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Through an open call, launched in October 2018, Trans Europe Halles (TEH) invited up-and-
coming initiatives to apply from Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine.

1. The TEH Startup Support 
Programme: why and how  

Trans Europe Halles (TEH) is a network 
of more than 100 cultural centres 
– initiated by citizens and artists 
who have revitalised post-industrial 
buildings for arts, culture and activism 
across Europe. We started our work in 
1983 in Western Europe and we’re now 
supporting cultural and creative spaces 
in the Balkans, Eastern Partnership and 
Southern Mediterranean countries too. 
That’s why, in 2017, we’ve kickstarted 
the Startup Support Programme – 
offering access to all the knowledge, 
the experience and the skills we’ve 
gained in Europe over the past 36 years. 
 
Why now? From 2017-2021, we’re 
running a wide range of activities under 
the strapline Factories of Imagination: 
Investing in Cultural Changemakers. 
This project is motivated by a pressing 
urgent concern: In many European 
countries, non-governmental cultural 
centres are under-resourced and don’t 
have the funds in place to support the 
professional development of their staff. 

These issues are preventing them from 
fully achieving their potential. This is 
especially true in regions and countries 
where neither civil society nor critical 
artistic production is encouraged 
– and indeed is sometimes actively 
discouraged – by public authorities. 

This is true in the Balkans, which was 
the focus of the first year of our Startup 
Support Programme, and also in 
Ukraine and Belarus, the focus of 2019. 
Ukraine is still involved in a simmering 
war in the Donbass, while the political 
and economic situation has not 
stabilised since the Maidan protests 
in 2013. Meanwhile Belarus has been 
called the last dictatorship in Europe, 
although it is showing signs of opening 
up. And yet, in the larger cities there 
are up-and-coming communities of 
defiant young artists and activists who 
are determined to reclaim the vacant 
buildings and neglected public spaces 
in their cities.
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Trans Europe Halles is a network of 
cultural centres initiated by citizens 
and artists. Our mission is to strengthen 
the sustainable development of 
non-governmental cultural centres 
and encourage new initiatives by 
connecting, supporting and promoting 
them. We facilitate international 
cooperation, provide opportunities for 
learning and sharing, and promote the 
practice, impact and value of arts and 
culture.

Read more at www.teh.net
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Although Belarus and Ukraine have a 
lot in common, their current economic, 
political, and cultural contexts are very 
different. But in general, some of the 
vital ingredients that make it possible 
for civil society initiatives in Western 
Europe to energise post-industrial 
buildings are missing in both of these 
countries. Some of these ingredients 
include:

• clear options to rent or even own 
vacant properties; 

• a cultural policy that makes funding 
accessible to new initiatives; 

• the education and mindset among 
(younger) audiences and media to 
follow and understand up-and-coming 
artists and their work;

• the opportunity of at least some 
financial security for artists and 
activists; 

• a certain understanding among 
municipal authorities of the potential 
contribution of new arts initiatives to 
the economy (and gentrification) of 
their cities;  

• a tradition going back several decades 
of reclaiming vacant buildings for the 
common good; 

• and a sense among younger citizens 
that they have the right, even the 
entitlement, to create new collective 
spaces where those spaces do not yet 
exist.
 
This final point is exacerbated by the 
tendency for young people to move 
away from their home towns at the 
first opportunity, rather than being 
motivated to stay in their cities to 
improve them.

Even when all of these elements are 
in place, it is never easy to create and 
maintain new spaces in old buildings. 
Across Western Europe, financial 
constraints, an overdose of regulation 
and a populist suspicion of the arts are 
conspiring to produce an environment 
of ongoing precarity, causing many 
new initiatives to falter and disappear. 
But the lack of even the most basic 
factors in Belarus and Ukraine means it 
is even more difficult to make a success 
of initiatives like these.

Their ambitions dovetail with our core 
values: to revitalise spaces that have the 
potential to become exciting social and 
artistic hubs. They are drawing on the 
energy of civil society in places where 
hapless public authorities, irresponsible 
capitalism and social conservatism are 
standing in the way of liberal progress. 
At the same time, they have a strong 
understanding of their responsibility to 
mobilise the power of arts and creativity 
for the public good and conscious 
urban transformation.

The Startup Support Programme 2019 
had the goal of reaching out to these 
kinds of initiatives across Belarus, 
Moldova and Ukraine. Through a 
process that included an initial open 
call, a selection committee, scoping 
visits, conference participation, online 
coaching, organisational workshops 
and written reports, we are very 
pleased to now welcome three of these 
initiatives into the TEH network: 

• Dnipro Center for Contemporary 
  Culture in Dnipro, Ukraine
• Korpus in Minsk, Belarus
• ReZavod in Lviv, Ukraine.

