AUC Dialog: A Free Voice of Ukrainian Cities

Free access to information and free expression of one's own vision of events is a cornerstone of democracy. Equally important in this respect is also openness and transparency of operation of both government and non-governmental organizations in any area of national life. It is these factors that are defining the level of trust on the part of the society. The worldwide network of the Internet is presently the most powerful tool for assuring all these conditions. Every person, irrespective of his/her status and living standards, can be sure to find here the required information or express his/her thoughts and opinions.

Even though the Internet is a more independent and accessible mass medium compared to newspapers and magazines, many official websites practice control over information for its compliance with organization's key policies. Of course, this cannot be avoided in case of a government agency or political party. Non-governmental organizations, on the other hand, are created specifically for translating public opinion on diverse aspects of everyday life, certain events, and political decisions, depending on their profile. Sometimes, the manifestation of public opposition to the state’s official policies exerts certain influence on decision making. This is what the participatory democracy is about.

The events of last autumn in Ukraine are a vivid example of that. Citizen protests against shameless manipulation of their choice have acquired a critical mass and created a revolutionary situation. Now, the entire world knows about the “Orange Revolution”. It will take a long time for experts from various countries to analyze the factors of influence, contributions of political forces, likelihood of similar developments in other countries. However, the role of mass media cannot be overestimated here. At that time, the society felt an acute need for reliable and honest coverage of events, which were happening both on the Kyiv’s main square and in government. Even those, previously “not politicized”, common people in Ukrainian cities and villages were watching closely the developments and were trying to support the “revolutionaries” in any possible manner, or else express the opposite opinion (to be fair, one has to admit that there were also those who trusted the other party among the people. But that is another story.) It is at that time, that either dependence or independence of each of the media outlets, including newspapers, TV channels, magazines, and news websites, has become obvious.

Non-governmental organizations and associations did not stay outside of events. Using their own websites they tried to disseminate impartial information about the real state of affairs and present opinion of citizens about the events. We would like to tell here about the role of the AUC Dialog, a website of the Association of Ukrainian Cities, considering its unique structure and information capabilities.

However, here is some history first.


The Association of Ukrainian Cities was established in 1992 by 35 mayors who were also members of Parliament (which the law allowed at that time). Organization's main tasks at that time were set as advocacy of local self-government, promotion of democratic development of Ukraine, economic development of local communities (cities and villages). The Association kept growing, with more and more cities joining in, experiencing an increasing need for advocacy of their rights, and fully fledged information support in the area of local self-government. AUC had as many as 250 members in 1998. Its role in local government advocacy and legislative processes has increased. It has become a respected and widely known organization both in Ukraine and abroad. Built on democratic principles, the Association followed the principles of openness and transparency, continuously disseminating information about its activities among member cities, government circles, and mass media. Equally important was also implementation of its statutory task of providing information services to its member cities, including legislative monitoring, consultations, advice, experience sharing, etc. It should be noted here that traditional means of communication (postal mail, telephone, fax) were becoming insufficient. It is at that time that upon initiative of AUC's Executive Director, Myroslav Pittsyk, the Association leadership decided to create their own webpage. Developed by the staff of Association's Executive Office, the website contained information about organizational history, structure, current activities, etc. It was a traditional website managed by a specially appointed person. It is at that time, that AUC started to use the website for disseminating announcements about meetings, seminars, and conferences; publish its policies, plans, reports, resolutions of the Board and General Meetings, decrees; and disseminate cities' best practices and experience.

