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Appendix to the Report on The BEARR Trust Annual Conference – November 14, 2025
By BEARR Trustee Sam Thorne
December 16, 2025
Solidarity and stamina: how civil society builds and sustains resilience
The following is an appendix to the main report on The BEARR Trust 2025 Annual Conference. More detail is provided here on what was discussed in the two panel sessions, the Q&A sessions and the plenary session at the end of the conference.
Panel 1 discussion: Building resilience for individuals and communities
The first panel discussion was moderated by BEARR Trustee Megan Bick, with three panellists: 
· Sergey Babin, Chairman of the International Bridge NGO in Kharkiv, Ukraine, where his team help people in crisis situations to regain control of their lives.
· Lana Chkadua, who began volunteering at the age of 14 and is now chairperson of the Women Fund for Development, a charity supporting women and communities in Abkhazia.
· Leonora Meriel, Chair of the UK-based Restart Foundation, which has delivered mental health programmes in Ukraine since 2023.
The three panellists described ways in which their organisations work to build resilience among individuals and communities, the results that they have seen and lessons they have learned in the most difficult of circumstances. 
Sergey, speaking online from Kharkiv, gave an inspiring presentation about the power of art workshops to create a ‘space of joy and safety’ even amid constant missile attacks on the city. ‘War ruins not just cities but the internal world of people,’ he said. ‘Creativity and arts help restore it, [people] find a way out for their emotions.’
Sergey described the resilience of Kharkiv residents, hundreds of thousands of whom ‘still work there, raise their children, help each other’. He explained that the idea behind International Bridge’s art workshops grew from observing people have fun and gain hope from drawing pictures. His charity started to run art workshops in a safe underground location, where children and their parents and grandparents could gather to model plasticene, play at puppet theatre and make up stories and fairy tales. Clay, he said, is a ‘special therapy’. When children ‘touch and mould figurines, they return control over life’ and afterwards are ‘more peaceful and well balanced’. 
Workshops for adults are also popular. As with the children, adults gain a ‘sense of security and control’ from creativity. Making art, and socialising at the same time, releases pressure and promotes community cohesion. ‘When people see their emotions are shared by others,’ said Sergey, ‘they develop mutual trust – and this goes a long way in communities.’
Volunteers, and voluntary organisations such as International Bridge, have thus become ‘a kind of oxygen to residents’. People in Kharkiv also take heart from the support they receive from other parts of Ukraine and internationally – not just material support but the emotional solace they take from understanding ‘our voice is being heard in the world’. 
Sergey shared three lessons learned from International Bridge’s work:
1. ‘Resilience’ is a process not a steady state: it has to be continuously supported and developed. Culture and arts ‘is not a luxury; it is a survival technique for us’. 
2. Society is about ‘solidarity’ and ‘mutual trust’, which can be developed by uniting and rallying people around common causes.
3. Resilience and stamina are built by individuals taking small steps every day – whenever someone shapes a pot or brings a dye into a workshop, they are also contributing to community cohesion.
These lessons are hard won. ‘We do hope this experience will help us preserve our humanity,’ said Sergey, ‘even in these most difficult times.’
Lana, joining from the town of Gal in Abkhazia, also gave eloquent testimony about the positive ripple effects for communities of helping individuals to take back control of their lives through small steps that lead to something greater. ‘I want to talk about resilience not as an abstract concept,’ she said, ‘but as a living force that actually sustains individuals and communities when everything else seems fragile.’
Lana explained that Abkhazia has known much pain and turmoil, ‘but when I think of the place I’m working in, I think of people, of faces, names, and their stories. And I think of women who wake up every morning determined to make life just a little bit better for their families, despite the uncertainty that shadows our region.’