2. CHALLENGES OF CREATING ART 
SPACES IN BELARUS & UKRAINE: 

region & context

http://teh.net/startup-support-programme/
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The result of our 
meetings with TEH 

experts was a new 
wave of inspiration, a 

surge of strength and 
confidence that we 

will succeed. Through 
the TEH network, it 

became clearer how to 
establish a cultural 

institution.
From Dnipro Centre For Contemporary 

Culture Evaluation Report Of 
TEH Startup Programme 2019.

‘‘
‘‘

An elegant façade lines a leafy street in 
a neighbourhood where the old town 
borders the river in Dnipro. There are 
three connected buildings, each with 
two floors and spacious halls; a large 
courtyard and a dozen workshops; 
a couple of thousand m2 of space 
dedicated to contemporary arts. It 
looks almost too good to be true. That’s 
because it isn’t true – just yet. But it will 
be soon. 

Renovation of the whole complex 
is already underway. Originally built 
in 1806 as the residence of the vice-
governor, the complex was mainly used 
by the military in the twentieth century. 
Today, the buildings stand empty and 
are in a state of serious neglect. But 
the private owner is willing to invest 
in the rapid renovation and then hand 
over the complex to founder Kultura 
Medialna (KM) and its partners rent-
free for the first five years. 

This will be the first centre for 
contemporary culture in a city that 
was closed for decades, in Soviet times, 
because of the huge military, aviation 
and nuclear plants there. Today, 
Dnipropetrovsk is known as Dnipro. It 
has 1.2 million residents, and although 
the simmering war in Donbass is no 
more than 200 km away, the city is 
bustling with new architecture and a 
flourishing IT scene.

Since 2013, Kultura Medialna has been 
bringing together musicians, artists, 

designers, architects and cultural 
managers who are concerned about 
contemporary art, technological 
innovation and urban matters in 
Dnipro.

The team consists of three people: 
Julia Owtscharenko, Andrey Palash 
and Kate Rusetska. They are young 
but experienced, perfect hosts and 
complementary in their professional 
qualities. Right now, their organisational 
model is pretty simple: do everything 
together; work day and night.

For seven years now, they have 
organised the annual Construction 
Festival: showcasing a wide range of 
artists, both local and international, 
who present cutting-edge electronic 
music, art installations and everything 
in between, mostly at unusual locations 
in empty buildings and public spaces 
off the beaten track. The most recent 
edition, last June, took place in the 
unfinished main building of the new 
centre – known as Dnipro CCC.

The Kultura Medialna team are 
close friends with a handful of other 
contemporary arts initiatives in the city, 
which will all be involved in the new 
centre: 
• contemporary art gallery Art Cvit

• Youth Active City (YAC), which 
organises educational programmes on 
urban activism

All three of the startups we worked 
within Belarus and Ukraine certainly 
look promising and inspirational. 
Getting to know them better – through 
our scoping visits, online conversations 
and local workshops – we discovered 
how precarious their situation really is 
and how much local and international 
support they will need to move from 

their current situation to the realisation 
of their dreams. 

The challenges are daunting. But 
although their environment is insecure, 
these three inspirational initiatives are 
working day and night to realise their 
ambitions. 

3. Case study: 
DNIPRO CENTRE FOR CONTEMPORARY 
CULTURE, DNIPRO, UKRAINE
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• KSI Rostir – a small independent arts 
centre run by young architects and 
artists

• Bookspace – a new literature festival

• Civic TV – a local independent station

• InB – an independent online magazine

• Modul, the independent night club 
based in a former policemen’s club.

Kultura Medialna sees it as their natural 
responsibility to campaign for the 
improvement of public space in Dnipro 
and the preservation of (cultural and 
architectural) heritage from Soviet 
times, and they are well-connected 
internationally. They have good 
relationships with the international 
institutes based in the city: the Czech 
Centre and Alliance Française are both 
interested in renting office space in the 
new centre, and will also host language 
courses. Other organisations – like the 
British Council, Goethe Institut, the 
American Embassy and the Mickiewicz 
Institute – are expected to support 
the new centre and organise activities 
there.

