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The Revolution of Dignity and the war in the Donbas have underscored just 
how important a role civil society plays in Ukraine. On one hand, those tragic 
events spurred the establishment of many powerful new civil society organi-
zations (CSOs) across the country. On the other, they showed up the weak-
nesses that still need to be worked on.

For instance, among government institutions, unified territorial commu-
nities or UTCs enjoy one of the highest levels of trust among ordinary Ukraini-
ans. However, the institutional capacity and professional development of spe-
cialists in this sphere need real improvement.

This is felt very keenly in eastern and southern Ukraine. With the start of 
the war, many community activists simply abandoned these regions, while 
new organizations are only now beginning to stand on their feet. What’s 
more, eastern and southern oblasts are being bombarded by Russian and 
pro-Russian media, which is another factor that stifles local activism.

At the end of 2020, the East Europe Foundation began to implement an 
annual program whose purpose was to raise institutional capacity among 
UTCs in Donetsk, Luhansk and Kherson Oblasts, and to foster a higher level 
of engagement of the local population in resolving problems in their regions. 
The program ended up being called the Civic Leadership Academy.

A total of 170 local activists were selected to participate in the program. 
They either already had experience in activism or they had plans to engage 
in it. The comprehensive 6-month program covered thinking strategically, 
using e-democracy instruments, managing projects, communicating, work-
ing in advocacy, and many other skills. In addition, students at the Academy 
learned how to join forces, form coalitions, develop joint projects, raise funds 
for such projects, and generally bring ideas to life.

In this way, we hoped to develop serious community assets in eastern and 
southern Ukraine: leaders who would continue to unite people to resolve social 
issues, establish dialog within communities, and embody democratic values.

How did it turn out? Read the stories of graduates from the Academy 
program and judge for yourselves.

Author: Yulia Hudozhnyk

This material was produced by the East Europe Foundation under the 
Civic Leadership Academy program, which is being jointly implement-
ed with Internews Ukraine, with support from USAID’s Democratic 
Governance in Eastern Ukraine project. The opinions and conclusions 
expressed in this paper are not necessarily those of the East Europe 
Foundation, USAID or the Government of the United States of America.
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Liudmyla Absava:  
“The Academy spurred me 
to start moving”

Liudmyla came to the 
Academy because she 
loves to keep learning.

After her stint at the Civic Leadership Academy, Liudmyla Absava ran the first ecofestival 
called Kherson Zero Waste for the first time in her life. Right now, she’s preparing an advocacy 
project to get the city of Kherson to start instituting the European principles of “zero waste.” 
The City could become one of the first Zero Waste Cities in Ukraine.

For Liudmyla Absava, who runs a community organization called “Global View,” focusing exclu-
sively on environmental issues and setting such ambitious goals for herself in this area is something 
new. Until not long ago, she worked with young people on a number of issues: human rights, inclu-
siveness and environmental awareness. But after participating in various events at the Academy, she 
understood that this was the one area she wanted to focus on. “The Academy pushed me to deepen 
my knowledge specifically in this area,” Liudmyla says, “and to spread these ideas in our city.

Story #1

Kherson Zero Waste
Indeed, the first major step to promoting such ideas in Kherson 
was holding the Kherson Zero Waste ecofestival. It was organized 
by a coalition called “Ecofriendly_I” that came together during the 
course at the Academy. Even though the pandemic forced the fes-
tival to be postponed several times, in the end it did take place—
and in the format that the coalition team had envisioned it.

The festival involved five sites based on the 5R zero waste 
movement: refuse (the superfluous), reduce (the necessary), re-
use, repurpose, and recycle. Those who attended were able to 
learn more about the processes at each site, to participate in mas-
ter classes, and to win eco-gifts. For the first time, it was here that 
the signatures of Khersonites were collected on a petition to have 
their city join the international Zero Waste Cities program.

During the four hours of the festival, more than 400 peo-
ple went through all of the 5R zero waste sites. This was far more 
than the activists had expected. “Members of the Zero Waste Lviv 
NGO joined us at the festival and they could see for themselves 
that we’re pretty serious about what we’re doing,” says Liudmy-
la. “Thanks to this, we are now part of the Zero Waste Ukraine Alli-
ance and we have no intention of slowing down.”

