplication and to make sure all of them were linked
into one another.

The work done by the Forum was appreciated. SI president Pierre Mauroy
described in 1996 the selection of new members as a challenging task. So far
eighty parties had sought SI affiliation in the 1990s, seeking the legitimacy of a
prestigious label. The SI needed sufficient time for proper assessments while in
the meantime moving parties from status to status – guest, observer, consultative
and full member. In that context the European Forum had been the main
innovation of the past years. It could act more independently than SI committees
and its networking helped to filter parties. According to Mauroy, the record of
the Forum showed electoral success of the new partners and their ideological
impact. The Forum itself reported in that year that it had enabled many parties
to have cross-border contacts. Its independence was appreciated, as were its
informal working methods. The work had been practical and project-oriented
with a focus on electoral support. The foundations had been very helpful. They
themselves also commended the Forum as being a very useful institution,
although sometimes hampered by diverging assessments of parties in CEE. The
Alfred Mozer Foundation had been asked to do a more in-depth evaluation using
a questionnaire sent to all CEE parties who in general praised the projects of the
Forum. Some – re-founded historical – parties complained however that the
Forum had not been selective enough in approaching potential partners. The
evaluation by AMS Director B.J. van den Boomen reported that the
independence of the Forum was regarded as a real asset, as were the more
informal relations between the foundations and the Forum. Both allowed some
of the foundations to support the work of the Forum while respecting their own
legal independence from parties. Though some of them objected to the priority
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given by the Forum to thematic activities, the CEE partners on the contrary liked
them because they offered substance and at the same time international contacts.

Future leaders
New in 1998 was the inauguration of the Future Leaders project with as
objective the development of more effective working methods and better
ideological understanding within affiliated youth movements from the new
democracies. One of the aims was also to overcome differences between
young politicians from East and West. IUSY secretary general Lisa Pelling
explained that there often had been frustrations caused by a lack of input
in debates by colleagues from the East. The training programme was partly
organised to overcome that issue.

SI bodies such as its human rights committee (SICOHR) highly respected the
work of the Forum, reporting in 1997: ‘ SICOHR noted the success of the work
of the European Forum for Democracy and Solidarity (EFDS), which had proved
a useful umbrella body to pull together different initiatives in political education
and democratic capacity building. It was agreed that the SI Secretary General
and the International Secretary of the UK Labour Party would examine and
report on whether the experiences of the EFDS could be extended to work in
Africa and elsewhere.’
Mats Öhlén, who wrote a book on the role of party-political families in the CEE
in the 1990s, provides the following assessment: ‘After some time, it paid off to
have a coordinating organisation like the European Forum. Gradually a stable
network of contacts was established and since this was a rather informal
organisation, relations with certain individuals were more important than
formal party relations. This was almost necessary due to the instability of party
systems in Central and Eastern Europe. After one or two years, the Socialist
Group in the European Parliament, the SI and the Western European social
democratic parties were regularly updated on potential sister parties in CEE
through the work of the European Forum.’
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Networking for Democracy
Networking for Democracy was a multi-annual programme of youth
seminars to train contact persons of the Forum and its information
service. It started in 1997. Originally the main emphasis was on
developing internet skills. Later a more theoretical part was added to the
curriculum dealing with politics in general, networking and
communication. The programme has been very effective not only in
recruiting local reporters for the Forum info service, but also in promoting
cross-border contacts.
It had its challenges. The last Networking for Democracy seminar (2003)
took place in Yerevan, Armenia. The participants were from Moldova,
Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan. There was also one participant from
the separatist region Abkhazia (Georgia) and one from Nagorno
Karabach, the disputed Azerbaijani region inhabited by Armenians and a
place of war in the nineties. It became very obvious that gathering so
many people from so many conflicting regions was perhaps too
ambitious. Territorial issues dominated the discussions.

The SC decided to ask the 1999 SI Congress for another extension of its
mandate. There was still much to be done in the Western Balkans to help create
alternatives to the mainly nationalist regimes in the former Yugoslavia. The
post-Soviet region demanded more and more attention. The request to the SI
confirmed that the PES would take over most of the activities in the EU
applicant countries. Rudolf Scharping, President of the PES, in the November
1999 Forum Newsletter called for increased activity of the Forum and the PES
after the Kosovo conflict had ended using the framework of the recently
established Stability Pact. A conference with (potential) partners from the
region had already taken place in Vienna (1999) as well as the start a series of
regional round-tables in Skopje.
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Slovakia 1998: a crucial year
The first years of independent Slovakia, after the peaceful dissolution of
Czechoslovakia in 1993, were marked by the authoritarian leadership of
Vladimir Meciar, leader of the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia, a
split-off from Public Against Violence, the Slovak counterpart of the Czech
Civic Forum led by Vaclav Havel. On the left there were the original but
very small Social Democratic Party and the successor party SLD with a
new and young leadership. Both parties would join the Socialist
International in due time. The Meciar government was ousted in the 1998
elections with the international community strongly supporting the proEuropean opposition. The SLD joined the new government thereby
helping to create the necessary majority to change the constitution –
introducing amongst other things the direct election of the president –
which was a precondition for opening accession negotiations with the EU.
The PES and the Forum maintained close contacts with the SLD, which
had difficulty in keeping a clear social democratic profile as part of a
basically right-wing and neoliberal government. The Forum in 2001 and
2002 organised electoral support in the form of campaign trainings of
members from party districts given by Swedish experts.
In the September 2002 elections SDL secured only 1.4% of the vote and
did not get into Parliament. The Forum Steering Committee met on
purpose in Slovakia in the period between the referendum on EU
membership and the 2004 European elections out of concern for the very
bad shape the SDL was in and wanting to assess the role of SMER, a splitoff from the SLD.
During separate meetings with representatives from the different social
democratic parties a proposal for having a joint list was discussed. Social
Democracy (SMER), being at that time the only party represented in the
national parliament, indicated it was prepared to be the core of such a
coalition and actually the base of a new political entity. But the others –
basically SLD and ex-SLD – opposed such an integration. In the end all
five parties present promised to form an electoral coalition in 2004.
26

The 1994 Fischer report about potential SI members in the CEE region was an
indication that the Forum had started looking seriously at the so-called successor
parties. Many attempts had been made to help former exile parties or newly
established social democratic parties gain electoral support. Most of them,
however, were unsuccessful. Building social democracy from scratch was
problematic given the basically anti-socialist orientation of the transformation
process. These parties were in many cases poorly organised, without sufficient
financial resources and often internally divided. Most of them did not survive,
either disappearing completely or merging with post-communist parties. The
Czech Republic and Estonia were exceptions. The Forum, SC members and the
foundations had tried to build relations with (parts of) the broader democracy
movements like the Czech Civic Forum or the Hungarian MDF, but after having
done well in the first democratic elections in their countries they usually lost
the next ones, became conservative parties or dissolved.

The success of the Czech social democrats
De CSSD was the only historic social democratic party in the region with
real potential. This was recognised by the European Forum and the
political foundations. In order to support the CSSD in the 1996 elections,
with Milos Zeman as new party leader, an effort was made to help
modernise the campaigning skills and capabilities of the party. In January
1996 a meeting was set up with the CSSD leadership five months before
the elections took place. Campaign strategists from UK Labour, PvdA and
SAP Sweden worked hard together with the CSSD leaders to shape a
winning campaign. The political foundations appointed Arjen Berkvens,
AMS project manager, to coordinate a big event in the training centre of
an aircraft factory just outside Prague. Almost 250 regional and national
campaign managers, spokespersons and strategists were present to
follow a two-day course in modern campaigning. 16 trainers from Britain,
Sweden, The Netherlands, Belgium, Austria and France were active using
the same curriculum. The CSSD gained almost 20% in the elections that
took place 31 May and 1 June 1996. Two years later, the CSSD became the
biggest party with 32.31% and Milos Zeman became the first prime
minister of a historic social democratic party. This model of support –
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close cooperation between the foundations and the European Forum –
was used many times after the success in the Czech Republic.

The post-communist successor parties turned out to be more resilient than
expected, profiting electorally from the unpopularity of the first reform
governments as was obvious in Hungary and Poland. They were better
organised and funded than most original social democratic parties. Some of
them had played a positive role in the democratic transformation of their
countries and had been taken over by reform-oriented wings. In others, internal
strife about the political orientation and splits hampered cooperation with the
Forum and the PES, for example in Bulgaria and Romania. In the CEE region
only the Czech communists stuck to the old ideology, which partly explains the
electoral success of the Czech social democrats. The SI was not in a hurry to
admit the successor parties. The Forum was involved in that process, but
without neglecting the original social democratic parties in CEE. Out of electoral
considerations SI and PES preferred to have a single partner in these countries
or at least social democrats not opposing one another. Both factors explain the
emphasis in later years on forming electoral coalitions and on merging different
partners into one social democratic party which would happen in most CEE and
SEE countries with Forum activities often formatted in such a way that different
social democratic contenders were put in the same room.
Susanne Gaugl has a clear explanation for the initial different attitudes within
the family to the post-communist successor parties: ‘We in Austria knew our
neighbours relatively well because of many contacts. The Swedish colleagues
did not have that experience with the Baltic states that had been part of the much
more isolated SU.’

The SI record
Parties from CEE, South-East Europe and former Soviet countries were
given SI status after 1989 in a certain order, which illustrates the contact
policy outlined above. The SI at its 1992 Berlin Congress confirmed the
full membership of the exiled social democratic parties from Bulgaria,
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Latvia, the Czech and Slovak Republics, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. The
Hungarian social democrats had been reduced to observer status because
it was strongly divided internally; the same status was also given to the
successor party MSzP of that country. The former communist PDS of Italy
became a full member. The Democratic Party of Slovenia (SDSS) joined
the ranks of observers; the social democrats from Albania were granted
consultative status (becoming full members in 1996). The SDSS would
later during the decade leave the social democratic family to eventually
join the EPP. Its place was taken by the successor party, the United list (a
full SI Member in 1996). While the focus of the SI might have been on the
CEE region, parties from other regions were granted SI status – those from
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia and Montenegro in 1996. In 2003,
the Social Democratic Party (SDP)Montenegro became a full member
followed by the Social Democratic Party of Montenegro (DPS) in 2008.
Most successor parties had to remain in the waiting room for many years
right into the 21st century. Those from Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and
Slovenia became full SI members in 1996; in 1999 from Romania (PD)
and Croatia and in 2003 from Albania, Macedonia, Bulgaria and Romania
(PSD).
The picture in 2018 regarding full memberships looks as follows: SPA
Albania, the Armenian Revolutionary Front (ARF) Armenia, the Social
Democratic Party of Azerbaijan (SDPA), the Belarus Social Democratic
Party, the Social Democratic Party of Bosnia and Herzegovina (SDP BiH),
the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) and BSDP Bulgaria, SDP Croatia, CSSD
Czech Republic, MSzP Hungary, LSDP Lithuania, PDM Moldova, DPS and
SDP Montenegro, PSD Romania, Just Russia, DS Serbia and SMER.

Both successor and original social democratic parties won (and lost) elections
around 1993 and later during the 1990s, most notably in Poland, Hungary and
the Czech Republic. Marginally reformed parties gained power in the beginning
of that decennium, but lost it again later. The overall record was nevertheless
good. In 1990, in the CEE social democrats held 1% of parliamentary seats
overall in the region, in 2001 21%, with an average of 14.5%.
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A publication of FES, AMS and Wiardi Beckman Foundation (WBS) in 1999
concluded that social democrats in the above-mentioned countries had gained
power because they profited from general discontent, having organisational
strength and social support, with competent and popular politicians, weak
opponents, a modern image and profiting from a specific culture of transition.
They lost it mainly because of the EU accession process that limited their scope
for action. The question is whether they had other options. It was impossible to
implement the reforms demanded by the EU and protect those affected by the
transition at the same time. It was certainly not an ideal role.
Due to the demands of the EU changing parties did not really change politics,
which was very frustrating to voters who in most cases voted incumbent parties
out of office.
Social democrats were usually the strongest advocates of accession in many
countries because as observed by experts the EU acquis prevented less regulated
varieties of capitalism as well as authoritarian models of society. The authors of
the book ‘Social Democracy in Central and Eastern Europe’ (2000) made the
following analysis: ‘Obviously, the building of capitalism is not a genuinely
social-democratic task. However, modern Western social democracy has made
its peace with modern capitalism to whose shaping it has largely contributed.
In the transition countries, social democrats had the opportunity to create
capitalism with a human face from scratch. They participated in the rapid
evolving debate on how fast and radically the old communist system should be
reformed (e.g. gradualism versus shock therapy). Leftist parties generally
favoured a more careful pace of reform, a stronger role of and for the state, and
policies mitigating the social consequences of reforms.’
But: ‘In many cases, the actual development in the transition countries
confronted the social-democratic parties that came into power with the basic
task of building and/or stabilising capitalism.’ The Forum had been aware of
this risk from the beginning. It had been the main motive to start the substantive
and substantial programme on economic transformation.
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Soon after 1989 the European social democrats were forced to consider relations
with post-communist parties. Öhlén: ‘The solution to the successor-party
dilemma was a compromise: to get to know and possibly later invite the
successor parties and at the same time keep them at arm’s length.’
Furthermore, Wiatr (2005): ‘But all this did not happen overnight. The Forum
and other bodies were used extensively to monitor and guide these parties and
their leaderships. But the broad spectrum of contacts immediate after the events
of 1989 was not sustainable given the rapidly changing electoral landscapes.’
One could say that it was partly a slow process of separating the orthodox from
the reformist supporting young leadership against the older rank and file.
Promoting better links to civic society was part of that. But as Hannes Swoboda
remarked: ‘If you want to change them, you have to show a minimum of
solidarity.’ Most interlocutors agree that it was a delicate and subtle process.
Because of their history the PES and the SI invested a lot in bringing round the
successor parties.
Vilmos Zsabó, former International Secretary of the Hungarian MSZP: ‘In our
case, the concerns related to the successor parties in the region were clearly
eased by the major role our party leaders had in dismantling dictatorship,
putting an end to the Cold War (with the removal of the Iron Curtain at the
border between Hungary and Austria), and in the re-unification of Germany.
The re-established historical social democratic party was not able to have much
influence and gain significant support in Hungary. From the mid-1990s good
co-operation grew between the two parties.’
And Wiatr (2005): ‘One of the paradoxes of post-communist politics in Eastern
and Central Europe is that people who have come from the ranks of the formerly
ruling communist parties adjusted to the rules of democratic politics more easily
than those from the democratic opposition who had struggled for democratic
change, but much too often were unable to perform the role of effective actors
in democratic politics.’
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As Heinz Fisher notes: ‘We were going on two tracks. The reasoning was that
we should be happy if a social democratic party had survived under the ice of
communist rule but when such a party would have no impact and the alternative
was a post-communist party, we should have contacts with them both and in
parallel.’
Karsten Voigt’s experiences as chair of an SI group dealing with Hungary is
illustrative: ‘In a first step we accepted the re-created Social Democrats. But they
did not get the backing of the electorate inside the country. Then we accepted
the former communists, who had already very early on shown their willingness
to move in direction of western Social Democrats. We balanced this decision by
giving the relatively small social liberal SDS a formal status, but not that of a
full-fledged member. This sounds complicated, but it was logical to reflect in
our decisions also the developments of the different parties, including the
amount of support which they were able to organise inside the countries. It very
soon became clear, that - with a partial exception of the Czechoslovak Socialist
Republic (where they created a common party of social democrats and former
reform-communists), the exile parties were unable to organise relevant support
in elections. This became especially clear in Hungary, where the social
democrats in spite of a relevant financial and organisational support from
western Europe were unable to be successful in elections.’
Nevertheless the Forum – supported by the foundations – sometimes resisted
the urge of the PES and the PES Group to quickly go along with the electorally
more successful post-communists, having a different appreciation of the balance
between respecting social democratic principles and gaining power. At the same
time it helped post-communist parties to normalise their relations with EU’s
social democrats and in ‘socialising’ its leaderships. This was made easier once
shared ambitions as regards European integration came into play.

