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   Civic and Political Participation

   Introduction

The actual manifestations of civil and political participation are listed among core standards of evaluating the role and position of youth in any country. We can have a full view of youth participation based on the rate of their involvement in the process of decision-making on state and local government level. Youth participation level is also determined by the leverages they have on the institutions implementing policies of critical importance. These problems are closely related to the activities realized by certain bodies and institutions, as well as to national traditions of the society concerning political and civic participation. The institutions dealing with the issue of  participation are political parties, NGOs, trade unions, students’ unions and other youth associations, as well as mass media which are the main instruments ensuring youth participation. The traditions and peculiarities define youth involvement in electoral process and voting culture, in various mass actions, in exercising their right to obtain information in the traditional approach to settling gender issues.

The issue of youth civic participation is one of the critical problems in the frameworks of Governmental policy on youth affairs. It is mainly realized by financial support allocated for youth programs implementation /in fiscal budget there is a special provision for NGO financing/. The role of the adjunct governmental body /Youth Council/ is specially highlighted. In spite of the fact that this is an advisory body, it plays an important role in outlining and assessing the youth policy priorities.

In our present day reality very controversial and adversarial approaches circulate in the society on civic and political involvement of youth.

These approaches are classified accordingly into several groups.

So called “optimistic” approach supporters claim that youth involvement level is present in many state, economical, cultural and social programs. Through participation in governmental administration, in political and civil organizations youth exercises its right be involved in the decision making on local and national level.

Optimists are fully satisfied with the role of youth in the society and consider any major changes insignificant. This stand is typical of youth with the lack of political orientation and the youth sector with a stable and well-paid job. Among these people we may list also the youth members of pro-governmental political parties.

         In recent period “conformist” youth is separated from the group of optimists. They consider the position of youth in the society as of “little importance” and “with no special status”.

The “Protesters” are convinced that youth doesn’t display political and civic participation equal to its potential. Youth ceased to be an influential factor and turned into a tool for delivering services for special group benefits. The overwhelming majority of youth underestimate its participation in different spheres of social life. According to  

“Protesters” youth are driven out of decision making processes and don’t have    leverages to influence the activity of the institutions which elaborate and implement national policy. It should be noted that the proportion representation rate of ”Protesters” is rather  high in our society. This group comprises rural inhabitants, unemployed young people, some members of NGOs and political parties.

      This is as a relative classification, which doesn’t imply the complex and systematized approach on youth political and civic participation and its reflection in the society life. At the same time it provides us with an opportunity to get the notion on the role of youth and the impact it has in the society. 

 Civic Participation (NGOs, trade-unions, student associaltions and clubs)

   Civic participation of youth is organized by both formal /NGOs, student unions, in some cases also mass media, trade unions/ and informal institutions /youth clubs and groups/.

   In Armenia this institutions are in different stage of development and as a result their role in the formation of civic society is estimated according to their role in this sphere.

From this point of view NGOs are in a little bit better condition than student unions. 

NGOs
   Our perception of NGOs role and importance got visualized in post Soviet period. Prior to this period NGOs were established just like demonstrative organizations and mainly delivered services.

  After Armenia got independence NGOs activities reinvigorated. Their functions are regulated by the law “On non-governmental organizations” adopted on December 4, 2001. 

NGO s may have an exclusive role:

· In raising public awareness level and in providing alternative information

· In protecting the interests of vulnerable and underprivileged groups

· In the sphere of human rights and freedoms defense

· In combating corruption

· In spreading educational and democratic values.

   In addition to the above mentioned activities NGOs are also engaged in exercising public control which is realized in the framework of various national programs and action plans.

  It should be stated with confidence that many young leaders and managers got their qualifications due to their activities in NGOs. For many of them NGOs become institutions for socialization through which they keep themselves informed on global issues, on values of democracy. The NGOs have a substantial share in the sphere of non-formal education, in delivering alternative information, in promoting the further development of peoples’   skills and capacities.

 Regardless of all these achievements the NGO community infrastructure is far from being complete.

 It is noteworthy that a very small percentage of youth trust NGOs. The sociological polling conducted in the frames of ,,National Youth report,, indicated that only 7.2 percent of youth bear trust in the NGO activities. The index is a bit higher compared to political organizations and trade unions /5% and 6.4% respectively/.