One aspect of the festival that meant a lot to Liudmyla Absava 
was that it brought together all the generations, from the young-
est to the oldest. What’s more, it was supported by both medical 
professionals, who set up a medical waste disposal site, and repre-
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The festival brought 
together all generations, 

from the youngest to 
the oldest.

A shower of gifts
The festival was one result of studying at the Civic Leadership Academy. Liudmyla applied because 
she loves to keep learning. Having experience teaching, studying abroad and managing large proj-
ects, she says that she was still impressed by the way the teaching was organized at the Academy. 
“Supposedly we’re all educated, we’ve completed a lot of projects and seen a lot, but here I gained 
so much that was new,” she admits.

She calls her Academy experience a “shower of gifts.” Why? Because her coalition “Ecofriend-
ly_I” received a grant to hold the ecofestival in Kherson, her NGO was given a communication 
voucher to set up an identity and brandbook, and Liudmyla herself was provided with individual 
coaching after the Academy course finished. “This kind of support, including funding and coaching, 
has given us the resources to develop further even after we finish at the Academy,” she says.

Life after the Academy
Forming the Ecofriendly_I coalition and running the Kherson Zero Waste Festival inspired the 
team to start an advocacy campaign to get Kherson to join the international Zero Waste Cities pro-
gram and get the necessary certification. “The Academy made me understand that you can’t just 
depend on activists and volunteers,” says Liudmyla. “It’s all fine and well that we want to do every-
thing ourselves, but we need to also press the government to provide the necessary conditions 
and not get in the way.”

The team has already started working on the advocacy project and understands that this is 
a long-term plan. They need to develop the criteria for the city, train the executors, and launch a 
large-scale public awareness campaign, all of which needs plenty of time and patience.

“The impulse to do this came from the Academy,” says Liudmyla. “Without it, there wouldn’t 
have been our ecofestival. We wouldn’t have had the idea to get Kherson to become a ‘zero waste 
city.’ What’s even more important, even after we finished the course, we haven’t said good-bye. The 
process has gone ahead, it’s stable, and it continues.”

sentatives of local businesses, who shared their own practices. The festival coordinator was herself 
quite surprised: “We never thought that we would get this kind of support: civic organizations and 
initiative groups showed up, not only from Kherson, but also from nearby communities.”
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Oleksandr Vasyliev:  
“The level of discussion  
at the Academy amazes 
and inspires me”

Oleksandr is the father 
of 10 foster children. 
He plans to open a 
drumming school for 
orphans and children 
whose parents have lost 
their parental rights.

This activist from Kherson is convinced that he can achieve all his “cosmic” plans by exchang-
ing knowledge and experience.

Oleksandr Vasyliev has 10 foster kids. He found out about the Civic Leadership Academy from 
the president of the All-Ukrainian Association of Foster Parents. “I was a bit skeptical, to be honest, 
because I had attended a number of different schools of this type with little to show for it,” Oleksan-
dr recalls. “But here, the very first lesson was a pleasant surprise.”

Once he saw the value of the knowledge that the Academy offers, Oleksandr shared the invi-
tation to join the program with his colleagues at the Foster Parents Association in Kherson Oblast. 
And although only a few of them completed the program with him, the organization has already 
gained the impetus to expand.

“The knowledge that we are getting here is giving us confidence and inspiring us to new 
achievements,” says Oleksandr. “We’ve already put together an action plan for the future—especial-
ly to do with relations with the government.”

Fighting for rights
Oleksandr began working with the government when he first 
became a foster dad. He talks about how he had no clue what 
a challenge this would be. In Ukraine, there’s no tradition of ac-
cepting orphans into your family, while the orphanage system is 
very poor and is unable to provide children with the necessary 
upbringing. “Few people understand that if you don’t engage 
with children, when they grow up they will either pay taxes or 
they’ll be sitting in jail,” he explains.