Lena Hjelm-Wallén underlines that the Forum had to cope with a wide range of
political landscapes: ‘The party systems in countries differ as do political
cultures. Corruption and groups who cling together out of historical reasons are
factors difficult to cope with. The difference in development between Estonia
and Latvia was striking. Estonia with its almost Nordic political system and
Latvia totally different with so many small parties representing interest groups
or personalities where we had difficulties to find good partners even if many
parties called themselves social democrat. And Lithuania offering a third version
with a reformed communist party as our partner.’
Öhlén: ‘The long-term impact of the PES and its network on the applicant
parties regarding internal party democracy, view on welfare, ethnic minorities,
gender equality etc. is hardly measurable. Still, it is reasonable to assume that
the efforts of the PES and its network of actors did contribute to a more stable
centre-left party landscape in CEE.’
Finally Delsoldato’s (2002) more general assessment: ‘(The) party Internationals
‘codified’ moral obligation and historical debt as the guiding criteria of their
endeavours towards sister parties. Indeed, their post-communist Ostpolitik
aimed, first, at helping and ensuring democratic transition in Eastern Europe
for reasons of peace and geopolitical calm; second, at transplanting their own
models of organization, action, and thinking as a means of empowering their
own political families; and third, they sought to promote a higher level of
integration among the partners of an enlarged European Union.’

Gueorguieva (2005): ‘In spite of differences, the inheritors to the former
Communist parties have shown their ability to adapt and face changing facts,
which has enabled them to gain recognition as parties with well-trained
professional staff.’ And: ‘In addition, they also stand as a key feature in the
structuring of the political scene and the promoting of European integration.’
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Dossier
The Gender Network:
a strong partner
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Closely cooperating with but independent from the European Forum, the
CEE Network for Gender Issues has been an important ally of the Forum
since 1994. It has been impossible within the frame of the present study
to prepare an in-depth assessment that would do the Network justice. But
that is not an alibi to ignore the Network. On the contrary. We are happy
to be able to insert in this publication an overview of 24 years of Network
for Gender Issues presented by its international board.

Background
Established in 1994 by the European Forum for Democracy and
Solidarity. In 2013 (Zagreb) the Network and the European Forum will
celebrate 20 years of political and civic engagement in democracy
building in CEE countries in transition. The Network has a strong base,
support and engagement from men and women in the European Forum
and social democratic (SD), left and progressive political parties in
Europe.
Mission:
To promote the empowerment of women and gender equality objectives
into mainstream strategies, policies and programs of centre-left,
progressive and social democratic political parties in transition countries
in Central and Eastern Europe.
Constituency and Community of Practice:
CEE Network is a coalition of women’s organisations and groups from
SD, left and progressive political parties and civil society organisations.
CEE Network activists, women and men, come from all walks of life. They
are political leaders, politically engaged activists or active participants in
civic movements from Albania, Armenia, Belarus, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia,
Hungary, Kosovo, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Montenegro, Poland,
Romania Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Ukraine, as well as from other parts
of Europe and most recently progressive and social democratic women
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leaders in Arab countries in transition (programme launched in 2012).
The Network is an associate member of PES Women and cooperates
closely with the Foundation for European Progressive Studies (FEPS).
Signature activities:
- Analysis and formulation of strategies, policies and election platforms
regarding the most acute political, economic and social problems that
women are facing in transition and identification of good practice
- capacity and women’s organisation building
- support to nationwide gender awareness campaigns
- harmonisation of national legislation on gender issues with that of the
European Union and elaboration of gender sensitive policy guidelines
for the integration of Central and Eastern European countries into the
EU
- yearly flagship publication, published in Hungary, on political,
economic and social status of women with written input from wellknown SD, progressive and left-oriented women champions and
human rights activists from the CEE region
- active network, including an electronic network, of women’s
organisations and coordination of their activities

24-year track record - Strong results
Working with political parties, the European Forum for Democracy and
Solidarity, PES Women and FEPS, the CEE Network has been
instrumental in mainstreaming women’s concerns and gender equality
related issues into SD, progressive and left political party policies and
programmes, into country mainstream political discourse and often into
government policies.
The CEE Network was instrumental in the establishment and the
development of the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe Gender Task
Force in 1997.
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It custom-designed and implemented the ‘Women Can Do It’ gender
awareness programs (1996) in the South-Eastern Europe and later the
‘Youth Can Do It’ manual.
It produced signature annual publications as advocacy and policy
guidance to women’s organisations of social democratic, progressive and
left parties.
Phase I (1994-1997): establishment of the Network, mapping of existing
organisations, assessment of the situation and impact of transition, as
well as strategy, outreach and advocacy (including publications), support
to women’s party organisations and mainstreaming into European
Forum activities.
Results: Network established with strategy, work plan; budget approved
by European Forum foundations; political positions set on key issues
relating to transition – focus on political engagement and gender balance
in political leaderships and economic and social impact of transition;
established partnerships with feminist networks and institutions;
number of election platforms engendered; successful conference
organised in Prague bringing together more than 100 participants from
women’s organisations (political and NGOs), trade unionists and
feminists groups on issues relating to women’s empowerment and
gender equality in transition countries.
Phase II (1998-2000): establishment of strong feminist streams within
left-wing parties in 21 former transition countries and strengthening their
outreach to progressive women NGOs and trade union women activists.
Results: newly formed social democratic and progressive parties became
champions of gender equality; women party organisations/wings were
established; party quota regulations in the party statutes were enacted;
more articulated political and public positions to promote women’s
economic and social rights, right to free and safe abortion, paid maternity
and parental leave, and special women pension rights were promoted;
strengthened regional cooperation; launch of the Women Can Do It
38

program applied to local and national elections in SEE in particular with
tangible effect.
Phase III (2000-2004): acting as a think tank for social democratic and
progressive women’s organisations and political parties in the future 12
new EU member states; main partner and supporter of the Stability Pact
Gender Task Force.
Results: progressive social democratic women politicians in SEE became
the backbone of nation-wide women coalitions trying to use the EU
enlargement process for the introduction of the highest EU standards on
gender equality into their national legislations; legal quota rules in the
first 4 out of 12 SEE countries (BiH, Macedonia, Kosovo, Slovenia) were
enacted; SD parties from the new member states mainly maintained the
average of women MEPs in the PES group in 2004 European elections.
Phase IV (2004-2009): Systematic capacity-building work, especially in
collaboration with PES Women, with SD, left and progressive women
organisations in 10 new EU member states continued; transfer of SD
policies and best practice from best performing European parties on
specific gender equality issues (child care, reproductive health and rights,
gender-sensitive active employment policies and political empowerment
of women); advisory services to European Women’s Lobby parity
campaign in preparation for 2009 EP elections and assistance, to women
in SD and progressive parties in new member states to maintain the high
placing of women on the party lists for European elections.
Results: i. social democratic parties maintained 40% of elected women
MEPs; ii. SD women defined and transformed at least a number of social
democratic gender equality policies into government policies when their
parties were in power serving in coalition governments (Slovenia, Croatia,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Serbia); iii. gender equality
mechanisms were established, national gender equality plans were
adopted, quota were enacted; iv. support for NGO campaigns to enact
national legislation on violence against women (Albania, Croatia, and
Montenegro).
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Phase V (2010-2012): CEE Network continued its work with women party
organisations mostly in the SEE region, focusing on the issue of
mentoring and strategies to address the consequences of the financial
and economic crises and ensure the respect of women’s economic, social
and personal rights. The Network initiated a project, in cooperation with
the Labour Party/Westminster Foundation for Democracy Programme,
to support SD and progressive women in Arab spring countries to
promote peer learning and experiences regarding women’s issues in
countries of tradition.
Results: i. in-depth assessment of responses to the economic and social
crisis and formulation of proposals to SD/progressive political parties; ii.
launch of the Korcula School – high level annual consultation on
women’s empowerment and key current gender equality issues; iii.
launch of the project in Arab spring countries; iv. strengthened
partnerships.
The Gender Network produces an Annual Report and an annual
signature publication.
Phase V (2012- ….):
In 2015 the Network initiated and brokered with women’s forums of SD
parties in the region a joint CEE Gender Equality Platform which today
represents the basis of capacity-building; it strengthened its social
networks and outreach in the region but also within the European social
democratic family becoming a full member of PES Women and Observer
member of the PES. A web-based toolkit for political leaders on gender
equality is being developed to be operational in 2018.
Successful organisation of the signature Korcula School on gender issues
with topics: i. women in politics (2012), ii. economic and social challenges
to gender equality (2013), iii. violence against women with focus on sexual
harassment (2014), iv. transformative politics – women in politics (2015),
v. refugee and migrant crisis through a gender-differentiated lens (2016),
vi. transforming politics – inter-generational dialogue on gender equality
and solidarity (2017).
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The Network continued to work with the Arab Women’s Network, as well
as strengthened partnerships with women’s S&D party forums and other
NGOs. Particular activity involved support of women’s S&D party forums
in training and gender advocacy. The Network leaflet on principles for
gender equality prepared for 2014 European Parliament elections was
translated into 6 languages in the region and used beyond EP elections.
Results: strengthened political network, peer learning and political
outreach. Establishment of a strong platform for political mainstreaming
of gender equality into party-political platforms and activities.

Think tank
In 2011, the CEE Network has established its think tank – ‘Korcula School
– Transforming Politics through a Gender Lens’. The think tank gathers
female and male leaders from South-Eastern Europe and beyond to
discuss gender equality issues. The ‘School’ has become a recognised
think tank because of its innovative, open, progressive and substantive
approach to equality and human rights. It has reviewed and formulated
progressive, social democratic policies on issues such as women in
politics and internal party democracy, labour and social policy, violence
against women, migration policies and women’s issues, intergenerational; dialogue from a gender lens and others.

Partners
The CEE Network cooperates with left-of-centre European foundations
that make up the European Forum, especially the Karl Renner Institut,
Alfred Mozer Stichting, Olof Palme Centre, Westminster Foundation and
Jean Jaurès foundation in its first phases. It also established cooperation
with trade unions, gender equality experts and academia. It is today
primarily financed by a grant from the International Olof Palme Centre,
as the Network strategic partner, and for individual initiatives by other
foundations, primarily the Labour Party/Westminster Foundation for
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Democracy Programme(UK).
CEE Network has over time established strong partnerships with feminist
movements in the region, individual champions for women’s rights and
a diverse group of international partners. It has worked with UNDP,
UNIFEM, UN ECE, OSCE, ODIHIR and other international institutions.
CEE Network is also part of a pan-European civil society initiative in
‘Rethinking Europe – Europe 2030) strategy formulation.

Abrahamsdotter, President PROFFS (Sarajevo/Sweden); Mojca Kleva,
President ‘Progresiva’ Slovenia; Judit Tanczos, former Policy Advisor
FEPS; Tamara Tripić, Vice-President Democratic Party of Serbia.

The CEE Network has international recognition and cooperates with PES,
PES Women, SIW, FEPS, NDI, IPU and OSCE transferring experience,
knowledge, analysis, approaches and methodologies across Europe,
especially in CEE, and through consulting services in countries like
Turkey, the CIS (Ukraine, Georgia, Turkmenistan), Iraq, Hong Kong and
Pakistan, North African Arab countries (Morocco, Tunisia and Lebanon).
It provides advice to the parity movements and increasingly supports
progressive women’s movements in Arab spring countries and initiatives
of the LP Westminster Foundation in Africa.
In 2012 the first joint project was implemented with FEPS in order to
bring together SD women from the old EU democracies and from the
SEE region in a joint effort to prepare their proposals on how to
mainstream gender equality in PES electoral strategy for 2014 in the
context of economic recession and overall crises of EU political
architecture, economic and social model.

CEE Network International Board
CEE Network has an International Board chaired by Daša Šašić Šiloviić,
Lovorka Marinovi ć, Regional Project Manager housed in Zagreb;
Ljubljana Office: Sonja Lokar, Executive Director and Mija Javornik,
Project Manager; Budapest Office: Dr. Zita Gurmai, President PESW;
Marta Szigeti Bonifert (CEE Network Board Member); Members: Emina
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A period of changes
(2000-2004)
Towards the end of the 1990s the priorities of the European Forum changed as
did the presidency, with Swedish Deputy Prime Minister Lena Hjelm-Wallén
taking over from Heinz Fischer in 1999. The PES and PES Parliamentary Group
now carried most of the responsibility for supporting the sister parties from the
countries that were about to join the EU in 2004. With accession negotiations
concluded they became full members of the European party. The transition was
however not a sudden one and the Forum kept playing a role in some candidate
countries where the social democrats were either in trouble, such as Latvia and
Slovakia, or still in the process of creating a stronger, united left as was the case
in Romania and Bulgaria.