Lana suggested that resilience ‘starts with us, with individuals’, and that for people living with uncertainty, trauma or displacement, it meant ‘reclaiming one’s agency’: believing that ‘I still have power over my life’. Although the actions people take to regain control may seem small, such ‘small steps are revolutionary in a context where silence has long been a survival mechanism’. The Women Fund for Development (WFD) operates by this principle of beginning with small steps: teaching skills, offering psychological support, creating spaces where women can ‘speak freely and not be afraid of judgment’.
Lana told the story of ‘Sophia’, who started attending WFD training sessions on leadership and business planning. Over time, Sophia gained the strength to share that she had been a victim of domestic violence for many years. WFD provided her with psychological support and offered her the chance to become part of a community mobilisation project, which aimed to create self-help groups of women in rural areas. After successfully obtaining small-grant support from WFD for her start-up, Sophia decided to give something back to the community by providing free English classes after school to children from vulnerable families and backgrounds. Sophia’s story showed that ‘empowering individuals, especially women, means nurturing this kind of inner strength. And when you empower a woman, she gives [her community] back something in return.’
Lana went on to say that resilience is not just personal; to be powerful, it also has to be ‘collective’. In a fragile and divided region, resilience has to operate at a community level, as ‘communities often become the only safety net when formal systems fail’. Organisations such as WFD help to nurture community resilience by creating spaces where people can ‘cooperate across differences, solve problems together and rebuild trust’. Moreover, Lana said, ‘we’ve learned that community resilience grows when people actually participate, when they are not treated as victims or beneficiaries, but as agents of change – when you do something not for them, but actually with them’.
Lana gave an example of how a village self-help group had banded together to resist a construction company that was planning to illegally build over the only children’s park in the village. The group were so persistent – demanding to see legal permits and threatening escalation to the local authorities – that the company eventually gave up the project and left. ‘This shows how an active group of women can actually resist injustice,’ said Lana, ‘and support others who need the support more.’
Lana concluded with a key lesson, which also chimes with BEARR’s principles, that ‘supporting resilience means investing in local leadership, especially women’s leadership, and it means long-term engagement of them’. Resilience also means listening to local people before acting: helping them to build community resilience from the bottom up, rather than delivering projects for them, working from the top down. Lana paraphrased the American poet Maya Angelou’s words on resilience and agency: ‘I can be changed by what happens to me, but I refuse to be reduced by it’.
Leonora, joining the conference in London, drew connections between the work of Restart Foundation and the approaches described by the other panellists: their organisations are all working to help people build a brighter future by giving them ‘tools to deal with extraordinary situations’. 
In the case of Restart Foundation, these tools revolve around mental health support, with their organisational goal being ‘to bring great mental health to Ukraine’. Leonora described three pillars to their work:
1. Running mental health programmes for various groups, starting with a ‘Safe Space’ programme for children, and working in due course with veterans. 
2. Removing stigma around mental health, so that ‘people are able to reach out, and able to say, I need help’: vital for the country’s future recovery from war.
3. Supporting mental health professionals and the development of mental health services.
‘Almost everyone in Ukraine will need some kind of mental health support,’ said Leonora. ‘And the mental health of every individual is connected with all of those around them, and connected with the whole of society, so all the work we do with every single person is for the benefit of society and for the benefit of the future of Ukraine.’
Leonora explained that the Safe Space programme was co-designed in 2014 by a psychologist at Kyiv-Mohyla Academy and used successfully to prevent long-term trauma among kindergarten children in eastern Ukraine, after Russia’s initial invasion. Since 2023, Restart Foundation has run this programme in kindergartens in Kyiv, with the same aim of helping children to process what is happening to them and avoid long-term trauma.
The Safe Space programme helps children, parents and kindergarten staff to deal with situations and questions that ‘nobody is ready for’. Leonora said that parents want to know answers to questions like: ‘Should we talk to our children about the war? […] Our children have frequent tantrums, they won’t let go of me, is this normal? […] How do you talk about the people with artificial limbs who you see more and more on the streets of the city?’ Staff have similar questions, which their training can’t prepare them for: ‘Is it normal that children constantly play at war? Is it normal for them to talk about death or wish death on the enemy? […] How do you organize children in an air raid shelter?’ Leonora observed that ‘what’s shocking about [these questions] is that no one knows how to answer them […] because nobody is ready for a situation of a full-scale invasion of your country or constant, daily, weekly, nightly attacks on you.’