He started studying the law and defending the rights of foster 
parents with local government. This led to a positive breakthrough 
and an entire delegation from the oblast came to see him to learn 
from his experience and collaborate. At that point, Oleksandr be-
gan to encourage other foster parents to familiarize themselves 
with the law, something they had not done previously.

Today, Oleksandr Vasyliev’s clearly pleased with the result: 
government officials began to listen to the activist more and 
more, both at the local and at the national level, and to introduce 
much-needed amendments to laws. “It inspires me when peo-
ple at the ministry ask what the situation is like and what other 
changes are still needed to improve things,” he admits.

Story #2
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Oleksandr and 
his family.

A “cosmic” idea
What impressed him the most at the Academy was an online modular course in Kharkiv Oblast. There, 
he was able to converse live with colleagues from across the country and to see how a single dream 
can grow to be an entire movement and a full-fledged organization. This inspired him to an idea of 
his own: to open a drumming school for orphans and children whose parents have lost their parental 
rights. These kids are being raised in family-style orphanages and with foster families in Kherson.

“At first I thought that this was a bit cosmic, way out of reach, as an idea,” Oleksandr admits. “I 
share this idea with the project coach, Halyna Potopalska, and she supported me. That was a real 
for me.” Oleksandr himself has played drums since he was a kid and believes firmly that playing a 
musical instrument not only helps children to develop, but also sets them up for success when they 
become adults.

“Learning music and rhythm is no different than learning another language,” he explains. The 
drumming school will give kids and teens the opporwtunity to join forces and create something 
new independently. Oleksandr says that they just need the motivation and a place to collaborate.

For now, Oleksandr has written up part of his plan and is continuing to work on it. The process is 
progressing at intervals because, as the activist explains, when you have 10 kids, then there’s always 
some fire you have to put out. It’s hard to find the time to devote to yourself and your ideas alone. Busy 
as he is, Oleksandr has still managed to complete all the Academy’s modules properly. Moreover, he 
continues to participate in conferences and discussions to gain the most knowledge possible.

“I’ve never experienced anything like this before,” he concludes. “It has certainly expanded my 
perspective, while the level of discussion at the Academy amazes and inspires me.”

At one time, Oleksandr did everything on his own. He was running a business and came to the 
conclusion that he was personally responsible for the success or failure of his venture. But when he 
picked up a child who was freezing on the road and became a foster father 20 years ago, his con-
victions began to change. Now he sees clearly that by working together in the All-Ukrainian Associ-
ation of Foster Parents, they can achieve much more than a single individual might. “When people 
come to you in hope and ask you to share your experience with them,” Oleksandr says, “you be-
come part of the change in the entire country.”

Studying at the Academy gave Oleksandr a deeper understanding of how to achieve what he 
wanted in interactions with the government—and the confidence to stick to his position. He tells 
how impressed he has been with the number of community organizations across the country and 
what they have achieved. “The government tries to do everything in the way it’s used to, the way 
things were in the past,” says Oleksandr. “But our job as community activists is to insist that they 
follow the law. After finishing the course at the Academy, I am convinced that ordinary citizens have 
something to say and the government should listen to us.”
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Iryna Vorotnikova:  
“After the Academy,  
you want to get right  
down to things”
This community activist dreams of establishing a settlement outside Mariupol for 78 internally 
displaced families from the occupied territories. The knowledge that she gained from the Civic 
Leadership Academy is already helping her bring this dream to life.

Iryna Vorotnikova is herself Donetsk-born, but with the start of armed conflict, she moved to 
the capital. Here, she works with young people in the International School of Equal Opportunities 
and coordinates the work of the Gender Observatory. But she’s planning to return to Mariupol soon, 
where she will run a separate branch of the organization. Iryna came to the Academy precisely to 
gain knowledge about how to organize work and how to coordinate the setting up of a community 
of IDPs. In the end, though, she gained far more.

Responding to challenges
In addition to her NGO, Iryna has been working on constructing housing for the community of IDPs 
from occupied Donbas. “We’ve managed to finally get a plot of land in the Mariupol united terri-
torial community (UTC),” she explains. “This was a great example of how you don’t need to wait for 
someone to come along and give you something, but you can go out and get it yourself.”