Latvia 2003: lost opportunities?
A typical example of Forum activities aimed at reviving and/or uniting the
left was a mission undertaken in Latvia. In January 2002, the PES associate
party in Latvia, the LSDSP, split. At the subsequent parliamentary elections
in October neither the LSDSP nor the breakaway SDS managed to cross
the 5% threshold and lost their parliamentary representation. In early 2003
the Peoples' Harmony Party (TSP) broke from its coalition with the neocommunist Latvian Socialists to establish its own group in the Latvian
parliament and contacted both the PES and PES Parliamentary Group
seeking closer cooperation. Following two visits to Latvia in January and
March 2003 and meetings in Brussels, the PES Parliamentary Group
agreed to accept a TSP observer from the Latvian parliament into the
group subject to certain conditions, requiring them to cooperate with and
inform the LSDSP about events in the European Parliament. The LSDSP
is the historic social democratic party in Latvia, having existed in exile
during the Soviet occupation. In 1999, it merged with the reform wing of
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the former communists, the Democratic Labour Party. The TSP was
founded by members of the anti-communist Popular Front. Formed
originally to represent the views of Latvia's sizeable ethnic minorities
(mostly Russian, Polish and Belarusian) it developed a broadly social
democratic profile. At the invitation of the TSP, the TSP, LSDSP, SDS,
Labour Party and Social Democratic Welfare Party met to discuss
cooperation and the possibility of contesting the 2004 European elections
with a joint list. A Forum and PES seminar entitled 'Reviving the Latvian
Left' sought to build on that meeting by seeking to develop cooperation
between the parties. The fundamental divide between the parties turned
out to be the rights of Latvia's ethnic minorities, especially in the fields of
education and the rights of non-citizens (approximately 25% of Latvia's
population). Poor attendance by the leaderships of some parties and
obvious differences over the nationality question were clearly an
expression of reservations about closer cooperation. No concrete results
were achieved. Further efforts of the PES, its parliamentary group and the
European Forum failed to bring about a single social democratic list for
the 2004 European elections.

It is to the credit of those who had to manage the Forum between 2000 and
2004 that despite organisational changes the pace of activities was maintained.
The Parliamentary Group of the PES started reducing the technical and staff
support to the Forum. Instead, the PES secretariat provided a coordinator to
liaise with the Forum. In the meantime the Secretary General, Conny
Fredriksson, who had succeeded Bo Toresson in 1996, moved to Sweden and
was then replaced by PES and Group staff member Friedrich Roll, both of them
later becoming advisors to the Forum. A coordinator financed directly from
other sources and working from the AMS office in Amsterdam was by now
doing most of the work. All this coincided with the process of separating the
European political parties from the parliamentary groups who had been
financing them. Since this was no longer considered to be acceptable, a
European statute and a separate budget line for the European political parties
were designed. These entered into force in 2004. A few years later funding
became also available for think tanks supporting the party-political families
represented in the European Parliament.
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Taking into account the reduced means of the organisation, a far simpler
structure was developed. The AMS signed an agreement to take organisational
responsibility for the Forum for an annual lump sum to be provided by the
members of the Steering Committee. For projects, the Forum would come to
rely heavily on some foundations such as the Olof Palme International Centre,
the Labour Party’s Westminster Foundation for Democracy Programme, the
FES, the AMS and to a lesser extent the Jean Jaurès Foundation and the Renner
Institut.
The Director of the AMS was appointed Secretary General of the Forum. This
structure is still in place after having been thoroughly evaluated by its
stakeholders in 2009. In that year, the Forum Council was established, which
offers a platform to all interested parties and foundations. The Forum continues
to coordinate its activities with the S&D Group, PES and Foundation for
European Progressive Studies (FEPS) - the second and third contributing
directly to the work of the Forum. The relation with the SI has ceased. It never
was very intensive and some of the most active supporters of the Forum have
left the SI and become engaged in the new global Progressive Alliance.

The Tirana process
Sometimes the Forum gave initiatives the name of the place where they
originated. Some in Bulgaria might remember that the cooperation
between left-wing parties was named the Thessaloniki process, after the
city where the PES and the European Forum had invited them. A project
on building democratic parties in the Western Balkans was named the
Tirana process because it started there in July 2000 with a regional
seminar hosted by the Socialist Party and Social Democratic Party of
Albania, that produced a concrete checklist of the areas where the PES
and the foundations would provide support for the consolidation of SEE
parties, including projects attracting youth and projects focusing on party
development such as regional branches.
The project was in a way exemplary since the foundations took it upon
themselves to provide for a concrete follow-up of a Forum event devising
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a frame for their input later that year. It was not easy to work in the
polarised Western Balkans environment, which can be deduced from the
assessment of the 2001 Sarajevo conference on party financing organised
as part of the programme. Not all countries had been represented. It had
not really been demand-driven, as had been the intention. Participants
had difficulty participating in debates. Unfortunately this was not a unique
situation, especially in the early years of cooperation meetings. Significant,
though, was that the participants from Serbia and Montenegro had visited
Sarajevo for the first time in ten years - an example of the important
symbolic function of many events in the former Yugoslavia during those
years.

in the Western Balkans. The attempts with fact-finding missions in post-Soviet
countries, Russia and Turkey never created the deep contacts which are needed
for firm cooperation.’
Was it not time to dissolve the Forum or integrate it into the PES? This option
was discussed when it was put on the table in a 2002 evaluation report from
the President and the Vice-President/Treasurer. The SC decided otherwise
because in its view EFDS, being an independent institution, was still needed
given the challenges facing the social democratic family further East and South
and the need to have an advance party. The work programme of the EFDS for
2002 clearly mirrored these new priorities.

Around 2002, the changing circumstances led to internal debates about the
Forum’s future. The EFDS was founded by the SI to be its ‘clearing house’ in
Central and Eastern Europe and to identify and organise support for new social
democratic parties and/or personalities that sought to connect themselves with
the SI. The EFDS was to be a loose organisation managed by a Steering
Committee composed of the parties that directly or indirectly funded its
activities. The EFDS was supposed to work closely together with the party
foundations. Since its start the EFDS had worked on this basis and with
considerable success. Many parties from Central and Eastern Europe had by
2002 been integrated into the European social democratic family. Some of them
even became members of the EFDS themselves. The identification process had
been followed by a phase of practical support with topical events and training
seminars. The PES and the PES Group in the meantime had become very active
also, taking over part of the work of the Forum.
Hjelm-Wallén: ‘The Forum held discussions about its future many times,
especially 2003 and 2009. It was never a given. It had to be proved time after
time that the work of the Forum was needed and should continue. How far East?
Turkey? Cooperation in the Arab world? And in which areas or themes? The
interests of the member parties and foundations differed. The strength of the
Forum was that it could be very flexible according to new needs and
engagements of the members. But as I remember the big bulk of the work was
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Dossier
The Key Role
of the Foundations
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It is hard to overestimate the significant role of the political foundations
that have supported the Forum during the past 25 years. Though they –
often on legal grounds – kept a formal distance to the organisation, which
was managed by political parties, the Forum could not have existed
without them. We have already referred to the important facilities offered
by the PES and the parliamentary group until around 2004 and other
forms of assistance, but without the long-term commitment of several
sister foundations the Forum would have not survived, lacking sufficient
own means for international activities. Some foundations had more
financial scope, provided by governments, than others and a proper
mandate for giving direct party-political support. It might therefore seem
unfair to specifically mention any few of them. Nevertheless, the Olof
Palme International Centre and the Labour Party’s/Westminster
Foundation for Democracy cannot be omitted, as long-term generous
supporters of many programmes and projects including the Gender
Network and the extensive information service. The Friedrich Ebert
Stiftung engaged in many projects such as Promising Politicians and
provided assistance through its regional offices. The Austrian Karl
Renner Institut and the French Fondation Jean Jaurès tried to be as
supportive of the Forum as they could but were not always able to cofinance joint projects. From Greece the Istame Foundation backed the
work in the Western Balkans. During the latter half of the 90s other
parties and foundations from the Southern part of the EU also
participated in SC meetings, but their practical contributions were few.
The Foundation Max van der Stoel (FMS) – until a few years ago the
Alfred Mozer Foundation – has been an active supporter since 1993 and
took over the running of the Forum in 2003. Arjen Berkvens, the new
AMS director who succeeded Berend Jan van den Boomen, became the
new secretary general of the Forum. Around that time the Forum and
foundations had concluded that the former would concentrate on
coordinating activities and maintaining the information service, while
the latter would implement and co-finance projects. After 2003, training
of promising politicians/future leaders became a key activity of the
Forum. In the Western Balkans, Eastern Europe and the MENA region
hundreds of young people received training in political skills and social
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democratic values and policy, usually involving experts from the regions
where the trainings took place.
The foundations cherished their independence vis-à-vis the Forum,
holding regular separate meetings to discuss the outcomes of SC
meetings and to coordinate their input into the work of the Forum. They
not only reacted to demands of the Forum, but also injected their own
ideas and often framed existing bilateral projects in a Forum context. All
initiated their own projects and programmes in different parts of Europe
often with a certain (regional) bias depending on where they were based
and their niche area.
Typical of such coordination efforts was the foundations meeting in
Velenje, Slovenia, in April 2007, where not only the Forum foundations
and their Western Balkans partners such as the Slovenian Kalander
Foundation had been invited, but also parties from the same region.
The meeting was financed by the British Labour Party/Westminster
Foundation for Democracy. The aim was to discuss the policies of the
foundations and the political developments in the respective countries,
to inform the (potential) partners on the needs of each specific party and
to improve the future coordination of projects in the areas of capacitybuilding, networking and the organisation of thematic discussions.
It was concluded that sharing experience and exchanging knowledge
between social democratic parties and foundations was imperative. Both
the foundations and the parties from the Western Balkans had to deal
with politically uneducated members and they lacked the capacity to train
these activists themselves, and therefore needed to assist each other with
aid from international partners.
The Kalander Foundation, affiliated to the Slovenian United List (now
the Social Democrats), became involved in Forum activities in 1996. The
first Forum project it participated in was the series of conferences on the
environment, hosting itself one in Slovenia. The United List/SD won
around 10% of the vote in the 1996, 2000 and 2004 national elections.
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The young activists of the party had a clear longer term vision: becoming
the biggest youth movement of the biggest party and delivering the prime
minister within ten years’ time. Peter Bohinec was the key figure in this
effort. The Kalander Foundation used the capacity of the foundations to
train hundreds of young activists. It helped other parties and foundations
of the region to improve their performance, often in cooperation with the
Labour Party through Westminster Foundation for Democracy, the
AMS/FMS, Olaf Palme International Centre and FES. The Slovenes thus
had a big positive impact in Bosnia & Herzegovina and Montenegro. In
2008 Peter Bohinec and his team achieved their goal, winning the
elections with more than 30% and Borut Pahor, the former youth leader,
became the first social democratic prime minister.
Bo Toresson was clearly aware of the need to respect the separate role of
the foundations: ‘During the coordination meetings with the foundations
and for their sake we made a distinction between clear party-political
support and activities such as capacity-building or relations with trade
unions etc. It was important to underline the independence of the Forum
in order to protect the foundations that supported it.’
Susanne Gaugl: ‘The foundations – some more, some less – were hesitant
to participate directly in the running of the Forum because they wanted
to avoid being drawn too deeply into party-political business, preferring
to focus their activities on citizens’ movements, on supporting the
strengthening of democratic institutions in the CEE countries and so as
to be more flexible in planning and coordinating foundation activities.’

issues like the regional Stability Pact and youth employment. More
recently, the Macedonian Progress Institute coordinated an international
conference in support of the 2018 name referendum with a part session
devoted to practical regional cooperation between foundations. In most
of these countries funding remains problematic as state support is either
non-existent, not available to all or controlled by those in power. This is
a serious obstacle to local ownership. The lobby for more substantial and
transparent forms of party financing – including for political think tanks
– remains on the agenda of the Forum and its partners.
The FEPS came into being after extensive debates and consultation
between social democratic foundations earlier this century when they
tried to organise a common lobby for EU institutions. There were actually
two camps: the party-political foundations and the non-partisan
democracy support organisations. Since they could not agree on a format
for cooperation each group developed its own set up. The foundations
belonging to the European political families established the European
Network of Political Foundations (ENoP). Within the ENoP the social
democrats created the European Network of Social Democratic
Foundations (ENSOF) to coordinate their input. When the PES and PES
Group succeeded in convincing others to create a budget line for
European political think tanks, FEPS was founded replacing ENSOF. The
Forum has stayed independent of FEPS, underlining its unique role in
the development of social democracy.

The Forum and the foundations encouraged partners in the CEE and SEE
to establish their own political foundations. These think tanks were to
have a direct impact on the debates within their parties and offer
opportunities for cooperation between the foundations. This is still
working well in the Western Balkans region, while in the EU foundations
from CEE countries have become part of the FEPS and European
Network of Political Foundations (ENoP) networks. In the Western
Balkans the Kalander foundation set up a regional forum of political
foundations with activities such as the annual Piran events that cover
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Moving South-East –
the Balkan region
2004 was a remarkable year with European elections in 25 member states after
the accessions of eight Central and Eastern European countries (as well as Malta
and Cyprus). The Forum had already anticipated this important change in their
status and dialled back its activities, leaving it to the PES and the PES
parliamentary group to further integrate the social democratic parties – all of
them admitted as full PES members in 2003 – and their future MEPs in the
European Parliament and helping them on their way in the other EU
institutions. The final activities of the Forum in the CEE region concerned
Slovakia and Latvia, where social democrats were in serious electoral trouble.
Romania and Bulgaria had to wait until 2007 before being allowed into the EU
and that time was used by PES and the Forum to help establish electorally strong
sister parties.
Since the collapse of the communist regime in Romania, several parties had
knocked on the door of the SI (and PES). One of them was the small but original
social democratic party (PDSR), member of SUCEE, and the others were two
parties originating from the post-communist National Salvation Front: the
Democratic Party (PD) of Petre Roman and the Social Democratic Party (PSDR)
of Ion Iliescu. PDSR and PD became full members of the SI during the 1990s.
The PD entered government with an alliance of historical parties, the
Democratic Convention, and lost most of its electoral support as a consequence.
The PSDR was able to profit from that and eventually– in a coalition with the
PDSR and PUR (a social liberal party) – won the 2000 presidential and
parliamentary elections. The PSDR leadership had already approached PES and
the European Forum before these elections and it was agreed to set up a working
relationship on the assumption that a PSDR (later PSD) government would
respect democratic rules and keep Romania on track towards membership of
EU, which it would join in 2007 after having concluded the accessions
negotiations with the EU in December 2004. The PSDR in 2000 had formed
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an electoral alliance with the small PDSR that led eventually to a merger in June
2001, with the PDSR leader becoming the head of the national council of the
new PSD. In the meantime the PD and PSDR (PSD) had started opposing one
another. The Forum and its partners attempted in October 2001 to bring the
two together under the auspices of a conference on civil society and EU
integration, but the PD under the leadership of Traian Basescu cancelled its
participation at the last minute. The PD would drift away from the social
democratic family and eventually join the EPP in 2005. The PSD became a full
member of the SI at its 2003 Sao Paulo Congress. Victor Bostinaru, now vicepresident of the S&D Group, remembers the fundamental contribution of the
Forum and others to the gradual integration of Romania in the European
institutions. He was a prominent member of Roman’s PD, but left the party to
join the party of Iliescu after the PD was taken over by Basescu. The PSD of
today cannot be labelled as a successor party inasmuch as the communist party
was dissolved after the overthrow of Ceausescu. But Bostinaru admits that
communist habits played a role in Romanian politics after 1990: ‘The Romanian
population was not replaced by a new population.’