 However, NGO community provides sufficient opportunity for goal-oriented and efficient civic participation, though in most cases it doesn’t coordinate and lead the civic participation process. With regard to this we face the decrease of NGOs role in mobilizing and leading the civic society. This in its turn provides governmental and private institutions with an opportunity to circumvent the civil society institutions.

  NGOs should play an important role in youth involvement process. First and foremost it is determined by NGOs mission, target goals and objectives. Problems are numerous in this sphere and they require clear-cut solutions.

   In this respect we prioritize:

· Provision of NGOs involvement in the programs aimed at youth problems 

· Institutionalization of volunteering, which implies coordination of volunteering and creation of the appropriate legal field /Law on volunteering/. This problem is closely related to civic participation and lies in the domain of NGOs activities

· Forming coalitions among NGOs around the problems of top priority. Coalitions with diverse interests and affiliations can function more efficiently, as they may involve not only NGOs but mass media representatives and trade union representatives as well

· NGOs should more often and more actively launch campaigns aimed at protecting the interests of their beneficiaries. 

   Trade-Unions

Trade unions play an important role in any civilarchic society as they contribute to the full establishment of civil society and social state
, to the protection of labor and social interests, rights and freedoms of people. This is mainly determined by the fact that trade unions are based on “objective groups” with a clearly defined social background. This factor either often politicizes trade unions or makes them settle their problems by applying political methods.

 Unlike the USA and other European countries /Great Britain, Germany, France/where many trade-unions were formed
 in the 19 century, in Armenia the first trade unions were organized during the times of Soviet rule. On February 6, 1921 the Council of trade unions of RA was formed. The Council united 16.000 workers and office clerks. Now this council is called the Confederation of Armenian trade unions.

In the times of Soviet rule trade unions were part of Communist Party centralized

Governance, therefore they didn’t play any significant role in the protection of employees’ labor and social rights.

In the first period of the independence the trade unions retained the inertia of former activity and were involved in new social and economic processes /market economy, private property, unemployment, redundant jobs, poverty, investments. The trade unions were incapable to face new challenges and had to cancel their activity.

After Armenia got independent on a law “On trade Unions” was adopted, the law “On payment” was passed, and the Labor code was adopted only recently on November 9, 2004 /the soviet Labor code was in force so far/. The law “On trade unions” defines the formation and dismissal of trade unions, which stipulates the  trade union foundation procedure.

 According to Labor code the collective agreement between the employer and the employees involved in the trade union of the given organization may be signed. This agreement gives trade unions an opportunity to protect their members’ rights more efficiently. However, the lack of trade union movement recognition and acceptance has resulted in the crisis embedded in general perception of trade unions in our society.

In rapidly evolving market economy trade unions are unable to secure the efficient protection of employees’ rights and interests. Trade unions do not have leverages to fight employers’ voluntary actions. They are also unable to ensure dynamic control over social protection implementation and to hold negotiations on work agreements. In this respect the creation of “State Labor Control Agency” became the issue of utmost importance. Polls reveal that only 6.4% of the interviewed have trust in trade unions, while 80.2 percent do not trust them at all.

  This data is also verified by experts. 8 of 12 experts disregard the activities of trade unions. They think that low rating of trade unions is determined by uncontrolled labor market, imperfect legislation, and lack of cooperation between “government-employers -trade unions”. According to experts polling only one of the 8 experts assesses youths’ rights to work as “protected”. In spite of negative perception in the society, recently some progress was observed in the activities of trade unions. The vivid example of it was the activity of “Havat”/Trust/ NGO which was formed as a counterweight to NGO functioning in “Armentel” company and engaged in protecting employers’ interests. ”Havat” NGO proved its efficiency in defending employees’ rights.

Student entities and clubs

Formation of self-regulated student bodies

in higher education establishments

With the collapse of the Soviet Union Komsomol which was responsible for regulating student life in higher education establishments also ceased to exist. After about a 3-4 year pause student councils (SC)  were created on the initiative of  students which were self-governed bodies representing the concerns and interests of students.

Student councils at the state universities of the Republic of Armenia were mainly formed in the period of 1993-95 which was rather a hard time for the country. However, it is due to mention that the student movement of those times was marked with considerable potential; the nation-wide movement of previous years being still vividly remembered, the civil involvement and responsibility of youth was on a high level.

The structure of the student councils being created was different, depending on the number of students of the given college or university but those entities were formed by the indirect vote of students. Selected representatives of faculties, courses or other student bodies elected a leader or president of the faculty/university.