With ambitious goals for the future, she needed practical instruments for achieving those goals. 
That was what made her apply to the Civic Leadership Academy. “When I read how much the pro-
gram was offering, I understood that this was exactly what I needed, with our plans and objec-
tives,” she recalls. “When I got the letter inviting me to the Academy, I’m not ashamed to say that I 
jumped for joy.”

At the Academy, the activist gained enormous new knowledge about how to draft projects, how 
to evaluate them, and how to avoid mistakes. “Everything was handed to us on a silver platter,” she 
said. “All you had to do was take it and do something with it.” Iryna found the communication work-
shops especially valuable. What’s more, within the Academy program, she won a grant to put to-
gether a communication strategy.

Iryna had been wanting for a long time to get some advice on communicating from an expe-
rienced organization. She even had in mind an NGO called “Light of Hope” in Poltava. There, she 
had taken a short course on advocacy earlier and had wanted to deepen her understanding of 
how to write strategic documents. The voucher she received from the Academy made it possible 
for her to finally fulfill this wish: to learn with experts of her choice in Poltava and put together a 
communication strategy.

“Simply learning something is already good,” she says. “But the fact that the Academy also 
makes it possible to win a subgrant during the course is even better.”

Story #3
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Iryna dreams of establishing  
a settlement outside Mariupol  
for 78 displaced families from  

the occupied territories.

A dream of Pryazovia
Before the war began, Iryna had her own travel agency in Donetsk that organized mainly group 
tours. Forced to become an IDP, she says that this gave her solid experience working with people. 
Still, she says, “Tourism is one thing, but when you work with people who have the same intentions, 
the same dreams, it’s quite different.”

Iryna notes that what’s been especially valuable for her at the Academy has been setting up co-
alitions and working in teams. In her current project to set up a community of IDPs, she’s working 
with a broad range of people, but the Academy has taught “how to bring together very diverse peo-
ple in a single organization.”

The coalition Iryna has initiated is called “A Dream of Pryazovia,” referring to the Azov Sea littoral 
region. Four organizations are part of this coalition and their main objective right now is to direct all 
their efforts in a single direction and to learn to collaborate to reach their goals. One thing that has 
really helped the coalition in this has been the support of a coach. Iryna admits that sometimes it’s 
not easy for a team to agree to something, especially when all the individuals are leaders by nature. 
“Our coaches gently redirected us and we learned not to contrast our ideas, but to look for common 
ground and to choose the best option that would reflect our common vision,” she explains.

For Iryna, the Academy provided a platform to start making her dream come true and the direc-
tion she needed to move in became clearer and more obvious. “I’m so impressed by the trainers,” 
the activist says. “They are all experts in their fields and it’s really fantastic to have people working 
with us who really know their stuff, not 
only know the theory but in practice. I 
filled five copybooks with notes!”

During the course at the Academy, 
the coalition prepared two projects for 
a community of 78 families of IDPs. One 
project is to teach people beekeeping 
and to set up an apiary on the property 
the community has obtained. The other 
project is about establishing a commu-
nity association of those who will live to-
gether in this cooperative. “We want to 
set up a community that will be self-sus-
tainable,” Iryna explains. “We’re planning 
for a farming cluster and our own pro-
duction—even though none of us have 
had any prior experience in this.”

The coalition plans to submit to do-
nors the beekeeping project that it 
drafted and worked up with coaches. 
In the near future, members of the IDP 
community will be going on a study 
tour to Israel, to learn from local experi-
ence in setting up clusters. Step by step, 
the Dream of Pryazovia is beginning to 
come true.
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Oksana Kotikova:  
“At the Academy, I finally 
found myself”

Oksana feels really 
happy when she can 
help others.

For this activist from Mariupol, participating in the activities of the Civic Leadership Acade-
my was an opportunity to define her goals and understand what instruments were needed to 
reach them.