helped create the New Left Coalition with BSP at its core for the June 2001
parliamentary elections. Although the elections led to the formation of another
conservative government, it was clear that the BSP was recovering with its leader
Georgi Parvanov being chosen as President of Bulgaria. Euroleft stayed outside
the coalition, but withered in the elections that followed.
Back in 2002 the upcoming enlargement of the EU had led to internal debates
about the future direction of the Forum. The new Policy Plan stated: ‘When the
enlargement of the EU will be a fact in 2004, our activities in the eight future
EU states will change. In the next two years we will finish our work in the eight
new member states, while at the same time stepping up our work in:
1. Eastern Europe: The Russian Federation, Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova
2. South-East Europe: Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Croatia, Bosnia &
Herzegovina, Serbia & Montenegro, and FYROM
3. The Caucasus Region: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia

At that same Congress in Brazil the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) joined the SI
as a full member. The successor party BSP had been by far the strongest party
on the left, but had struggled internally with its communist past and had needed
time to establish a clear social democratic orientation. Former BSP members
frustrated by that slow process set up a new social democratic party in 1997 called
Euroleft, which initially received some support from outside after the collapse of
a BSP-led government. There were other parties that labelled themselves social
democrat – one of them the exile party (BSDP) that demanded an exclusive role
representing Bulgaria, although it eventually did not oppose informal contacts
of the international social democratic family with BSP officials.
Towards the end of the millennium and after internal changes in the BSP, SI
and PES encouraged BSP and Euroleft to overcome their differences and form
a coalition with other left-wing forces. An event of the PES in 1999 in
Thessaloniki was used to bring all stakeholders together and kick off that
process. The Forum facilitated a seminar in May 2001 in Sofia to bring together
for discussions all the left-wing parties that had become part of the so-called
Thessaloniki process. The involvement of PES and the Forum in 2000 thus
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The 10-year anniversary conference and foundations meeting in Slovenia in
2003 offered an opportunity to discuss the future course of the Forum and the
work of the political foundations in depth. It resulted in concrete decisions to
intensify and extend the activities in East and South-East Europe, including
Turkey and the Caucasus, to advance the cooperation between Central European
and Western European foundations and to include non-traditional social
democratic parties in the work where necessary and promote the use of new
Internet technologies for democratisation. It was crucial that the European
Forum maintained its role as a network, offering the possibility to share
information and experiences as well as drawing attention to important issues
such as the Roma, gender equality, youth participation, LGBTI rights,
transparency and human trafficking.

‘The Forum provided a genuine link between the social democrats from
the Western Balkans. Participation in the work of the Forum conferences
and seminars was valuable to all of us from that region, because it was a
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place where we tackled all painful questions concerning the democratic
development of our countries. These connections and later regional
collaboration gave tremendous opportunities to a large number of young
people to receive additional political education.’
Milos Djajic, Centre of Modern Skills, Serbia 2018

While during the 1990s the focus of the Forum and its partners was on Central
and Eastern Europe, European social democrats did not completely ignore the
Western Balkans, building relations first in Slovenia. During the Tito years many
had admired his approach to workers’ rights and when they visited to do
voluntary work they were surprised by the relatively liberal atmosphere. When
Yugoslavia started to collapse under heavy nationalist pressure and violence
threatened, Europe failed to intervene successfully. A period of wars and ethnic
cleansing started, which threw the region years back and impeded the
development of political contacts. The EU struggled to cope with this situation
– the US and NATO had to come in twice to end the violence in Bosnia and
Kosovo – and eventual accession of most of these countries disappeared over
the horizon. The dominance of nationalist leaders in Croatia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Serbia only decreased at the end of the century.
In July 1999 at a Vienna Conference organised by the PES after the end of the
Kosovo war, the social democrats agreed to involve themselves fully in the
economic and social reconstruction, in the stabilisation and democratisation
process in South-East Europe and to embark upon a whole series of activities –
seminars, round-tables and other meetings – enabling the PES to contribute to
the development of the Stability Pact in the different countries of the region.
Between November 1999 and April 2001, the PES would organise more than
10 meetings covering most of the region. According to a PES activity report
cooperation with the Forum and with sister foundations close to the PES proved
to be very fruitful.
There had been a Yugoslav social democratic party in exile, but the dissolution
of that country marked its definitive end. In Albania the original social
democratic party was re-established. The SI – with the help of the Forum – had
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been active in identifying and then admitting members from that region towards
the end of the century. Most of them were reformed successor parties –
remnants of the former League of Communists.

Dodik
The 1996 Dayton agreements allowed the Serb entity of Bosnia and
Herzegovina (BiH), Republika Srpska (RS) considerable autonomy. A
nationalist regime – Milosevic style – has run it since then. Over most of
that time the ruling party has been the Union of Independent Social
Democrats (SNSD) led by Milorad Dodik, who rose to prominence
opposing the Sarajevo government. Posing as social democrats the SNSD
sought affiliation with the social democratic family and became a full
member of the SI in 2008. The hope was expressed that this association
would help moderate Dodik, who with his constant references to
independence and his lack of cooperation undermined the already weak
state structures of BiH. The international community wanted to uphold
the Dayton agreements until the country as a whole would join the EU.
That was the background of a fact-finding mission to Banja Luka in 2009
facilitated by the Forum. The main counterpart was the SNSD, but the
delegation also met opposition leaders and NGOs. Dodik denied any
plans for secession. He even tried to placate the visiting social democrats
by insisting that he was committed to EU integration. NGO
representatives accused Dodik and his party of state capture after having
taken control of all facets of society in RS. All attempts to convince Dodik
to change direction failed, however, and in 2012 his party was expelled
from the SI. This was an unfortunate example of a mistaken assessment
of a party that called itself social democratic.

Only months before the 2004 EU enlargement with eight former communist
countries, the EU committed itself to a ‘European perspective’ for the countries
of the former Yugoslavia and Albania. This de facto promise of eventual
membership became the dominant factor in national politics, but its realisation
would take more time than expected. As of 2018, six countries remain in the
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waiting room. Enlargement fatigue seemed to have gripped both the EU and
the region. The European Commission recently proposed a kind of reset,
considerably expanding support for the applicant countries, signalling that two
of them could join the EU by 2025 and proposing to open negotiations with
Macedonia and Albania. Currently concrete decisions have been postponed by
the European Council until after the 2019 European elections due to resistance
from some member states that find it too early to upgrade Skopje and Tirana
because of a lack of reforms and pending a solution to the name issue
concerning Macedonia. All EU countries have nevertheless recently reconfirmed
the European perspective of the region.
Michael Weichert, expert and former FES resident in the region, writes: ‘I think
that our (FES) focus was at the beginning more determined by the Stability Pact
Initiative, e.g. promoting regional cooperation, good neighbourhood policies,
state and society-building and democratic development. The EU-integration
focus was somehow part of it, but became more relevant only in the beginning
of the last decade. By then, the reform and integration objectives became very
dominant on the political agenda and in our programmes.’ But: ‘Seeing it from
today’s perspective, I believe that we became too much focused on the annual
country reports of the European Commission and their emphasis on monitoring
progress in the EU-defined integration agenda, and paid too little attention to
the developmental requirements of these countries and their societies. The issue
of international intervention versus local ownership was recognised, but no
consequences were drawn.’

‘Sofia is the name of the Greek goddess of wisdom and knowledge and is
also the name of the capital of Bulgaria. The perfect place for a seminar that
the European Forum has organised. In three days of intensive training and
lectures the participants learned some interesting things to use in their
organisations. The main thing that the participants learned, is the first part
of the SWOT analysis. They also learned how to write and what criteria to use
in writing an article or report. With practical exercises and discussions, the
full aim of the seminar was accomplished; we were learning. Now the
question is: Who was learning? The seminar brought together young people
from South-Eastern Europe to work and spend time together. For me, the aim
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of the seminar was not attending of workshops and lectures, but also building
mutual understanding between different people and countries. Especially as
we are living in a region that needs understanding and joint efforts to resolve
the post-war situation. Finally, I can say that the seminar is one little step, but
a necessary one for this part of Europe. The future belongs to us, so let us
work together.’

Sergej Petkovic, Serbia, participant Forum event 2001

All social democratic parties from the Western Balkans have been in government
or still are. They have successfully contributed to the pro-European orientation
of their countries engaging fully as was the case in Slovenia and Croatia during
the accession process. The Bosnian social democrats have kept the banner of a
multi-ethnic country high during their time in government and in opposition.
The Democratic Party of Serbia led the country in the turbulent times after the
Milosevic regime. SDSM made its name more recently ousting an authoritarian
and nationalistic Macedonian government. In Albania the Socialist Party –
currently in government – is trying to convince the European Union that it is
time to open accession negotiations. The Montenegrin DPS and its long-term
coalition partner SDP managed the independence of their country and led it to
NATO membership and talks with the EU, in 2017 and 2012 respectively.
All these parties had to cope with the challenges of economic transformation and
democratic consolidation, confronted with issues such as rampant corruption and
the phenomenon of state capture. They did not always have the immediate
answers, faced as they were with internal party strife and a passive political
environment. Relations with civil society were weak. They were and are sometimes
blamed for a technocratic implementation of reforms required by the EU.

Kosovo
After NATO forced an end to the violent Serbian suppression of Kosovo,
this part of the former Yugoslavia was taken under the umbrella of NATO
– for its security – and the EU – for its development. Brussels became the
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most important partner taking responsibility for the management of the
rule of law with EULEX. The leadership of Kosovo clearly aspires to join the
Euro-Atlantic community, but that option has been de facto blocked by
some EU member states that have not recognised its independence. The
EU has so far not been able to move beyond an EU-only association treaty
with Kosovo and focuses on the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue on practical
cooperation between the two countries. Kosovo has been run since 1999
by parties originating from the liberation movement. None of them have
ended up in the social democratic family. Early contacts between the PES
and the Democratic Party of Kosovo PDK notwithstanding, social
democrats were often identified with the state socialism of the past and
most parties chose a neoliberal development model. Not having a partner
has however never been a reason to avoid Kosovo and not keep looking
for one. The PES Western Balkans working group visited the country after
the 1999 conflict had ended.
The Forum coordinated a dialogue between Kosovo Serb and Kosovo
Albanian politicians under the heading of ‘Breaking Ice’, providing not
only joint skills training, but also stimulating debate about the future of
Kosovo. The project was supported by the party leadership of the PDK and
the leadership of the Serb SLK. As the PDK at that time still considered
becoming a social democratic party, this project could be seen as the first
step in establishing relations with a potential sister party in Kosovo.
On another visit in October 2004, Forum representatives met leaders of
the Albanian and Serb communities to assess the political situation just
before national elections took place. After the country had declared
independence in 2008 the Forum hosted a conference in Pristina about
Kosovo-EU relations.
Most recently Kosovo was visited in the framework of the SEE mapping
project and as part of a fact-finding mission to assess once again a
potential partner, Vetevendosje (Self Determination). So far there has been
no concrete follow-up to that trip since the delegation was not convinced
that the party could become a proper partner. This might change now that
Vetevendosje has split.
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The Forum and the foundations – in conjunction with the PES – have
concentrated their activities after 2003 not so much on identifying partners
(which had already been done), but on helping them prepare for EU
membership and strengthening their organisations –both their leadership and
grassroots.
Most events focused on issues such as EU accession in general (Macedonia
2007), Democracy and the Rule of Law, socio-economic policy (Belgrade 2002,
Sarajevo 2015), human trafficking (Sarajevo 2007), public support (Zagreb
2007), on the future of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Sarajevo 2009), youth (Velenje
2007), the financial crisis (Macedonia 2009), on welcoming Croatia as an EU
member (Zagreb 2013) and transparency (Albania 2008).
As had been the case in the 1990s, the European social democrats continued
their support of the EU enlargement agenda even if it was more difficult to sell
at home.

Promising Politicians
A second important pillar of the work of the Forum in the region was the
Promising Politicians training programme . As was reported in 2004 when
courses were given in Macedonia, Serbia, Montenegro, BiH, Croatia and
Montenegro: ‘Social democratic parties could benefit tremendously from
mutual experiences and discussions on a number of issues: modern social
democratic ideology, the harsh realities of governing and coalition
forming, party building, election campaigns and other challenges that
political parties face.’
A typical course would address social democratic messaging, the story of
European social democracy, training in decision-making processes,
relations with civil society, media policy, coalition building and negotiating
tactics, and campaigning methods. The seminars consisted to a large
extent of interactive training sessions, alternating with discussion sessions
led by experts. During each seminar participants of the host country
presented a country report.
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The Promising Politicians courses attracted hundreds of young future
leaders many of whom would have impressive political careers and, just
as important, became part of a regional (alumni) network in a divided
region. The programme was supported for many years by the FES. That
role has recently been taken over by Labour Party’s/Westminster
Foundation for Democracy.

Union of Macedonia, the political force representing the majority of
progressive people. The assistance that we received from EDFS was not
only the transfer of experience and technical support. Even more important
was the political backing in very difficult circumstances when our whole
political system was threatened and we all had to struggle to preserve
democracy under the authoritarian rule of a nationalist conservative and
populist government that lasted more than one decade.

An example of this commitment was the Forum, the FEPS, S&D project and
publication Enlargement Anno 2012. This was followed up by the 2017 Forum
and PES mapping of the Western Balkans.

Now, after the change of government in 2017 with the social democrats in the
leading position, we count on the EFDS and its member organisations to help
us successfully implementing much needed reforms and overcoming the
longstanding dispute over the “name issue” which shall secure the European
integration of the country. The Euro-Atlantic perspectives of Macedonia are
the main cohesive factor in the Macedonia multi-ethnic society.’