An important issue that has been solved up to this day is that of the legal status of student councils. They are essentially social organisations but are not registered as such according to a legislative procedure and actually,  they do not have the status of NGO. Student councils are a structural unit of higher educational institutions and lack the status of a separate legal entity, which results in the inability of SC-s to use state legal mechanisms, and particularly to represent and protect the legal rights and interests of their members in court (for example, to take a case related to the university system to court, when that is the legal right of every student or citizen).  The present status does not allow to have a separate bank account (at present, all kinds of  financial transactions can be made through the higher educaiton establishment and only on the agreement of its administration), it restricts the liberties of the entity, impedeng the cooperation with international and donor organisations, etc. 

In the initial stage social programmes realised by student councils were more effective; various conferences and cultural projects were  organised. 

It should be mentioned that afterwards (1998-2000ÃÃ.) the role of SCs as of entities providing student participation in university/college management processes was more highlighted when clear mechanisms were established and approved by RA law “On higher and post-graduate educaiton. It followed the RA law “On education”, which clearly defined 25% of students for constituting a part of the administrative bodies
 in higher educational establishments.  

   After the period of the  formation of Student Councils students’ scientific unions restarted their activity which had been active at some universities/colleges during the Soviet times and had closed down during 1988-91. The main objective of these organizations was to contribute to the educational, scientific and spiritual development of students. In the student life of higher educational institutions an important role was also played by Student trade-unions. Student trade-unions had existed  since the Soviet times and afterwards they continued their activity under the momentum of the previous totalitarian regime, functioning in almost all higher educational institutions and in some institutions they replaced the Student Councils. The strong side of the student trade-unions was their legal status and the existence of certain financial means. Afterwards, however, student trade-unions were liquidated /abolished/ merging the university workers’ (lecturers’) association.

It is due to mention that in private higher educational establishments student organizations were formed much later than those of state universities/colleges, and in many private higher educational establishments such entities still do not exist or their activity is only of formal character, especially when it comes to students’ participation in the administrative processes of the institution.  

The student councils of state universities and colleges have made many attempt  (since 1994) to create a republican unifying institution. The establishment of such an institutions would definitely strengthen SC-s, strengthen their position in higher educational establishemnts representing a civiliarchic legitimacy standard 
 of those organizations and would highlight the general role and significance of student councils. However, almost none of the efforts was crowned with success in the long run. Such efforts were often politicalized and attempts were made to use these initiatives for limited group interests. 

It should be mentioned that student bodies played a great and in some way a decisive role in the foundation of the Armenian Naitonal Youth Council (1997). 

The development and activity of student organizations played a great role in influencing the establishment of youth policy in Armenia. Preceding the formation of youth NGO-sector they proved an actual incentive in the sphere of “organised youth”. Until 2000-2001 many important actors in the youth sphere of both state and social sectors were the building blocks in the formation and development of student entities in  different state institutions of higher education.
          Students and student organisations  

By entering a higher educaitonal establishment students get the opportunity to participate in the elections of and to be elected to student councils. Their membership in these student bodies depends on the level of their motivation, experience as well as on their civic stance. 

The conducted survey gave a somewhat clear picture of the main motive of students for studying in higher educational edtablishments. Only 46% of the questioned students mentioned that their main motive was acquiring high educational qualification which should generally be the domineering function of higher educational establishments. It is obvious that this situation is rather distorting for people’s natural perception of university life. 

The main motives of students for studying 

1. Hold a position in future

2. Acquiring higher qualification 

3. Acquiring a certain social status 

4. Having interesting relations
    Meanwhile, a major problem that students face in our days is that of education fees, the quality of education, as well as social issues. For some objective reasons student councils nowadays are not able to solve the above-mentioned problems which explains why they cannot have a big number of members. 

The results of surveys conducted in different state institutions of higher education indicate that a considerable number of students are not actually aware of activities organised and carried out by the student councils of their institutions or of the process of their formation. 

According to the results of surveys most students are rather unhappy with the fact that SC leaders tend to have political party affiliation. According to many observers, there is not even a balance in this respect since the political affiliation of SC leaders is strictly biased: there is no student council in any of the state educational establishments with a leader adhering to the views of or affiliating with opposition parties in the political spectrum. This situation is made more intense by the prevailing negative attitude of students towards political parties (no one of the 107 questioned students trusts any of the political parties existing in the country). 