The Safe Space programme aims to give people the tools to respond to these challenges. The process starts with a psychologist going into a kindergarten and observing the dynamics: how the children behave and interact. The psychologist then begins to work with the children, encouraging them to ‘come into a safe psychological space where they can share some feelings’. Shortly afterwards, the psychologist meets with the parents of the children and shares techniques on how to deal with extreme behaviours, answer impossible questions and ‘protect their children from the long-term trauma that could stop them living a full life’. Thirdly, the psychologist starts working with the staff of the kindergarten to help them to understand how to respond to some of the extreme behaviours they might see, such as aggression, sexualised behaviours, inappropriate language, and so on.
‘As the psychologist creates this safe space for the children,’ Leonora said, ‘they find that the children are able to express their actual feelings. So they can talk about their fear, their worry for their families, their worry for the country, the confusion of being attacked. And the psychologist helps them find different constructive ways to express their feelings.’ In the last sessions of the programme, the children and parents are brought together to practise the techniques they have learned in what is ‘a very, very joyful session’.
The programme consistently shows strong results, creating a ‘circle of protection’ around the children, in which they can build the resilience to ‘grow up hopefully free from long-term trauma’. Parents also feel better able to cope with their children, regaining a sense of control, ‘that they can actually help their children’. Staff report feeling ‘newly energised, newly dedicated to their work’ and equipped with the tools to handle a room full of children who are each dealing with different extreme situations.
Restart Foundation is also dedicated to doing what it can to support mental health professionals, given that ‘Ukraine will need all the psychologists, all the mental health workers they can possibly find’. One way of doing this is to provide opportunities for interns and young psychologists to gain experience and training through the Safe Space and other programmes. The foundation also runs a programme that is ‘a type of retreat for mental health professionals’. The goal overall is to expand the provision of training, supervision and professional guidance: to prevent burnout and keep professionals from dropping out of the industry.
Leonora concluded by restating the challenges faced by mental health professionals. Firstly, they are just as affected by the war as the people they are helping. ‘There isn’t anybody in this situation who is coming in fresh and good and not affected by these attacks.’ Secondly, everyone is suffering from burnout. ‘It’s been going on for so long,’ she said. ‘People are so incredibly tired, parents are incredibly tired, people working with children are incredibly tired, and everybody is in need of support.’
On the other hand, Leonora took hope from Sergey’s reflection that ‘even under constant bombardment, you can find joy and safety’. This was a beautiful and inspiring message, she said: that even in extreme circumstances, if people are given tools to cope with those circumstances, they can still work towards a goal of ‘joy and safety’. 
Panel 2 discussion: Shaping the future with organisational strength and partnerships
The second panel discussion was moderated by BEARR Trustee Janet Gunn, with three panellists: 
· Medea Khmelidze, Executive Director of the Eurasian Women’s Network on AIDS (EWNA) and researcher focusing on the medical and social needs of marginalised populations, human rights and access to services.
· Nataliia Muzyka, founder and head of the Association of Mothers and Wives of Ukraine’s Defenders, a charity supporting families of military personnel.
· Meerim Osmonalieva, leader of the charity Oasis, which has worked since 2017 to protect the rights of vulnerable children and women in Kyrgyzstan.
The three panellists spoke about how their organisations were protecting and strengthening themselves in order to continue doing their work in the face of authoritarian repression, in the case of Georgia and Kyrgyzstan, and war in Ukraine.
Medea, speaking online from Georgia, described a wave of repressive actions unleashed by the Georgian government against NGOs, and the steps that her organisation and others are taking to stay resilient against this pressure.