The European Forum - thanks to its own fact-finding and mapping activities –
has always been very much aware of the need to address the role of social
democratic parties in fostering democracy and protecting the rule of law. A 2008
conference in Albania dealt with this theme. The report stated: ‘ Political parties
play a crucial role in the democratisation and transformation process in SouthEastern Europe. Therefore it is of vital importance that parties set an example
when it comes to their internal and external behaviour. Our social democratic
partners in the region are well aware of this role and they show great
commitment towards transparency and openness. However, the political
environment in which they have to manoeuvre definitely does not make things
easy for them. Especially when in government social democratic parties should
set an example towards the people and other political parties by putting
transparency and openness high on their political agenda and as a result
improve the quality of democracy.’

‘In the past 25 years the European Forum for Democracy and Solidarity
has proved in the best possible way that, even in a globalised environment,
solidarity and internationalism remain core values of social democracy.
The Progress Institute for Social Democracy, a think tank from Macedonia,
and me personally had the privilege to cooperate with EFDS from the very
beginning of our work in 2007. The Forum generously supported us in
setting up a system of political education for Macedonian social
democrats and in developing value-based policies for Social Democratic
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Aleksandar Spasov, Programme Manager Progress Institute Macedonia, 2018

Looking to the future, the PES, the Forum and political foundations should have
a better coordinated division of tasks with the PES addressing the leaderships
and offering general political support, the S&D group assisting parties and
parliamentary groups in coping with EU conditionality including the negotiating
chapters 23 and 24 on democracy and the rule of law and with the Forum
investing in bottom-up approaches and developing relations with civil society.
The Forum is also well equipped to contribute to regional cooperation and
reconciliation – a fundamental demand of the EU – using the expertise built up
with regional seminars, fact-finding missions, studies and programmes such as
Future Leaders, Promising Politicians and Networking for Democracy.
Danijel Tadii ć, since 2008 responsible within the Forum for the SEE region,
makes a clear distinction between the work of the Forum, the foundations and
the PES. The former two operate with a broader spectrum of counterparts
including civil society organisations and independent media, while the latter
concentrates on party to party contacts. Forum and party sometimes look in
different directions as we saw in Montenegro, where the smaller SD party was
supported by the Forum and the PES gave electoral support to the much larger
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DPS, the major ruling party. The PES usually refrains from interfering in
internal party business. The European Forum is a channel for transmitting
criticism coming from within parties and from the outside. Monitoring social
democratic parties helps to signal negative trends, but also makes the positive
visible as was and is the case in Macedonia with SDSM.

Addressing inequalities
A delegation of the PES and PES women went to Sofia in July 2018 to draw
attention to the fact that that the country had not signed the Istanbul
Convention on combating and preventing violence against women. The PES
and the Gender Network affiliated to the Forum have consistently promoted
and defended women’s rights, targeting especially former communist
countries as reported elsewhere in this short history of the Forum. Respect
for the rights of the LGBTI community has been another priority. One of
the first initiatives concerning that issue was a conference in Bulgaria in
2004 on sexual minorities and social democracy in Europe. It was prompted
by the reality that LGBTI movements, specifically in post-communist
societies, are still not seriously accepted in society and their representatives
fear discrimination at work, abuse from media, segregation and rejection.
From the contributions of the representatives from 12 countries, including
from different NGOs, it became clear that for them the most logical step
was to begin their fight by addressing leftist and social democratic parties.
Events like the Bulgaria seminar helped to put the discrimination of LGTBI
people higher on the agenda of ongoing EU accession talks. It became even
a kind of litmus test whether candidate or acceding countries were able to
let Gay Prides take place undisturbed. Participants of a Forum event in
Zagreb witnessed how the police effectively protected a Gay Pride.
With the accessions of Romania, Bulgaria and Croatia to the EU, Forum
attention shifted to the remaining (potential) candidate countries in the
SEE region with follow-up events, most recently in Belgrade and London.
The Rainbow Rose has taken responsibility for the LGBTI dialogue within
the EU social democratic family.
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At the end it is worthwhile describing in some detail the mapping of the Western
Balkans region which was done recently. It is a good illustration of the Forum’s
working methods.
Meant to be a multi-annual project, supported by the PES to assess the state of
social democracy in South-East Europe, the mapping was launched in 2015
during the Gender Network Korcula School in Croatia with a first meeting of
the expert group that would draft the report. All countries of the region were
visited and a concluding seminar was held in Slovenia. The standard format of
the fact-finding missions included extensive contacts with media and civil
society representatives. It was published in July 2017 under the title: ‘Mapping
the Western Balkans and the State of Democracies in Transition: A Social
Democratic Perspective’.
It had been agreed that the work would focus on the transformation of the SEE
region in recent years, on the state of social democracy and on the role of
external actors such as the EU. Members of the expert group wrote articles on
the state of democracy in the region, the future of social democracy, party issues,
gender equality, regional economic cooperation, the social dimension, jihadism
and the influence of Turkey and Russia.
The mapping showed that social democrats have a solid base in the region but
that they do not always manage to escape from some of shortcomings of politics
in these former communist countries, such as a personalised leadership style,
lack of ideological substance and clientelism. However, as regards internal party
democracy and policy development, the situation had improved in recent years.
A particularly relevant conclusion to be drawn from the report is that as the EU
has been losing leverage in the region, reforms there have been delayed and
democratic backsliding occurred. Until recently, Brussels gave the impression
that it did not really care as long as political stability was guaranteed. The
European party-political families should not overlook their own responsibility
for addressing their partners when they are tempted to manipulate democracy.
The research group noted that although the work of the Forum and the PES was
strongly appreciated, attention of the European social democratic family for the
region had been waning. The parliamentary group of the European Parliament
should pick up the challenge – given its direct role in the EU accession process
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– and remind social democratic leaders of their responsibility for creating good
democratic conditions. The Forum and the foundations should focus on
strengthening the basis of parties and improving their links to civil society. The
future agenda should also include significant support for the political
participation of women.
The meetings in several countries with young people were rather depressing.
This is the group that is actually most reform-oriented, but at the same time
unconvinced – to phrase it carefully – of the capacity of the ruling elites to carry
through reforms. Therefore they not only disengage from politics, but also want
to migrate to more prosperous parts of Europe, creating a brain drain. Helping
to stop this outflow or at least promoting circular migration should be a priority.
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Dossier
Making the case
for the Roma
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The European Forum wanted to contribute to a socially more balanced
economic transformation in CEE and SEE establishing social market
conditions in the former communist countries and addressing the acute
poverty issue. Many people had difficulty coping with the very rapid
transitions to an open economy. People lost their jobs because
unprofitable former state companies were closed and most pensioners
had difficulty surviving in the an inflationary environment. Of the people
living below a poverty line, the Roma stood out. About two thirds of the
European Roma population lives in CEE and SEE with large communities
in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Rumania, Bulgaria, Serbia and
Macedonia. There are considerable numbers of Roma (and Sinti) in
France and Spain, but their situation does not necessarily compare to that
of the Roma in the former communist countries. Most of them live in
slums in cities and villages that lack essential facilities such as proper
housing, education and healthcare. Unemployment is usually very high.
Traditionally the Roma, cherishing their own language and cultural
habits, had lived somewhat apart, which has been an obstacle to their full
integration in mainstream society and made them an easy target for
serious discrimination. Their situation had not improved after the
collapse of the socialist system. While in the past they had at least been
guaranteed housing and jobs, now under the tough new capitalist
conditions they were left to their own devices. Many of the governments
taking over in 1989 and the early 1990s rejected responsibility for their
situation.
The Forum, the PES and the PES Group were among the first to draw
attention to the unacceptable living conditions of the Roma. They
demanded action from the member states and the European
Commission encouraging them to use the accession process to
pressurise candidate and potential candidate countries to act. The Forum
and the PES organised a series of seminars and working visits together
with the local parties in most of the countries with substantial Roma
minorities – often in cooperation with one or more foundations. A good
example is the mission to the Bulgarian city of Plovdiv in autumn 2002
organised by the Forum and the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) and
financed by the BSP, the Labour Party/Westminster Foundation for
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Democracy, the Karl Renner Institut and AMS. Earlier fact-finding
missions had been sent to Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Hungary.
Plovdiv was chosen because of its considerable Roma community which
allowed the participants to look at the issue from a more local perspective
since it had become clear that in many instances local resistance made
it difficult to implement national decisions protecting Roma. Roma
organisations from Albania, Bulgaria, Macedonia and the Netherlands
were represented.
An important conclusion – applicable elsewhere in the region as well –
was that support for the Roma, being the poorest of the poor, should be
framed in the context of the general abysmal social situation in a city like
Plovdiv which needed to be addressed at the same time to avoid a
backlash among the general population.
A year later the Forum targeted Romania, also with a large Roma
community partly concentrated in its capital Bucharest. A visit to the
Roma area and meetings with Roma representatives on the ground were
combined with a conference co-hosted by the Romanian social democrats
(PSD) and its foundation, with participation of the smaller sister party,
the PDSR. The confrontation of the participants with the abysmal living
conditions of the Bucharest Roma had a huge impact on the debate with
the Romanian politicians. The PES parliamentary group supported the
event using its results – and that of other seminars and fact-finding
missions – for the input in the annual EP resolutions on the progress of
the accession negotiations. The PSD, then in government, committed
itself to investing more to improve the living conditions of the Romanian
Roma. The Forum emphasised that the plight of the Roma had clearly
become an European issue. The PES Group even called upon the EU to
recognise the Roma as an European minority. One issue that was
discussed extensively – and that had also popped up elsewhere – was the
question of political participation of the Roma who given their numbers
in theory could have considerable political clout. Feeling unrepresented
by the traditional parties, the Roma set up their own, but generally
without much success. The line taken by the PES and the Forum was
that its sister parties should offer better opportunities to Roma, in
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particular on national lists. Many Roma remain unregistered, which not
only prevents them from voting, but also limits their access to public
services.
The situation of the Roma communities in the former Yugoslavia had
worsened because of the war and especially the Kosovo conflict during
which many Roma fled to Macedonia as they were being persecuted as
‘agents’ of the Serbian aggressor. The Forum took stock of the situation.
The Roma – forming an easily identifiable separate group with a strong
sense of community and its own cultural identity – have often been
victims of that kind of stigmatisation. In 2018, a Forum delegation visited
Mitrovica in northern Kosovo to draw attention to the unacceptable living
conditions of a group of Roma who had been living on dangerously
polluted land for many years, who were now claiming compensation and
demanding better healthcare for their children.

create better awareness of the issue. Its assessments were used by the Group
who implemented a strategy with concrete steps to force the European
Commission to include the Roma issue in the enlargement negotiations and
develop an EU-wide approach to this neglected minority. The PES published a
separate paper on Roma to stimulate policy formulation by its members in the
run-up to the 2004 European elections.

The overall effect of the attempts to improve the situation of the Roma
has been limited. In the run-up to the 2004, 2007 and 2013 EU
accessions the Forum, the PES and the S&D group have consequently
tried to correct it demanding more effective action from the European
Commission, putting articles into EP resolutions, requiring Roma
strategies of candidate countries and asking for policy proposals from
CEE and SEE social democratic parties. After the accession of the CEE
countries in 2004 and Bulgaria and Romania in 2007, the Forum
continued monitoring the Western Balkans while the S&D Group kept
the situation of the Roma in the new (and old) member states on the EU
agenda, although with far less success now that the issue had to be dealt
with under the heading of EU social policies. Political interventions such
as undertaken during the membership negotiations have less impact
since the EU has limited competences with regard to the minority
policies of Member States.
The way in which the European social democrats put the Roma issue on
the enlargement agenda is a great example of the Forum, the S&D Group
and the PES joining forces. The Forum cooperated with national parties
to organise working visits to Roma areas and topical seminars meant to
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The Eastern Neighbourhood:
A troubling environment
The European Forum was asking itself around 2004 how it could become more
active in the new Eastern region of the European Union. The Forum had already
made assessments earlier of the situation concerning the social democratic
movement in that region. First impressions were less than positive, because
most of the states were weakly developed democracies. An internal Forum paper
referred to that situation: ‘With the help and experience of the new member
states partners we will face the challenge of building (social) democracy in these
countries as well. They often have a long totalitarian tradition and so-called
hyper-presidential systems. Social democracy is still almost non-existent in these
countries, while in principle it has a lot to offer as a movement that both rejects
harsh liberal Thatcherite policies and conservative socialism.’
Crook(2002) et al. wrote in 2002 about Russia and the former Soviet Union:
‘Modern social democracy needs a democratic political infrastructure, a more
or less developed market economy and a considerable civil society. Social
democratic distributive policies have worked best in relatively highly developed,
well-organised societies with rather sharply defined social groups and interests.
None of these conditions exists in the former Soviet Union.’
The further east, the more different the cultural DNA, it seemed. A big
difference with CEE and SEE was that the overall impact of the EU was limited.
The absence of the so-called European perspective reduced its leverage on the
elites, whose oligarchic nature and top-down mentality did not offer a good
environment for developing a multi-party system worth the name. Under the
heading of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) the European
Commission had started to promote more intensive relations with what it
labelled ‘a ring of friends’ to the south and east, mentioning Ukraine, Moldova
and the three southern Caucasus countries, excluding dictatorial Belarus, while
envisioning a more strategic relationship with Russia. But would the EU be able
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to produce the same positive catalysing effect in a wider Europe as it had had in
CEE and was having in the Western Balkans? Inside the Forum there was some
vocal support for offering these countries a membership perspective in order to
achieve that. Together with the PES the Forum took the initiative in 2003, at a
conference in Kiev, to start closer cooperation with (potential) partners in the
eastern ENP region.
Since the ENP also covered the MENA region and was considered ineffective
given its ‘one size fits all’ approach to very different countries, relations with the
six countries in Eastern Europe and the Caucasus were put on a bilateral footing
in 2009 with the introduction of the Eastern Partnerships (EaP). Association
treaties with Moldova, Georgia and Ukraine were signed in 2013 and 2014, but
they did not contain any direct reference to eventual EU membership. Belarus
did not qualify. Armenia preferred to join the Eurasian Economic Union, while
Azerbaijan intends to keep equidistance to Russia and the EU. Though the EU
tried to avoid it, competition between Moscow and Brussels about influence in
the post-soviet space became a factor of irritation. The Russians accused the EU
of infringing on ‘their territory’ and of interfering in the domestic affairs of some
of these countries – stimulating the colour revolutions, which legitimised in
Moscow’s view its support to separatist and rebel groups in the three countries
that wanted to join the EU and NATO, its military offensive against Georgia in
2008, its annexation of the Crimea and its intervention in East Ukraine. Russia’s
claims and its support for separatists in the Eastern region limit the scope of
action of these countries and in some cases even threatens their independence.