According to some observations student councils have lost their former role and have turned into a kind of appendage of the administrations of their respective establishments and in some cases the president of a student council can fill the post of the assistant of university rector at the same time. On the backdrop of all the above mentioned how can the leaders of student councils manage the body of students or protect students’ interests when in certain cases students may need to show tough opposition to their university administration, organizing mass protests demonstrations, etc. 

Only 35% of the students who participated in the quastionnare gave a positive answer to the question about becoming member of their student council or student club and 39.5% have ever participated in some event organized by their student council. Students’ awareness of the activities and initiatives of their student councils is also low. 

Here another example is worthwile to mention: in 2004 a plan concerning the system of higher education was being developed according to which male students doing bachelor’s would have to join the army on graduating from the university and continue their studies in the master’s only after fulfilling military service. The initiative provoked indignation and met a lot of opposition among students who were actually led not by student councils but by formal and non-formal groups. 

This situation comes to prove the following: tha wide masses of students are not sufficiently motivated to get involved in the activities of self-governed student bodies and do not see SC-s as protectors of their interests.

      Political Participation
 Organized political participation is carried out mainly by political parties. Their main function and aim is society’s political socialization, proposing political leaders, spreading political values, satisfaction of their member’s interests, coming to power legally to promote their political programs etc.

 In Armenia there is mostly negative attitude towards political parties because of          the following reasons:
  First, there is dominating the point of view, according to which political parties have no connection with society, and are not aware of society’s needs.They remember society only during election campaigns and give them many promises.
    There is serious unequity between the political parties programmes and true actions.
Political parties do not fulfill the important function of promoting new leaders. Actually new generation this way looses its chances to have active political life. In 2003 in  the elections to National Assembly only 5 deputies were elected from youth, and only 2 of them represent political parties. 

Among 80 political parties acting in Armenia only 30 have youth organizations which is an evidence that the most part of youth sees its political promotion outide political parties.

      Polls conducted show that  only 3.6% of youth is a member of a political party and only 5%  trusts in poloitical parties.
Moreover, among abscenteits there are many young people, which is due to following problems:

· not intersted in politics anyhow, 

· do not consider their one voice decisive,

· do not trust in transparant elections at  all.
  
Democracy in higher educational establishments
Another important question is connected with ensuring the sustainable generation change in SC-s and the organization and realization of democratic elections. During the past 6-7 years no traditions were developed in this respect. The leaders and active members of student councils do not have relevant skills and experience for carrying out necessary activities but these skills can be developed at various sessions, seminars and through non-formal educaiton. 
Before 2005 representatives of students had the opportunity of participating in the elections of different officials of their higher educational establishment (head of department, dean, rector) due to SC-s, but this had merely a symbolic nature. At the end of 2005 when the requirement of the laws “On education” and “On higher and post-graduate education” took effect defining 25% student participation in the overall system of university/college administrations the student councils acquries a new role and greater significance. Representatives of students participate in the elections of such supreme officials of university administrative bodies as the Head of University Council and the rector. However, it should be mentioned that in some institutions of higher education students’ participation in these kind of elections had only formal nature but in other establishments (when there was serious struggle between two different candidates), on the other hand, students’ vote played a decisive role. This fact will be a basis for improving administration-SC relations in future. 

How will this “privilege” help student organizations? Student councils being still not fully developed and backed by a suffiecient number of members become a crucial circle used by the members of administration who try to preserve their posts due to the undemocratic conditions in the country. The results of faculty SC elecitons are greatly influenced by the decision of the respective deans which phenomenon does not get due response and attention from the part of students. 

In these conditions it is not difficult for deans and administratie bodies to manipulate and control the representatives of student councils and in institutions with a relatively small number of students – the entire process of SC formation. The  further development of this situation according to the mentioned scenario will reduce students to utterly losing their confidence in student councils.

One of the main types of student organization activities consists in holding various events. Here let us touch upon the problem of how would students prefer their leisure to be organised. 

The results of the conducted surveys gave a more or less clear picture of the preferable ways of leisure organisation for students. At leisure they mostly prefer to listen to music (46.7%), read (20.6%), watch TV (13.1%), spend their time in Internet clubs (10.3%), bars, cafe’s (9.3%) (by the way, in Internet clubs students prefer to play net games and talk in “Chats”).  Against the backdrop of the above-mentioed activities,  concerts, festivals and other cultural events become special interests while scientific events, discussion of various topics and seminars become the domain of the limited elite of students. 