Medea described EWNA as a ‘community-led, women-led’ organisation focusing on the sexual and reproductive health, rights and access to services of women living with and affected by HIV. EWNA operates in 14 countries across the Caucasus, Eastern Europe and Central Asia. They take a holistic approach to addressing the women’s needs, including mental health support, leadership training, consulting and communications, building referral mechanisms and partnering with doctors. While remaining a grassroots organisation, EWNA has also fostered the development of leaders who now advocate for the organisation at national and international levels. 
When EWNA was formed in 2015, Georgia was ‘one of the lighthouses of democracy in region’, Medea said. Since then, Russian political influence had grown and with it new laws that have sought to suppress civil society. Medea highlighted three laws in particular that had made their work more difficult and dangerous:
1. The Law on Transparency of Foreign Influence (also known as the ‘Russia law’), passed in May 2024, which required NGOs and media organisations receiving more than 20% of their revenue from abroad to register as ‘organisations serving the interests of a foreign power’.
2. Amendments to the Law on Grants in 2025, which included a requirement for NGOs to provide the government with personal data on staff, volunteers, board members and even beneficiaries.
3. The Law on Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA), which introduced criminal liability for non-compliance, with potential penalties ranging from fines to imprisonment of NGO workers for between two and six years.
As Medea put it, her organisation went from supporting communities that had been criminalised for various reasons to potentially being criminalised themselves for providing that support. In response, EWNA has been forced to tighten up how they work in some respects and become more flexible in others. Changes have included: being more selective and discreet in their work; reducing the amount of promotional activities relative to actual work on the ground; improving their data protection capabilities; and building networks with other organisations in the same situation. 
Medea suggested that what is happening in Georgia should serve as a warning to other countries: that democracy is not fixed, that everyone has to ‘stay awake’ and keep striving for social development. EWNA is trying to play its part by remaining resilient and treating problems as opportunities to improve and innovate, strengthening both the services they offer and the civil-society networks that they operate within.
Meerim, speaking online from Kyrgyzstan, described a similar erosion of legal frameworks for NGOs in her country, although her organisation Oasis are still able to work collaboratively with some parts of the government. Meerim summarised Oasis’s overall aim as to provide holistic support to survivors of exploitation, human trafficking and gender-based violence. Oasis also runs major advocacy and research programmes and tries to cooperate with state agencies in developing and implementing social policy.
Meerim said that Oasis faces some of the same challenges that Medea described in Georgia. The Kyrgyz government also passed a ‘foreign agents’ law in 2024, throwing up new administrative obstacles, such as increased audits and registration delays, while also enabling the spread of disinformation about CSOs by labelling them as ‘kind of anti-national’. The space for civil society is therefore shrinking. However, Meerim suggested that Kyrgyz civil society still stands out in Central Asia for its resilience and ongoing contestation of authoritarian actions.
Oasis has sought to increase its resilience in various ways, such as: building networks with other NGOs; legal advocacy; and building partnerships with state institutions, in particular the Ministry of Labour, Social Protection and Migration, and the Ministry of Internal Affairs. As an example of state partnership, Oasis recently cooperated with the Institute of Ombudsman to provide research input on child protection, helping the institute to address capability gaps and develop data-driven solutions. Oasis has also provided insights to government about women’s rights, crime, trafficking and exploitation. 
Among the lessons learned by Oasis is that ‘building allies […] is a kind of protection from power abuse’. New communication and fundraising strategies have followed. For example, Oasis has developed a more nuanced approach to communicating with state agencies, not only criticising them where appropriate but also trying to influence them through evidence-based advocacy and engagement with research activities. In 2024, this led to Oasis providing extensive input to the government’s national plan for the implementation of children’s rights, and the subsequent inclusion of measures for protecting at-risk young people and children. They have also worked with state agencies to improve inter-agency cooperation in combatting violence and exploitation and providing prompt assistance to victims.