Otpor!
The revolution against Milosevic in 2000 in Serbia stirred the imagination
of civil protest movements across Eastern Europe. The success of the civil
youth movement Otpor served as an example for youths in Belarus,
Georgia and Ukraine, and other countries. Their inspiration was Gene
Sharp, the founder of the Albert Einstein Institution, a non-profit
organisation dedicated to advancing the study of nonviolent action. In the
case of Serbia the foundations supported the social democratic parties
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who were part of the opposition that had been literally forced to unify by
the activism of Otpor. After the revolution in Serbia Otpor activists were
invited to share their experiences with activists in other countries. Otpor
activists, Unia Pracy activists from Poland, a Ukrainian trainee of the
European Forum and trainers from The Netherlands toured Ukraine in
2002 to train young activists from Pora. Financial support was provided
by the social democratic foundations. The training was not without risk.
Hotels were visited by the authorities and participant lists were taken. The
Otpor activists had a clear answer to that: do not be afraid, but be
prepared to make sacrifices. Many activists were arrested and or kicked
out of university, just like their Otpor teachers had been. In 2004 Pora was
a leading movement during the Orange Revolution. Just like in Serbia a
unified front of opposition parties was very important in ending the
unpopular Kuchma regime and block the attempt of Victor Yanukovich to
steal the elections.

The PES and the PES group obviously profited from the advance visits of the
Forum that allowed them to better assess these relatively unknown countries.
An added benefit was that they were also assisted by sister parties and MEPs
from new member states like Poland and Romania with borders to the East who
knew the region well. Both the PES and the SI set up their own working groups
for the eastern neighbourhood.
The work would be difficult with post-soviet countries experiencing a different
and much slower transformation than the CEE or SEE countries, wedged as
they are – politically, economically and mentally - between two sides: Russia and
the enlarged European Union. Social democracy had to be built up from scratch.
The social democratic foundations active in the region informed the Forum that
the region was challenging, with a weak democratic tradition, not very
transparent, ethnically diverse, with plenty of conflict and not really reform
minded. The mixed electoral systems – with party lists and independent
candidates - in some of the countries impedes the development of a properly
functioning party system.
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Kazakh reality
It was never a priority area for the Forum or the PES, but one story in
connection with a mission to Central Asia should be told here because it
is a good illustration of the fact that in some countries nothing had
changed after the dissolution of the Soviet Union.
In November 2010 a delegation of the Forum, the PES and the S&D Group
arrived in Astana, Kazakhstan, for a fact finding mission and a seminar in
Almaty to which social democratic parties of the region had been invited.
The Kazakh Embassies in The Hague and Brussels had assisted in the
preparation of the visit which included contacts with senior politicians and
officials representing the government. Although Kazakhstan is far from
being a free country, talks with opposition leaders were not made
impossible, but had to be held in Almaty and of course drew no attention
from the national media. The Forum and its partners had considered the
chairmanship of the OSCE of the country during 2010 as an opportunity
to go there and see whether the regime would accept that organisations
from the EU established links with opposition forces. Being in the chair
of the OSCE the authorities could hardly deny visa.
The ruling Nur Otan party was happy to receive the delegation and a lively
discussion ensued about how it was to have an opposition in parliament
which was not the case in Kazakhstan. Yet, at the next elections a second
party would be presented, the delegation was promised! The level of Kazakh
officials met during the Astana part of the visit was very high, confirming
the impression that the government hoped to convince the European social
democrats that relations with the EU should and could be improved. But
the authorities were not briefed properly about the twofold goal of the
mission: to assess the political situation and to create a platform for social
democrats – all of them opposition parties – from Central Asia. They
probably only found out about the meeting in Almaty just before the
delegation arrived in the country. It was probably beyond their imagination
that foreign dignitaries could just rent a room in a hotel, invite politicians
from Kazakhstan and the neighbouring countries and hold a conference
with the aim of identifying and supporting social democratic parties.
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Once they found out what the delegation might be up to, the Kazakhs tried
to influence the proceedings, spied on the meeting, broke into the rooms
of staff members and intimidated the hotel owner. Suspicious looking guys
kept an eye on everything from the hotel bar – they were said to be there
for the safety of the conference.

These obstacles did not discourage the Forum. With the fact-finding missions
to all countries including Russia, it has been able to get a better understanding
of the political environment in which social democrats had to operate while
making well-prepared assessments available to interested sister parties and
foundations. Young social democratic activists were and are still being targeted
with training activities and regional seminars.

Winter and summer academies
Starting in 2011, the Forum successfully copied the Promising Politicians
model to Eastern Europe and the South Caucasus with a series of Winter
and Summer Academies in Ukraine and Moldova. The academies offered
extensive training to young and politically active people from – in principle
– all EaP countries and Russia. During the four-day course the participants
were taught about social democratic ideology and political practice,
strategy, communication, negotiating skills and debating. A training of
trainers was also included in the programmes, as was bringing in local
trainers.

The 2010-2011 Forum mapping of Eastern Europe, the South Caucasus and
Central Asia, with visits to Tbilisi, Almaty, Kiev and Moscow, was initiated to get
a better overall picture of the region. The reports of the events were published
along with a number of expert articles dealing with specific regional issues in
‘The (Social) Democratic Map of Eastern Europe, South Caucasus and Central
Asia. And the outlook for the future’. The editors concluded that a distinction
should be made between countries under authoritarian rule, those that are
relatively free but with clear authoritarian tendencies and those on a democratic
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path. In the first category the Forum should support existing social democratic
forces wherever possible and also try to ally itself with civil society. The Forum
should work with other political families and international institutions to
promote multi-party systems. As to the second category and Russia, the Forum
should focus on strengthening social democratic parties and other progressive
organisations. In the third full backing should be given to parties linked to the
SI and the PES.
Oleg Tulea was involved in the activities of the Forum from 2003 until 2012 as
President of the Democratic Youth and then International Secretary of
Democratic Party of Moldova: ‘I consider the regional youth trainings involving
EaP countries the most successful. The experts and trainers flown in by the
Forum helped us a lot to improve the functioning of the party. I valued very
much the country reports which are widely used as a source of objective
information’.
Marina Ohanjanyan, senior Max van der Stoel Foundation and Forum
Programme Officer for the region, admits that is has become more difficult to
mobilise S&D Group and PES parties for activities in the new neighbouring
countries given the lesser political importance of this region to the EU. The
Forum has been relying more on the affiliated foundations and individual
politicians from EU member states. In the absence of a clear perspective of EU
integration, priority was given to dealing with basic issues such as democracy
and the rule of law instead of enlargement questions. Since finding the right
partners in the ENP was not always possible, the Forum worked as well with
civic society organisations and youth movements. It kept a critical distance from
social democratic parties whose intentions were not fully trusted. It opposed for
example closer political relations with Ukraine’s Party of the Regions and Just
Russia.
An important difference with CEE and SEE lies in the fact that in most EaP
countries reformist successor parties are lacking because the communist parties
either completely disappeared or did not change at all. Successful parties in
terms of strength and ruling capacity that have sought affiliation to the PES –
the Democratic Party of Moldova (DPM) and Georgian Dream – avoided a direct
reference to social democracy in their names. The label is still contaminated in
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the eyes of many voters. They also tend to depend on financial support from
oligarchs, which has caused concerns about transparency and inner party
democracy. Marina Ohanjanyan sees it as the role of the Forum to critically
monitor such parties, but also offer them assistance in the areas of party
development and youth training. Both the DPM and GD have recently been
given associate status by the PES.
The Forum, the foundations and also the PES and the SI have been present in
all EaP countries and Russia with mixed results. The Azeri regime actually
makes it impossible to work with opposition forces. The activities in Armenia
have been limited because not only has Armenia chosen to associate with
Russia, but the ARF party, a SI member, is regarded by European social
democrats as too nationalistic. This may change after the April/May 2018 ‘Velvet
Revolution’ in Armenia, but at the time of writing it is too soon to tell. In the
cases of Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine the Forum has been able to work openly
for many years now. Given the close proximity of Belarus, the Forum has been
supporting the (social) democratic opposition to the autocratic regime of the
country. The Russian Federation has been constantly monitored by the Forum
and its partners.

Georgia’s Dream
It was obvious that the Forum had to organise a fact-finding visit to Georgia after
the 2003 Rose revolution when expectations about the country after its peaceful
regime change were high. The delegation however presented a somewhat
pessimistic picture of the party-political landscape. Political parties are mostly
vehicles of powerful and wealthy individuals, the mission report stated. They
were not very lively, poorly organised, and lacked ideology, and substantial
membership. The situation resembled Central and Eastern Europe in the first
years after the collapse of communism. Politics in Georgia was dominated by
the United National Movement (UNM) that had no clear political profile, was
centred around a few popular individuals, with no opposition to speak of.
Political party assistance should not be focussed on one or two parties only, was
the recommendation.
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Forum representatives returned in 2009. As there still was not a clear social
democratic partner, talks were held with a number of Georgian political parties.
The Georgian Labour Party claimed to be ‘leftist’ seeking closer ties with the
international social democratic movement but could not convince the visitors
to support that ambition. An organisation that drew positive attention was the
Centre for Solidarity Citizen’s Movement with a social democratic oriented
ideology. It was one of the few ‘grassroots’ movements in Georgia. In
December 2013, a high level mission flew to Tbilisi to assess the political
situation after the electoral victory of a new party, Georgian Dream (GD), that
had given a place on its list to the Social Democrats for the Development of
Georgia (SDD). GD was founded by Bidzina Ivanishvili, an oligarch, who first
became prime minister, later took a back seat, but as ‘ordinary citizen’ remains
in control of his party. People seemed to be happy with the Georgian Dream
ruling coalition after having experienced years of UNM government that had
become more and more authoritarian. Despite this, delegation members
expressed concern about the targeted prosecutions of UNM leaders. The
Georgian Dream – Democratic Georgia (GD-DG) party confirmed that it was
seeking affiliation with the European social democratic family. GD has been
granted associate status by the PES. With Georgia being a country officially
associated to the EU, developing a closer and more substantive relation with
GD – and its small social democratic partner – is seen by the PES as the best
option. The Forum remains cautious about GD with questions concerning lack
of transparency in government and the all too dominant role of the party in
national politics.

Moldova: An uncertain future.
Moldova had a difficult start in the 1990s as an impoverished post-soviet state.
A separatist war almost immediately split the new-born country with the
Transnistria region becoming de facto independent under Russian protection.
This situation has affected politics in Moldova ever since. Efforts of the OSCE
to unite the country have failed so far. Moscow not only controls part of the
country, but has found allies in Chisinau who maintain a pro-Russian
orientation. The current President is one of them. The country is governed by
a pro-European coalition that concluded an association agreement with the EU
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in 2013. The Democratic Party (DPM), affiliated to the SI (full member since
2012) and the PES (associate status), is part of the government.
The Forum started to focus more on Moldova when it became an EU neighbour
after the 2007 accession of Romania, which has extensive cultural relations with
Moldova. Previously the Forum had organised one of its Wider Europe regional
seminars in Chisinau. After social democrats and democrats had merged, the
DPM became the main partner of the Forum and the PES. Recent Forum
missions all came to the conclusion that corruption remains the most worrying
national issue and that the dependence of most parties on rich supporters makes
political life non-transparent. The role of DPM leader and billionaire Vladimir
Plahotniuc, who allegedly has ‘captured’ the state, has been heavily criticised by
the opposition. The numerous allegations about the DPM President have to date
not been proven in any court, but they are hard to ignore. The PES and S&D
Group, one of fact finding missions concluded, should at least encourage the
DPM to pass a law on political party financing, as it would increase transparency
by reducing dependence on rich supporters.

Ukraine: missed opportunities?
Today’s Ukraine seems firmly linked to the Western camp, but that has not
always been the case. In 1991, the Presidents of Russia, Belarus and Ukraine
arranged the dissolution of the Soviet Union. In all three countries
independence did however not imply an all-out victory of democratic forces.
Ukraine entered a period of murky economic reforms led by semi-democratic
presidents representing regional economic interest groups. Every self-respecting
oligarch seemed busy building his own party. That was as well the origin of one
of the first social democratic parties that presented itself in the 1990s to the
public: the SDPU (U), the ‘u’ standing for ‘united’ to distinguish it from the
SDPU, the reconstituted historical party. The Socialist Party of Ukraine (SPU),
a split-off from the communist party, was only approached informally by the
Forum during those years, despite the fact that its leader Aleksandar Moroz
chaired the Duma, the Ukrainian parliament. This changed after he publicly
turned against authoritarian president Kuchma in the Gongadze case – a
journalist allegedly murdered on the orders of the President.
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Some foundations started to offer electoral support to the SPU in 2002 in the
run-up to the parliamentary elections. In 2003 the SPU was given consultative
status by the SI.
The first more official visit of the Forum and the PES to Kiev took place during
these years when in September 2003 a seminar was organised to discuss
relations between the EU and its eastern neighbours. A platform was also given
to Victor Yushchenko, former Prime Minister of Ukraine and opposition
candidate in the presidential elections. He gave the impression of being
interested in developing relations with the PES. That would however come to
nothing, as was the case with the other opposition leader Julia Timoshenko.
Both would join the European People’s Party.
The SPU took part in the Orange Revolution that drastically changed the political
situation. The party joined the new government and Moroz became speaker of
the Duma for a second time. The Forum and the PES returned to assess the
situation in 2005 and met with SPU ministers such as Yurij Lutsenko and
dignitaries like Petro Poroshenko, then chief of the security council.
In the run-up to the 2006 parliamentary elections there was another Kiev event
to discuss the progress made by the Orange coalition government. These
elections would shift power back to the forces led by Viktor Yanukovych, who
had been defeated in the repeat presidential elections in 2004. Moroz switched
sides and the SPU joined a government centred around the Party of the Regions,
which allowed him to continue as Speaker. This move was not appreciated by
his supporters in the West and it led to a serious cooling of relations. His own
voters and a number of prominent party members did not approve at all. The
SPU membership shrank and Moroz was punished severely in the next
parliamentary elections. Without any parliamentary representation his party was
eventually sidelined by the SI and the PES. The Forum started to work with an
independent foundation established by some former SPU adherents and a leftwing oriented political youth movement that was founded some years later by
the same, called the Social Democratic Platform. The latter organisation refuses
funding from Ukrainian sources. Most activists oppose turning it into a political
party because they want it to stay outside the corrupt party system.
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Bohdan Ferens, active collaborator of the Forum in Ukraine, wrote to us: ‘The
team of the Institute of Democracy and Social Progress incorporated the Dutch
democratic experience and was able to create a basis for an entirely new and
independent social democratic movement, the SD Platform. Today it is one of
the most visible and popular public political organizations in Ukraine, which
has regional branches, its own agenda “Ukraine can be Better”, long-term
campaigns like “#beatpopulism”, and initiatives for work with women
”Women’s lobby”, trade unions and a teachers’ “Platform for progressive
teachers”.’
In 2009 the Forum, partnering with the PES working group on the Eastern
European Neighbours, organised a fact-finding mission in the run-up to the
2010 presidential elections. Its conclusions were pessimistic as regards the
perspectives of the social democratic left.