As time went by, Associations proactive position and its authority have attracted new members. In 2002, AUC already had over 350 member cities, towns, and villages from all over Ukraine. The time required a closer information interaction with and feedback from municipalities. It is at that time that the issue was raised of establishing AUC Regional Offices in each region. However, due to the fact that member fees were the main source for funding AUC activities, the Association was lacking its own funds for implementing this large-scale effort. An extremely valuable support was provided by USAID, which allocated funds for the project “Dissemination of Regional Offices for the Association of Ukrainian Cities", implemented jointly by Research Triangle Institute (RTI) and AUC. The project has resulted in creating a network of 25 Regional Offices furnished with appropriate equipment, electronic telecommunications facilities, and access to the Internet. In the process of project implementation, it became clear that the broader Association structure would require the renewed principles of its information policy. In addition to informing the cities, an opportunity should be provided to them to disseminate their own information. In 2001, it was decided to develop a radically new AUC website. This work has become a component part of the project for dissemination of Regional Offices. The key activities in website renovation effort included:
· preserving the existing audience (through use of the old web address) and expanding the new user base;
· providing online information to member cities and broader public about AUC resolutions and activities;
· creating the conditions for AUC’s and members’ being able to respond quickly to important events in the society;
· providing the municipalities with an opportunity to independently enter the Worldwide Web and share their experiences of problem solving;
· creating a source of impartial information about the status of local self-government, its legislative base, and relations with central government.

The strategic goal consisted in creating the conditions for conducting the global dialog between stakeholders on local government issues, as reflected in the website name of AUC Dialog.

Graphic design and software have been developed by Ukrainian company RQL, and the work was funded by USAID. A working group made up of AUC and RTI representatives was set up for developing project specifications and monitoring its implementation. Training of future website administrators in cities was conducted in parallel with website development work. By the way, as part of the project, 130 towns and medium-sized AUC member cities were provided with computers and access to the Internet. We would like to mention some of the factors, which supported successful implementation of these ambitious plans, including encouragement and support on the part of AUC leadership, support and understanding on the part of mayors, participation of international consultants, and establishment of close cooperation within the AUC/RTI working group. Special thanks are due to AUC Vice-President Myroslav Pittsyk, USAID Municipal Development Advisor Judy Hansen, USAID Municipal Development Advisor Bill Schlansker, RTI’s Leader, Europe and Eurasia Geo-team Daniel Goetz,  RTI’s Chief of Party Robert Bodo, and RTI Consultant Rebecca Gadell.

The website official launch ceremony took place on June 27, 2002. The online presentation was held in Kyiv and several Regional Offices and cities simultaneously. It is nearly three years now, that this unique corporate information portal of Ukrainian local governments operates under the motto: “AUC-Dialog: The voice and experience of Ukrainian cities”. The scale of this operation can be seen from its statistics: website has some 25,000 visitors monthly, nearly 200 correspondents in cities (representatives of city councils), regional offices and central office, who contribute daily news and information.

It is also important to stress that posting of contributions and their publication on AUC-Dialog take place without any interference or editing on the part of AUC officials, Information and Technical Policy Department, etc. Cities are doing everything on their own and under their own responsibility. This approach has become an extremely important conceptual decision, which has provided real democracy and impartiality of this national source of information.

In autumn of last year, the Ukrainian society by pursuing its peaceful revolution has demonstrated to the whole world that it is prepared to uphold its own rights and freedoms. Local governments proved extremely active at that time. Local councils of cities, settlements, and villages supporting the position of their local communities, started adopting respective resolutions and making statements. It should be noted than not all regional and local media (even those that considered themselves independent) agreed to publish these documents. However, at that time, Ukrainian cities already had a reliable and democratic tool for dissemination of information. Yes! That was AUC-Dialog! It was one of the first to publish resolutions of the Kyiv City Council and other city councils supporting the national actions of protest. It is here, as was the case in the previous two and a half years, during the whole revolutionary period, local governments could publish information about the events in their cities and villages, documents and resolutions of local councils, and learn what is happening in other localities. It made no difference what part of Ukraine the city represented. As was stressed above, all AUC member cities have equal access to administration of the website. Not infrequently, contributions that followed each other expressed absolutely opposite positions and opinions. It should be emphasized again that there was no information filtering or editing whatsoever.

To conclude, we wanted to say, maybe with some overstatement, but sincerely, that AUC-Dialog has become the first breath of real democracy and freedom for Ukrainian local governments, which inspired towards further actions and nourished the general spirit of freedom and victory...
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