For 10 years, Oksana Kotikova worked as a volunteer at the famous Church of St. Petro Mohy-
la in Mariupol. At the beginning of the Euromaidan, the church also began to take care of fighters 
and migrants, providing hot meals and offering psychological support. This experience made Oksa-
na realize that, for her, living for herself was just not enough. She discovered that she only feels tru-
ly happy when she helps others. But the young woman did not know how to help herself until she 
came to the Civic Leadership Academy.

Oksana was really surprised when she received the letter informing her that she had been ac-
cepted to study at the Academy. She had wanted to change something a long time already, but 
what exactly, in what way and how, she had no idea. When she happened across an advertisement 
that the Academy was taking applications for its course, Oksana saw a chance to get the answers 
she really needed. “I read that the Academy had been designed for members of CSOs and I was 

certain that I would be turned down,” she recalls. “After all, who 
was I? Just a volunteer. But I decided to fill out an application any-
way and to be completely honest about things, about who I was 
and what I was looking for.”

The discoveries of learning
The Academy gave the volunteer the push she needed to start her 
own project and put a team together. Herself a teacher by profes-
sion, Oksana says that the CLA is a unique example of the art of 
teaching. “In a very short period of time, we learned such an enor-
mous amount!” she explains. “The curriculum offers unbelievable 
potential for further self-development. This is where I finally un-
derstood who I am, and found myself at last.”

While studying at the Academy, Oksana was able to deter-
mine where she wanted to go now, and how to get there. She 
plans to organize projects for young people in non-occupied 
Donbas and has already established a coalition with other stu-
dents at the Academy. Why specifically for young people? Ok-
sana says these are the future adults of Ukraine who will shape 
the country’s future. She dreams of helping them in a way that 
will change their worldviews. “I really want them to be proud of 
their country, to grow up being real patriots,” Oksana says. “So 

Story #4
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Oksana networks 
together with other 

students at the 
Academy.

Incentive to act
Oksana has begun to draft her grant application for the youth project and says that, whatever hap-
pens, she understands what she wants and is determined to keep moving in that direction. “I will 
be happy when I’m fully engaged in community activism,” she declares. “Now I know that for sure. 
And so I’m going to keep pushing in that direction, to my happiness.”

The support she gets from Academy mentors also gives the young woman confidence and en-
ergy, as does her family. Oksana says that all people should be seen as fellow-travelers who join you 
for a time at a certain stage in your life. But family is those who are always with you, who are your 
rock. “I have plenty of enthusiasm to get things done, as long as everything is ok at home,” says Ok-
sana. “Then there’s something worth fighting for.”

At the same time, she’s convinced that a change in consciousness begins when we expand 
our understanding of what is home. “Home isn’t just the four walls in which we live,” Oksana ex-
plains. “It’s your street, it’s your city, it’s your whole country. So if everything’s good in your town, 
then you feel good, too.” She adds that she is determined to do everything necessary to put the 
lessons of the Academy into practice as quickly as possible. Oksana believes that this will be the 
best way to thank all the instructors at the CLA. “I need to succeed, in order to show that this 
learning changed my awareness, that the team did not invest so much effort in me for nothing,” 
the volunteer concludes.

for me, it was important to find a place where I could acquire the necessary knowledge to make 
this dream come true.”

In addition to knowledge, Oksana also found a team of like-minded individuals, which helped 
her understand why she was not always able to work in a team in the past. At the Academy, she be-
came more aware that just wanting to get results was not enough, that there needed to be emo-
tional maturity and that the unique talents of each individual had to be made use of. Oksana talks 
about her own discoveries while studying. “We all have to understand that each of us is a superhero 
in one thing, and probably not very knowledgeable in something else,” she says. “That’s pretty nor-
mal. It’s also normal to pick the members of a team based on their strongest sides.”
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Maryna Oliynyk:  
“The Civic Leadership 
Academy was the discovery 
of the year for me”

Maryna believes 
that we can never 
stop working on 
ourselves.

The director of the cultural department of the military-civilian administration and of the 
“7th Story” student theater in Sloviansk, Maryna has often taken courses on the side. Still, 
the Civic Leadership Academy was a real breakthrough for her.