The special case of Belarus
Belarus has been labelled as the ‘last dictatorship’ of Europe, having been ruled
since the mid-nineties by one man, Alexander Lukashenko, who does not accept
political opposition worth the name. The EU has applied a carrot and stick
approach to his regime, alternating between imposing (smart) sanctions out of
human rights considerations and promoting better contacts in order to reduce
Belarus’ dependence on Moscow. With support from Belarus a ceasefire
agreement was reached in East Ukraine in 2014 and 2015. In 2018, Belarus is
cooperating with the EU, having been accepted as Eastern Partner while at the
same time belonging to the Eurasian Economic Union. The European Forum
and the political foundations have been involved in Belarus for many years, often
meeting the opposition outside the country in Kiev or Brussels. Given the
relatively large (for a small country) number of left-wing parties, the common
aim has always been to try to unite them or at least encourage them to cooperate
and support a common candidate in the presidential elections. In Serbia and
Ukraine political change was achieved after the opposition parties were forced
to work together with youth activist organisations like Otpor and Pora. This was
obviously the best way to achieve change in Belarus, too. In April 2004, the
Forum attempted to bring all left-wing forces under one umbrella using a
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seminar whose objective was to ‘offer a platform for discussions about the
current political situation in Belarus, the future of the Belarusian leftist parties
and the upcoming parliamentary elections.’ The elephant in the room was of
course ‘unification of the left’. Many left-wing parties were present: the
Belarusian Social Democratic Party (BSDP NH), the Belarusian Social
Democratic Hramada (BSDH), the Belarusian Labour Party, Nadzeya, the
communists, and youth organisations MSD and Maladaya Hramada. All were
represented at leadership level. It soon became clear that there were very
divergent opinions regarding the unification of the left. This was caused by the
fact that the parties were divided in two coalitions - the so-called European
Coalition and the People’s Coalition Five Plus. Differences of opinion about the
best strategy to beat Belarus President Lukashenko could not be overcome, with
petty behaviour as one delegation left the hall in protest over the number of
representatives they were allowed to send to the conference. The representatives
of the European Forum and the foundations left Belarus frustrated. Fifteen years
later this has not changed. At leadership level these parties are still unable to
cooperate. At grassroots level there are fewer problems. It provides President
Lukashenko with a perfect opportunity to divide and rule.

Russia: The social democratic enigma
The contacts between Russia and the social democratic family went back to the
times of the USSR before its dissolution in 1991. Social democrats had been
staunch supporters of the Helsinki agreements and welcomed the reforms of
Gorbachev. When a multi-party system was introduced in Russia, the SI and
the PES were keen to find partners. During the chaotic nineties several
missions were sent. Though there had been a social democratic movement in
pre-1917 Russia, successive attempts to revive the original social democratic
party named SDPR, initially by Oleg Rumyantsev and others in 1990,
ultimately failed. After the 1994 SDPR congress the party created the Social
Democratic Union (SDU), merging with the People’s Social Democratic Party
and the Party of Labour. Mikhail Gorbachev was the most prominent member.
The Union did not have any electoral success. The SDPR was wound up by a
court order in 2002. In the meantime, in 2000, Gorbachev had founded the
Russian United Social Democratic Party (RUSDP). This party merged with the
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Russian Party of Social Democracy (Yakovlev) into a second SDPR, which
actually gained some seats in the Duma in 2003 on the United Russia list.
Gorbachev became leader, but resigned in 2004 stating that the party was not
social democratic at all. Under a new leadership SDPR never participated in
federal elections. Heavy infighting caused prominent members to leave. It was
an associate member of the SI for a time. Even before it had been re-registered
it was dissolved in 2007 by the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation
because it did not fulfil certain legal criteria regarding membership.
Gorbachev’s Union of Social Democrats considered setting up a new party, but
gave up on the idea concluding that it was impossible in Russia’s reality.
The Forum at several political important moments over the years was present
with fact-finding missions. In 1995, the Swedish SC member Pierre Schori
reported after a trip during the run-up to the Russian national elections that it
was difficult to predict the emerging political constellation and he
recommended more contacts at the regional level. In March 1997, another
Forum mission met representatives of many parties, some of who claimed to
be social democratic. But the participants left confused. The party-political
system was still under construction with many ad-hoc parties led by very
flexible politicians and an underdeveloped membership base, was their main
conclusion.
Efforts to monitor the situation continued after the turn of the century when
Putin had become the dominant factor in Russian politics and had put in place
an autocratic system. Czech CSSD international secretary Vladimir Muller
prepared a paper in 2001 on the perspectives of social democracy in Russia
with an assessment of the party that was formed around Gorbachev that same
year. Muller underlined that Russia needed a non-communist left party to tackle
the new economic environment which had clear mafia features. He was
sceptical about the new party – he considered it too theoretical and felt it risked
becoming a kind of reserve instrument in the hands of the administration.
The SDPR was the main counterpart during an assessment visit to Moscow in
October 2006. The timing of the mission was particularly interesting because
of developments in the party-political landscape: Rodina, the Party of Life and
the Pensioners Party merged into the Just Russia party at that time. Contacts
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of the Forum mission were – as usual – not limited to the social democratic
SDPR, whose fate was unclear at that time.
The Just Russia (JR) party presented itself as the left-wing alternative in Russia
and was actively seeking to establish contacts with social democrats from the
EU. They were hesitant to ally themselves with what they considered to be a
regime party promoted by the Kremlin as part of its ‘managed democracy’
project. Nevertheless curious, the PES asked the Forum to send someone to the
February 2007 Just Russia congress.
The leader of Just Russia, Sergey Mironov, did not deny its close links to Putin.
He even read a statement from the president at the congress. Mironov portrayed
JR as an opposition party of a socialist and social democratic nature. It was clear
that the party would have more clout than the internally strongly divided SDPR,
and individual SDPR members were already crossing over. The Forum
rapporteur concluded that it was too early to judge whether JR would fit into the
European social democratic family.

Dossier
Essential Partners:
the PES, the S&D
Parliamentary Group
and the FEPS

Lacking a partner in the Duma, the parliamentary group of the PES –for a
number of years maintained a working relationship with the JR parliamentary
group, but it foundered after the annexation of the Crimea by Russia and its
intervention in East Ukraine. Both actions had been supported by JR.
The Forum and its partners until recently tried to maintain contacts in Russia,
but is has become harder and harder for international organisations to operate
in Russia. In the present political context there is no space for a social democratic
party worth the name. Karsten Voigt concludes: ‘Russia does not have a relevant
democratic culture outside a few big cities; for over a century they have not had
a relevant social democratic party. Russia is not clear whether it wants a
European perspective. Russia has a European culture. It can become part of
many European Institutions. But it cannot become a full member of the EU.
This would - even if Russia would want it – overburden the EU. Russia is
European and wants to be a global power at the same time.’
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The Socialist International took the initiative to establish the European
Forum, gave it a mandate and for a number of years received its reports,
but it actually never interfered in its work. One will not find many
references to the Forum in SI documents. The SI Committee on Eastern
Europe was a useful platform for bilateral contacts and for the preparation
of SI resolutions, but did not undertake Forum-type of activities in
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE).
The PES, the parliamentary group and the FEPS, however, became
important partners of the Forum.

The PES Parliamentary Group and (since 2009) the Group of
the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats
Right from the beginning of the European Forum the parliamentary
group of the PES was one of its most important supporters as an active
member of the Steering Committee, offering office space and staff
support. Members of the group participated in many Forum activities
that were regularly co-hosted by the group. The group had a singular
interest in developing strong social democratic partners in CEE and was
therefore keen to work with the Forum and the PES to identify and
support viable partners who would sooner or later join the SI, become
associate and later full members of the PES and send their MEPs in
2004, 2007 to the PES and S&D Groups. The European People’s Party
(EPP) also tried to build a strong basis in the region. Some parties that
sought affiliation with the European social democrats in the early 1990s
ended up as members of the EPP later, like the Democratic Party of
Romania and the Slovenian SDNS. The group set up its own working
party on Enlargement to monitor the overall process.
After the start of EU accession negotiations in 1997, the European
Parliament allowed its political groups to invite observers from parties in
the candidate countries. These members of national parliaments would
participate in the work of the groups and the parliamentary bodies –
without voting rights – in order to be able to prepare their own parties
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and future MEPs for the upcoming accession, providing information
about the Brussels and Strasbourg debates on enlargement and other
topical issues.
Shortly before the conclusion of the negotiations with the twelve countries
that would join the EU in 2004, the responsible PES Group Vice-President
Gary Titley MEP (Labour) proposed to set up a programme for engaging
the S&D Group in referendums and European elections in the prospective
new member states, while at the same time preparing smooth integration
of the new sister parties in the Parliamentary Group of the PES.
Though Titley acknowledged the role of the Forum, it was obvious that
the Forum was not equipped and actually did not have a mandate for
such a demanding role. The Forum had also just entered a transitional
phase, resetting its regional priorities. It is a compliment to the
information service of the Forum that Titley wanted it to produce a
regular newsletter on the enlargement process for the Group and its
partners in CEE.
Titley also noted: ‘The PES Group and the PES Party have a long tradition
of co-operation with their sister parties from the candidate countries. First
– from 1992 – in the framework of the European Forum for Democracy
and Solidarity and later also within the framework of the PES. The PES
Presidency has furthermore decided that after the conclusion of the
negotiations, sister parties from the candidate countries can become full
Members of the PES.’
‘Having regard to this situation, the Bureau of the Group should urgently
decide on a special programme to make the final phase of the
enlargement process a success. It is proposed to call this programme the
“Willy Brandt programme for a successful enlargement”.’
Activities were suggested for the parties and parliamentary groups in the
candidate countries such as a rapid answering service in the Secretariat
of the Group to respond to questions about the EU and its institutions;
the coordination of speaking engagements of PES MEPs and others in
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the candidate countries; the organisation of special training sessions for
observers and candidates for the European Parliament. ‘Especially with
a view to the referendum campaigns and the European elections, the
training and education of party activists is of particular importance. In
this framework we should aim at general education about how the EU
works, the benefits of membership and the PES Group policies.’ The
Group Bureau accepted the proposals of Gary Titley and made funds
available for setting up a special team, recruited from outside the Group
staff from both member states and candidate countries, and for the
planned activities. Rob van de Water, the PES Group staff expert on CEE,
was appointed head of the project.
The Willy Brandt programme was evaluated in June 2004. The output
of the programme had been considerable. With a daily bulletin around
400 stakeholders had been informed about actual developments in the
candidate countries. A special weekly newsletter aimed at the sister
parties reached an audience of 5000. The support team facilitated 125
visits by 46 Members to the future member states. The activities ranged
further from assessment missions, attending party conferences, regional
meetings, youth events and topical seminars. Trainings about the
functioning of the EU and the EP were also mentioned. The information
service included thematic leaflets, a rapid answer desk and a very
regularly updated website.
The evaluation report identified a number of strengths, such as a personal
network that helped new sister parties incorporate in the European social
democratic family, offering concrete and targeted support. The team acted
as a reference point for PES members who wished to deepen their
contacts in the enlargement region. The Observers Programme provided
the guests – often future colleagues – practical assistance in several areas.
The information materials reached a wide target group, which helped
increase the visibility of the Group and the PES.
After the 2004 European elections, the contribution of The Willy Brandt
programme to smooth the integration of members from the CEE
countries was appreciated. Though the programme ended, the Group
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continued to monitor developments in South-Eastern Europe, Eastern
Europe, the South Caucasus and Central Asia relying on MEPs, members
of the EP’s country delegations, but also deploying its own fact-finding
missions, organising seminars in Brussels and the regions often in
cooperation with the PES and the Forum. It continued to organise
separate annual meetings with representatives of social democratic
parliamentary groups from the Western Balkans. All these activities were
considered to be less urgent after major enlargement decisions had been
taken and attention shifted to intra-EU priorities. Nevertheless, the S&D
Group kept supporting EU enlargement in the region, going against the
trend in many member states. The Forum partly filled the gap created by
the dissolution of the Willy Brandt team, stimulating the Group to
maintain a presence in the Western Balkans and beyond; and helping it
to improve the quality of its parliamentary work with the regular country
reports of the European Commission.