Building coalitions has also been important in fundraising, particularly since the withdrawal of US Government funds in 2025, including the loss of US Embassy sponsorship of an anti-human trafficking programme. Oasis is now working on various new fundraising initiatives, such as a plan to leverage crowdfunding platforms more effectively; efforts to build connections with organisations from the Global South; and the possible launch of social entrepreneurship projects, such as in financial consulting.
Oasis has also changed about 80% of their internal policies, in response to surveillance by the authorities and a new digital code, requiring them to share much of the personal data of their employees, partners and beneficiaries. To develop new policies, they have sought advice from international civil society organisations, communication specialists and legal experts. This external support is vital, Meerim said, to ensure that they do the best they can to protect themselves and their beneficiaries from authoritarian actions.
Nataliia, also joining online, discussed the different challenges facing her organisation in Ukraine and the system they are building to help women with family members who have died, are missing or are currently on active military service.
Nataliia explained that the Association of Mothers and Wives of Ukraine’s Defenders has been working since 2014 to provide psychological, legal humanitarian and administrative help and to create local peer-to-peer groups that work directly with the women and their families. They also train women to coordinate services and community initiatives, and to respond quickly to urgent needs in their regions. ‘We are women who cannot afford to stop,’ said Nataliia. ‘And together with our partners, we are building a peaceful future for our children.’
Nataliia emphasised the importance of international partnerships for their work, including the support of BEARR. Through these partnerships, ‘we gain our international voice, protection of rights, expertise and results for powerful help to Ukrainians’. In return, the association offers partners ‘our real experience of living in war […] the voice of women who hold the front line. We bring honesty, transparency, strong expertise in supporting military families and the ability to adapt quickly in constant danger.’
Nataliia described her organisation’s main challenges as ‘emotional burnout’ and ‘the need to build resilience, literally, on ruins’. She said that ‘our biggest challenge is finding the strength not only to support ourselves but also to support other women’. These challenges, she said, ‘became our lesson’. ‘We learned to work quickly, to adapt and to plan our activities in a flexible way. We learned to unite communities, friends, through women’s leadership, and create programmes that work here.’ 
These experiences underpin their contribution to a ‘global ecosystem of support’, making their partnerships ‘real, active and truly supportive for both sides’. ‘Through cooperation with our partners,’ Nataliia concluded, ‘we receive not just support, we build stability, bring our expertise, gain and give hope for a better and peaceful time for Ukrainians.’
Q&A discussions
The question and answer session after the first panel covered further examples of individuals being supported to help themselves and their communities. Lana described two examples of women who were supported to develop vegetable-growing and hairdressing businesses, and who subsequently gave back to their communities by providing free food and haircuts for lonely elderly people living in horrible conditions. Another successful WFD programme involved arranging for schoolchildren to entertain and socialise with elderly people. The elderly people would share photos and stories from their youth, or watch and discuss movies with the schoolchildren. ‘This intergenerational approach really works well,’ said Lana, ‘and these kinds of activities play a really therapeutic role for those elderly, lonely people, because they feel that someone is interested in their life.’ 
Questions focused also on the challenges of scaling up mental health services and other support in Ukraine, for example to frontline and rural areas, and the future reintegration of Ukrainians returning home from abroad. Sergey gave the optimistic message: ‘If we have peace, everything will be fine’. On the other hand, an audience member from Kherson suggested that ‘peace’ means different things to different people in different places – and in Kherson, for example, peace would need to involve the Russians leaving: few people would come back, she felt, if Kherson remained just two kilometres from Russian-occupied land.
The Q&A after the second panel focused on what else NGOs might do to advocate for themselves with governments suspicious of international involvement. Meerim emphasised that this was very much dependent on the context. With some authoritarian governments, it was impossible to build relationships, particularly for NGOs working in areas towards which those governments are ‘antagonistic and apprehensive’, such as LGBTQ rights. On the other hand, within Kyrgyzstan, CSOs can criticise government policies within limits and can also influence government policy through research and data analysis in areas where they have expertise. CSOs have also demonstrated huge solidarity with each other, recognising that they ‘need to be united’ to protect themselves.