With nearly 20 years’ experience in the civic sector, Maryna Oliynyk is convinced that you can 
never stop improving yourself. “You need to keep learning in order to maintain a competitive ad-
vantage,” she explains. For her, the Academy became both a platform for professional growth and 
an experience that has allowed her to move beyond the limits of Sloviansk and find like-minded 
people in other oblasts.

One of the features of the Academy is the formation of coalitions among students from differ-
ent cities. “When they suggested that we join forces, I couldn’t understand how to do this,” Maryna 
recalls. “It’s not very easy to understand who’s who, when you see people only on a screen.”

What helped select colleagues was a discussion about the challenges facing different cities. 
An activist from Soledar talked about the fact that his city had no space where young people might 

get involved in music. “I then heard something that resonated 
with me: young people, music, culture,” Maryna says. “And I de-
cided I wanted to form a coalition with him.”

And so it started with two people. Later, Maryna invited four 
more people from Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson and Dnipropetro-
vsk Oblasts to join them. And that’s how the Salt Boom coalition 
came to be.

From idea to action
“Getting together is one thing, but starting to work on an idea is 
a very different matter,” smiles Maryna. The coalition decided to 
begin organizing and running a Salt Boom art festival. Maryna 
points out that precisely because of the support they got from 
one of the coaches, Yulia Medviedieva, they were able to accom-
plish what they had set out to do: to put together and defend 
their project. “We had a few meetings, which meant we went to 
defend the project both motivated and prepared,” says Maryna.

Thanks to the coach and to what they had learned at the 
Academy, the team was able to organize their idea more effec-
tively and distribute responsibilities among themselves. One per-

Story #5
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The Salt Boom art 
residencies brought 

together artists from all 
corners of Ukraine. The 

team that was formed at 
the Academy wants to 

make it an annual event.

The Academy’s biggest value
Working in a group was also a memorable learning experience for Maryna. “We’re all natural lead-
ers and managers, all of us have plenty of experience under our belts,” she notes. “So when it’s 
time for us work together to tackle an objective, it’s very interesting to observe how each of us be-
haves.” For her, the most valuable benefit of the Academy was the opportunity to connect with 
members of other NGOs.

Maryna also thinks learning about gender approaches and communication was especially im-
portant. It was the first time she had listened to the module on gender issues in community work 
and says that this was a real surprise for her. “I never had anything to do with gender approaches in 
the civil sector, so it was very useful for me to hear this,” Maryna says.

But the training in communication was a real breakthrough for her, because in the past she had 
only provided information to journalists when asked. At the Academy, she first began to really un-
derstand how to invite the press, how to make such events interesting for them, and how to work 
with journalists on an ongoing basis.

Maryna is very glad that, even though the course has ended, the contacts she made are still 
active. She often bumps into her fellow “Academics” at other learning events. This creates a feel-
ing that she knows people everywhere and that it’s possible to do something original with people 
whom you already know and trust. In addition, this continuing self-development keeps her in form 
and helps her demonstrate to the community that she’s not just treading water. “The Academy was 
the discovery of the year for me,” Maryna concludes. “I’ve already been able to apply what I learned 
both in the civil and in the public sector.”

son handled finances, another handled the media, and a third worked on the program. But be-
cause the festival was slated for Sloviansk, where only Maryna lived, the main part of the work of 
getting things arranged fell to her in the end. “It would have been a lot simpler if we were all from 
the same town,” she admits. “But each of our coalition members has unique experience, so they 
were all able to bring something new to Sloviansk.”

The result of this joint work was a five-day festival called the Salt Boom art residency, where art-
ists from all corners of Ukraine joined forces to make something together. “This was a great experi-
ence for both me personally and for the city,” says Maryna. “I’ve started calling the festival my sec-
ond child!” After their successful launch in Sloviansk, the team that was formed at the Academy 
wants to make the Salt Boom an annual event. The purpose is to gradually show the east to other 
regions of Ukraine and to “stitch” the country into a single whole through culture and common ac-
tions. Next year, the festival will take place in Soledar.