The Party of European Socialists
The Party of European Socialists (PES) has been an active supporter of
the European Forum, participating in the Steering Committee and
contributing to Forum activities. Between 1997 and 2004, when crucial
decisions on enlargement were taken, the Forum Presidents were at the
same time Vice-Presidents of the PES. PES presidents at that time,
German Defence Minister Rudolf Scharping (SPD) and UK Foreign
Minister Robin Cook (Labour) supported their efforts to strengthen social
democracy in CEE and SEE. After the accessions of 2004 and 2007,
having completed its mandate the Forum left it to the PES to coach the
parties from CEE that were now PES members. Parties from the Western
Balkans whose countries had concluded a Stabilisation and Association
Agreement with the EU were admitted into PES as associate members.
The PES had a working group on Enlargement during the 1990s, to be
succeeded by networks set up for the Western Balkans. Nevertheless the
PES continued to depend on assistance from the Forum in collecting
information about the state of social democracy in South-East Europe
and for establishing contacts further East.
95

Hix and Lesse (2002), who wrote about the history of the PES, describe
the role of the PES as follows: ‘The PES supported the establishment of
the ‘Forum for Democracy and Solidarity’ to set the activities of western
European socialist and social democratic parties in Central and Eastern
Europe on a permanent base. The Forum promoted and organised
regular contacts of PES full member parties and like-minded foundations
with a broad range of centre-left political parties and organisations as well
as the development of civil society and especially its social democratic
parts in CEE countries. Associate member parties from the Czech and
the Slovak Republics, Poland, Hungary and Slovenia deepened their
cooperation in a “PES Central European Forum” from 1997. Later, when
it had become evident that South-East European candidate countries as
well as their centre-left parties would need more time before admission
to the EU, a special forum for PES associate and observer parties from
that region was established, too.’
During the PES Berlin Congress on May 7th, 2001 the establishment of
an official network of the PES, the EFDS, social democratic parties and
other partners in the Western Balkans region was announced. The
network would promote the integration of the region, further social
democratic ideas, increase the regional presence of the PES, link partners
closer to social democracy and stimulate debate about relations with the
EU. The European Forum would provide the secretariat.
The new network replaced the existing PES working group that had been
active since 1999. In 2003, the PES Network for South-East Europe
would meet in Albania, Croatia and Macedonia.
The Forum cooperated with the PES committee for the European
Neighbourhood, led by SPÖ-politician Peter Schieder, as well as
organising visits to Georgia, Kazakhstan and Ukraine.
The most recent co-funded activity was a research project mapping the
state of social democracy in the Western Balkans with a secondary and
practical objective to increase the cooperation of social democratic parties
and foundations from the Western Balkans with the PES, the FEPS, the
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S&D group and political parties and foundations from EU countries. It
is useful to reiterate the output that the PES and the Forum put on paper
at the start. The Western Balkans should be able to profit from increased
knowledge of EU affairs and get the opportunity to professionalise their
parties and political foundations. The project would help to promote
regional debates on social democratic issues and on enlargement. The
EU participants would profit from increased knowledge of political
processes in the Western Balkans and from better connections with
political parties and foundations from that region.

The Foundation for European Progressive Studies
Elsewhere, the internal changes of the Forum during these years have
been described setting it upon a new, but still independent footing around
2002. Integration into the PES, which had become financially
independent in 2004, or the FEPS, established a few years later, had been
declined by the SC as the foundations did not want the Forum to lose its
focus. The FEPS and the Forum agreed that the think tank would
concentrate on research, while the Forum would continue to work with
parties. A combination of the two could be deployed as and when needed.
For example, the FEPS and the Forum in cooperation with the S&D
Group launched a project to stimulate and improve the debate about the
EU enlargement process that had been losing support in EU member
states and amongst the populations of applicant countries. The
conclusion of the book produced in 2012 in the framework of this project
supported ongoing engagement with EU Enlargement in the Western
Balkans region.
In 2011, the Forum and the FEPS agreed on another joint project
supported by the Austrian Renner Institut. This culminated in the
publication of Problems of Representative Democracy. A Challenge for
Progressives.
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Problems of representative democracy
Concerns about the rule of law and the democratic culture in EU
Member States and applicant countries alike, prompted the Forum
to initiate a research project in cooperation with the FEPS and the
KRI under the title ‘Problems of Representative Democracy: A
Challenge for Progressives’. A publication with contributions from
the team members was presented in 2015 to EU Commission VicePresident Frans Timmermans. Each of them had especially
reflected on problems in their respective countries such as Greece,
Turkey and Macedonia.

the valuable contribution of new social movements, how they build
(horizontal) relationships and experiment with direct democracy by
empowering citizens through increased participation.

All the countries shared common challenges; partly frustrated
electorates, the rise of nationalism, right and left-wing populism
and the return of authoritarian government especially in places
where democracy had ended up in a ‘grey zone’. According to the
team these trends often go hand in hand with anti-European
sentiments and diminished support for the enlargement of the EU.
Frans Timmermans shared the concerns expressed, but he
underlined that it is essential to keep comparing the current
situation with the past. One can only see progress if today is put in
the perspective of yesterday.
According to the authors, positive steps to tackle democratic
backsliding had been made recently, For instance, democracy and
the rule of law had become absolute priorities in EU membership
negotiations. The new European Commission had announced an
extension of the existing rule of law mechanism for internal EU use.
Further suggestions made in the book are to reduce of so-called
double delegation (the outsourcing of democratic decision-making
to technocratic institutions) in order to restore the direct
accountability of elected representatives; to strengthen parties in
order to make them real and effective interlocutors with the voters
by fostering internal democracy, to promote transparency, to
improve their programmatic work and recruitment; to recognise
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Anno 2018

‘EFDS events and projects have always addressed contemporary challenges of
democratic governance in Europe. As one of the key organisations to never lose
sight of and attention for what was happening in Europe's aspiring member
countries, the European Forum has built bridges across and throughout Europe
whose importance cannot be underestimated in the current polarised political
climate.’ – Dr. Maja Nenadovic, Researcher.

Part I
Ultimately, the main question is whether over the last 25 years the European
Forum achieved what it set out to do which was helping to identify potential
new members for the European social democratic family and helping these to
internalise social democratic values in terms of ideology and organisation. It
did not decide who was to be allowed to join the SI and PES and who was not.
The SI and the PES appreciated the assessments provided by the Forum, but
there was not always agreement on the selection of partners or on the pace at
which they should be integrated. Similar discussions also took place amongst
Forum members and the foundations. The final responsibility obviously
belonged to the SI and the PES. The Forum only prepared parties as best as it
could. It became a ‘training camp’ for a whole generation of young politicians
who applied the lessons learned in their own political environments and who
were able to fall back on a wide alumni network. The fact is that at the beginning
of this century the social democrat family was well represented in almost all
CEE and SEE countries, a key outcome of the Forum.
The Forum made assessments of the complicated political landscapes in the
post-communist democracies, which went through a triple transformation
(towards democracy, market and independence), and of the role of social
democrats – partners and potential partners - in these circumstances. It
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developed channels of information and offered considered opinions that were
useful for the PES, the SI, the EP parliamentary group, national parties and
foundations. In this sense the Forum was important for the decision-making in
the SI and the PES. Through its activities on the ground it also created an
environment in which East and West could have proper dialogues about what
social democracy meant both at the party elite and militants levels. The Forum
method consisted of working with interested partners on relevant issues and
see how they reacted; it never employed a unilateral exclusive approach. It always
stressed its supporting role. The Forum was the critical element in the ‘party
accession’ process. It was an instrument to help vet potential social democratic
parties, but also a coaching instrument, applying the same tools in both cases.
It became a platform for dealing with parties in disarray, as we saw in Latvia.
In 1993 EU accession became an important framework for relations first of all
with the countries of Central and Eastern Europe and in a later phase – after
2003 – the Western Balkans. This created a sense of urgency in the major party
political families to find strong local partners, important political players in the
ongoing integration processes and future allies in the enlarged EU. The new
frame very much helped to set the substantive agenda for cross-border partypolitical relations. EU conditionality concerning the rule of law, democracy and
human rights – the first criterion of Copenhagen – with its institutional
dimension helped party-political families to develop a similar conditionality for
(potential) sister parties, something that has so far has been sorely lacking in
the Eastern Neighbourhood. Forum programming is adjusted to this same
framework with a focus on internal party development and debate. In chapter
two the role of the post-communist successor parties is discussed
comprehensively. In most countries they became the relevant pro-European
force on the left. The Forum played a role in bringing a number of them closer
to the SI and the PES, offering activities in support of that process but wherever
possible including the often much smaller original social democratic parties.
Becoming part of the larger European political family certainly contributed to
their ‘Europeanisation’ in terms of the politics, political language and values
which determined their actions up to accession – after which the role of the
Forum ended – and in the case of the SEE countries still does.
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In the countries of the Eastern Partnership and Russia the social democratic
family was less successful. The perspective of EU accession is missing, which
reduces leverage. In Russia, Ukraine, Armenia and Azerbaijan the Forum has
been involved in early actions to revive social democracy after 1991, but these
have had no lasting effect. The Forum strongly opposed SI membership of
Russian system party Just Russia and kept a distance from the Ukrainian Party
of the Regions. There was not much the Forum could achieve in Belarus. The
Moldovan DPM and Georgian GD are associate members of the PES and play
an important role in national politics. Both have been criticised for their
dependence on local oligarchs. This was countered with the argument that this
is unfortunately the only way for parties to sustain themselves, lacking paying
members and proper state funding of parties. The Forum has on many
occasions put transparent party financing on the agenda and will continue to
do so.
Looking to the future, the clear distinction between the Forum, the PES and
parliamentary group should remain as the expression of different
responsibilities and perspectives. Since relations with the SI have become nonexistent the Forum could offer its expertise to the Progressive Alliance. The
Forum method could also be applied to monitor party developments within the
EU more systematically.
As no decisions are needed in the near future on new PES membership in
Eastern Europe and given that in all SEE countries, with the exception of Kosovo,
the PES has official partners, the Forum no longer has a role in assessing
applicants. It will continue to support members in the two regions with youth
training programmes and topical seminars where relevant, continue its
independent mapping of parties and their electoral impact, tackling in particular
party fragmentation (the issue of splits), assessing political landscapes and
promoting the role of CSOs. The Forum will remain focused on gender-related
action, youth involvement and minority issues. Support for fundamental rights
remains a priority, with an emphasis on LGBTI rights. The information service
continues to be a very valuable instrument.
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Part II
The final chapter of a publication that describes 25 years of democracy support
of one of the large European political families would not be complete without
some comments regarding the broader debate on the overall impact of
democracy support and the phenomena of democratic backsliding, the
shrinking space for CSOs and the rise of illiberal democracy.
Since the collapse of communism in Europe, a great deal of energy, time and
money has been invested in strengthening the new democracies. Right from
the beginning in 1990s much attention has been given to the development of
stable multi-party systems in terms of legislation, the formulation of
constitutions and the checks and balances necessary for their proper
functioning, including investing in the role and capacity of parliaments. Actually,
the multi-party system was seen as the only viable option even in countries
where it basically remained an empty concept, as for example in Central Asia.
Since most of the countries concerned lacked a democratic tradition and had
hardly any experience with pluralist political systems, they relied on outside
support to help develop them. Assistance to parties was basically twofold: the
non-partisan assistance given to all democratic players and the (direct) support
to parties basically through the European party-political families – bilaterally,
party to party, via their multinational organisations such as the EPP, ALDE and
the PES or through the national party-political foundations from some EU
countries. The assumption was that the new multi-party systems would be based
on the liberal model of democracy with ideological differences and different
voter groups represented by parties.
What has actually been the overall contribution of party-political assistance to
the strengthening of the democratic process? It has certainly stimulated general
acceptance of multi-party systems. Citizens have discovered that by voting for
different parties, they can change governments. Elections have allowed voters
to vent their frustrations. At the same time many of them do not turn up any
longer having lost confidence in party politics. Though it cannot be excluded
altogether, a return to one-party systems has become unlikely, but there are
regrettably parties who have captured the state and control the outcome of
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elections. Much has been invested in the sustainability of parties to help create
more stable political landscapes. Newly established political formations have
profited from outside support, which has taken many forms with a division of
tasks between nonpartisan and political organisations. The assistance has been
very relevant in building up parties and its internal functioning, in helping to
develop substance and setting up youth and women’s organisations, in putting
minority issues on party agenda’s and in emphasising the importance of
informal democracy and the fundamental role of civil society in guarding
democratic rules. There have been successful attempts at multi-party dialogue
to promote consensual debate on major issues.
The picture, after almost 30 years, shows mixed results. In a number of postcommunist countries the formal democratic process actually produced an
anti-democratic backlash that assumed various forms: the rise of extremistpopulists, assaults on minorities, media and non-profit organisations, state
capture and so on. Countries once considered firmly anchored in the democratic
world have slid backwards. It proved harder than expected to entrench
democratic rules and norms in especially the post-Soviet space and at the
moment, it seems that belief in the ultimate triumph of liberal democracy was
not fully justified.
One has to admit that the aid to political parties has not had the expected
outcomes in all the countries involved, positive results elsewhere
notwithstanding. In some of them the democratic culture is still
underdeveloped; political parties are not treated as a vital part of democracy, but
as a means to represent specific (personal) interests; ideology (party
programmes) hardly plays a role and many voters express frustration with the
results of the democratic process. In the meantime, the OSCE and the Council
of Europe have been weakened while the EU – see above – has lost influence,
being less engaged now than it was at the turn of the century.
There are lessons to be learned from past experiences. We have become better
aware of what is needed to make the role of parties in sustaining and furthering
democracy more effective – as both guardians and subjects of competitive party
politics. But they are not the only stakeholders. It takes more than just parties
to sustain a credible multiparty system. And just being liberal is not enough for
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a democracy. Its legitimacy is also linked to output in particular in terms of social
economic equality. And the local context – being different – gets much more
attention these days as does more local ownership which explains the need for
a significant shift from outside democracy promotion to home grown democracy
support.
In its report on the global state of democracy 2017 International IDEA makes
some very important recommendations: Aim at restoring trust in parties.
Enhance their roles in allowing voters to make informed choices so that their
votes matter. Make them the goal instead of the means of resilient parties. Invest
in proper representation of young people and a better gender balance. Tackle
party cartels, authoritarian and nativist trends. Develop appropriate forms of
direct democracy. And finally stand for integrity, transparency and inclusiveness.
There is no fixed model of multiparty democracy. It can vary according to
national traditions or historical circumstances. Local factors are important.
Democracy assistance should be tailored. Democracy is not only a state or
condition but also a continuous process of maintaining and improving it. It
should be a solid construction with adaptable formal and informal rules for
those who live in it.
What finally strikes the onlooker is that while all this is unmistakably taking
place and there is work to do for the defenders of multi-party democracy, both
non-partisan and partisan – Forum type – organisations lack sufficient means
to help start a counteroffensive. This is a challenge for the party-political
families.
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This year’s celebration of 25 years of the
European Forum for Democracy and
Solidarity (EFDS) was the motive to produce
this short history of the organisation. The
European Forum was founded by the
Socialist International (SI) in 1993 at the
instigation of its former president, Willy
Brandt. Its main task would be to help
identify and further develop social democratic parties and movements (potential
future members of the SI) in Central and
Eastern Europe, the Western Balkans and the
countries formerly belonging to the Soviet
Union after the collapse of communism. The
Forum has been a loose collaboration of a
number of European social democratic and
socialist parties, their political foundations,
the Party of European Socialists (PES) and
the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and
Democrats (S&D) in the European Parliament. It has also received support from
FEPS, the European social democratic thinktank, as well. In order to allow the Forum to
make critical assessments of parties and the
context in which they operated, the Forum
was set up as an informal, flexible and independent mechanism, which it still is.