Other topics covered included the relationship between flexibility and resilience and the importance of monitoring and evaluation to drive continuous improvement. Speaking about flexibility, Nataliia gave the example of how their funding partners change every year, pushing them to look at other models, such as partnerships with local business, membership fees and online fundraising with the help of AI. The panellists all agreed that evaluation is vital, and their organisations had all made improvements based on surveys, independent audits or other evaluative approaches.
Plenary discussion: Overall themes and what we understand as ‘resilience’
Ross opened the final plenary session by listing various themes that he had noted from the panel talks and discussions:
· Enabling people to take back control, in situations where they may have lost it because of war or other circumstances: for example, by creating ‘safe spaces’ in which control can be taken back, even if only temporarily.
· The importance of taking small steps, particularly in situations that prevent people from doing anything more, and how those small steps can stack up into something bigger – an ethos very much in line with BEARR’s approach of supporting small organisations to deliver small changes that can develop over time.
· Developing local leadership, from the bottom up, and giving the floor to beneficiaries to directly influence what organisations are doing.
· Empowering people to give back: by enabling individuals and organisations to develop, they are then empowered to give more back into their communities, also something that aligns with BEARR’s small grants approach.
· The importance of trust: that when we support people, for example through grants, it’s about more than just a financial transaction, it’s about the level of mutual trust that is built up socially around that support.
· Building coalitions matters, but also that coalitions can shift, and shift quickly, requiring organisations to constantly flex and adapt.
Other themes raised by participants included:
· The trend of increasing pressure on civil society from the authorities.
· The need for CSOs in authoritarian regimes to find a way to make themselves valuable not just to their beneficiaries but also the authorities.
· The importance of taking a research- or evidence-based approach in discussions with the authorities, so that issues raised do not come across as criticism but objective analysis of problems and potential solutions.
· Ethical considerations around how to promote and share work: there is an instinct to amplify but this can be risky in authoritarian countries.
· The value of learning from others who have experienced repressive environments over a long period of time, including the need to be flexible on an emotional level and remain open to government partnership.
· The need to think about Ukraine not as a monolithic country but one where ideas around peace, resilience and recovery need to be more nuanced to reflect different contexts in different parts of the country.
· The importance therefore of listening to different points of view in Ukraine and being sensitive in communications, particularly to people who have lost loved ones: listening, understanding and communicating well are very important for resilience.
Ross then summarised the responses that people had given to the question of ‘What does resilience mean?’. Ideas included:
· One-word answers such as ‘love’, ‘care’, ‘peace’.
· A long answer posted online: ‘Continuing to live, work, study, and care for others, even when the environment is unstable or unsafe. It means holding dignity during uncertainty, whether the challenge is distance or daily risk. It’s staying connected to community, supporting those at home and abroad, and finding strength in shared responsibility. Above all, resilience is choosing hope, action, and compassion when circumstances push towards fear and exhaustion, keeping on with positivity inspired by belief and resources, staying alive and true to personal values, and having the opportunity to act accordingly.’
· Another answer reflected that ‘resilience’ is a contentious term for some: ‘It’s a word that we use to make ourselves comfortable when supplying only minimal or no support to the people affected (but clearly BEARR is doing a lot)’. 
· Another set of responses characterised resilience as an emotional attitude or behavioural quality in individuals or organisations: words such as ‘endurance’, ‘stamina’, ‘keeping going’, ‘optimism’, ‘positivity’, ‘being persistent’, ‘being adaptable and flexible, and generating mental strength from that’, ‘bouncing back from adversity’.
· A final grouping referred to ways of working and operating principles, for example: ‘having goals which are constant, but could be flexible as well’; ‘innovation and finding new ways to cope, especially when structures fail, or partners that you thought would be there actually aren’t there, or systems aren’t doing what they’re supposed to do’; ‘sustainability and finding ways to sustainability’.
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