The status of student clubs in institutions of higher education is rather uncertain. These clubs are created by groups of enterprising students who hold identical views and they disappear shortly after having carried out certain activities. Such clubs generally bring students together according to certain interests. They are generally established under the patronage of some entities existing in their institute of higher education (SC, SSA, department or other). 

According to the order prescribed by the legislation, it is rather difficult for the registered NGO-s (club, union, etc.) that have a status of legal entity to organize their activities inside higher educational establishments; special obstacles are intentionally created on their way since their legal status mekes them extremely independent. 

In 1998 the Pan-Armenian Youth Fund was established (PAYF), which shows considerable support to self governed student budies. The Pan-Armenian Youth Fund had a crucial role in the development of student councils and in  supporting their initiatives through unprecedented financial assistance which was delivered through the administrations of the respective institutions in view of certain circumstances.

With regard to private institutions of higher education, it should be mentioned that there are practically /actually/ no self-governed student bodies in those establishments  and they are still in the stage of formation. Many rectors of private universities believe that higer educational establishment is a private property and they are not interested in the participation of students, for example, in the administrative processes of their institutions. 

Summary

In the present situation it is essential to undertake urgent measures towards vitalising and developing healthy SC-s. It is necessary to clearly define a higher status for student councils (probably through developing proposals for giving them a status of legal entity), create (alternative) funding sources for these students’ bodies independent of the administrations of their higher educational establishments and political party institutions. In order to improve the status of student councils it is necessary to overcome the opposition of university administrative bodies and implement certain legislative reforms.

First and foremost, the leadership responsibilities of SC leaders should be clearly delineated, these leaders should be provided with sufficient knowledge and skills for carrying out relevant activities. Their skills should focus on motivating students, spreading democratic values, organizing activities in a proper way as well as many other things. Special training sessions should be organized for the leaders and active members of student bodies. 

A critical factor for the development of student organizations is also internaitonal integration and cooperation. With this the spectrum of overall activities will be expanded, additional funding sources will be created, tha involvement of students in the activities of these organizaitons will be enhanced, they will acquire a higher level of independence.

There are over 4000 NGOs registered in the Ministry of Justice of RA. Surely, not all of them are acting entities. The evaluation process was not thorough enough, but superficial assessment states that among the NGOs registered there are many in action and also many formal NGOs (NGO personality or gongos). The assessment incorporates 800-1000 active NGOs representing mainly social, human rights’ protection, ecology, women, refugees, disabled, education and youth spheres and the core issues pertaining to these spheres. Youth NGOs is one of the most representative and active components of NGO sector. 








Trade unions can represent and protect workers rights and interests. If there is no trade union in the organization the function of right protection can be passed to a corresponding local or regional trade-union (RA Labor Code, article 23).








Trade unions are the institutions of civil society. They have “competing” organizations such as businessmen and employers unions. Trade Unions and employers act in join cooperation which in certain cases turns into adversity. The trade Union activity is a critical component in the process of increasing the human factor proportion in the labor market and in working relationships.








STUDENT COUNCILS 


Student Council, Students’ Council, Student Union - elected self-governed bodies of students in higher education establishments. These provide students’ participation in the decision-making processes concerning the institution where they study, protect the rights of students, contribute to the solution of social issues, support to the realization of educational, scientific and cultural programmes and the organization of leisure. 





STUDENT SCIENTIFIC ASSOCIATIONS  (SSA)





Voluntary, representative, self-governed elected bodies of students (young scientists) and research students in higher educational establishments.  The main objective is to contribute to the creative-scientific and spiritual development of students. 


The first SSA in RA was founded at the Yerevan State University of the Republic of Armenia in 1947. After the declaration of independence of Armenia it was again the first to restart its activity in Yerevan State University in 1996. 











�	  See A. Aleksanyan 2005.    Civiliarchic democracy. Yerevan, p 99-104


�	 See Schoenhoven, Klaus 1987: Die deutschen Gewerkschaften. Suhrkamp, S.7-18, Eisenberg, Chrisiane 1986: Deutsche und englische Gewerkschaften. Goettingen, S.11-20.


�	 It is due to mention that before the enactment of the respective law, this principle was provided by the former statute in YSU, according to which 15% of student participation in university administrative body’s (University Council) activities was allowed.
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