The legal situation is fairly 
straightforward – and also fairly unusual. 
Dnipro is called by some, with a mixture 
of affection and dread, the Capital of 
Capital. Ukraine remains a politically 
and economically complicated and 
sometimes explosive nation. Oligarchs 
have more real power than elected 
politicians. Nowhere more so than in 
Dnipro, with its history of industrial 
complexes and present-day real estate 
boom. A conglomerate of five wealthy 
investors are said to own half of the city 
and more or less control its politics. One 
of them is currently mayor. Another is 
the owner of the future Dnipro CCC. 
 We visited him, at his office in the 
grand new building called Amsterdam, 
overlooking the wide Dnjepr River. 
Wladimir Andrevich struck us as a 
modest and intelligent person. While 
he is a real estate man who expects 
return on investment, he was very open 
about the deal with Kultura Medialna: 
he will invest millions in the renovation 
of the complex but he will not interfere 
with the cultural content. He foresees 

a place that connects heritage and the 
contemporary, Dnipro and Europe, and 
he trusts the Kultura Medialna team to 
make this happen. 
His company, the Jewish Educational 
Foundation, will be in charge of 
the renovation works (including 
all the basics, like floors, ceilings, 
water, heating, electricity, toilets and 
windows). But he will follow the design 
of the young architects and interior 
designers that KM has got involved. 

The organisational model is still 
under construction. Dnipro CCC will 
be an independent foundation. But 
the formal relationship between 
management, board, renters and 
cultural and commercial partners still 
has to be established. After our visit, 
when we discussed good TEH examples 
based on participatory governance, KM 
came up with a revised organisational 
model, which is now being discussed 
with partners, the owner and the 
municipality. 

Financially, Kultura Medialna maintains 
its work through project subsidies from 
both local and international partners, 
such as Creative Europe. It expects that 
the international institutes, mentioned 
above, will support Dnipro CCC once it 
opens its doors, as well as renting office 
space. So far, the team has also run two 
successful crowdfunding campaigns.

The relationship with the Dnipro 
municipality is complicated. We spoke 
with Ievhen Khoroshylov, head of the 
municipal department of culture. He 
pledged to support Dnipro CCC in 
terms of permits and money. But KM 
has higher aims. They are determined 
to request funding for the salaries for 
the Dnipro CCC team and the basic 
maintenance costs of the complex.

While the programme budgets 
should come from (inter)national 
grants, they believe the municipality 
should take responsibility for this new 
contemporary arts centre in the city 
by providing approximately €200,000 
a year. This would make it possible to 
pay for a permanent team of 10 to 15 
staff. This would also help KM to be less 
dependent on the owner. He supports 
them in making this demand from the 

municipality, which seems realistic, 
especially considering the much 
higher amounts that it spends on the 
traditional cultural venues elsewhere in 
the city.

The recent presidential elections in 
Ukraine delivered a surprising winner, 
but the KM team doesn’t expect this 
will have too many consequences for 
the conglomerate of investors ‘running’ 
the city. The mayor, who is connected 
to this conglomerate, will stay in power 
at least until next year’s local elections. 
This will give Dnipro CCC time to prove 
their value with tangible results.

In the meantime, KM’s weekly 
meetings with owner Andrevich 
continue. Both are very positive about 
the development of the renovation. 
From this summer onwards, Dnipro 
CCC will open its doors and start its 

programmes, step by step.

Gradually, the centre will host a 
bookshop, an exhibition space, halls 
for music and performing arts, a café 
and a restaurant, workspaces for 
individual artists, shared spaces for 
laptop workers, offices and of course, 
a green courtyard. It will be a vibrant 
place, open every day, featuring new 
productions in all artistic disciplines. 
It will be partly programmed on a 
sophisticated, clearly curated level; 
and it will be partly co-created and 
programmed by local communities – 
a public thinktank in the language of 
the arts. There will be an emphasis on 
cross-sectoral collaborations between 
visual arts, music, performing arts, 
design, architecture and new media. 
The underlying focus will be: what is 
happening in the world right now and 
how do we respond?
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A new centre for contemporary arts, 
certainly one on the scale as the 
Dnipro CCC, is bound to attract curious 
potential collaborators, partners, artists 
and funders. All of them will project 
their own expectations onto the blank 
canvas. They will add fresh energy and 
ideas. But they could also potentially 
overpower and blur the focus of the 
founders. Welcoming these new 
perspectives all at once can lead to 
an overcrowded situation at the start 
– and confusion or disappointment 
at a later stage. Once the initial 
expectations begin to clash with the 
reality of a daily practice, when the 
centre is up and running, frustration 
about the availability of space, 
differences in organisational styles 
or the incompatibility of events and 
audiences can lead to frictions that are 
sometimes hard to manage.

That is why it is essential to define the 
basic values and guiding principles 
of the new centre from the very 
beginning: on the levels of content, 
organisational structure, finance, 
space and target groups. This can be 
done through focused conversations 
between founders, initial partners, 
board members, affiliated artists and 
selected members of the surrounding 
communities. It should lead to a short 
and clear manifesto, outlining the 
vision of the new centre.

This vision will need to be energetic, 
welcoming, inspirational, idealistic 
and practical, as well as strict, where 
necessary. It will lay out the motivation 
for why the arts space is here and its 
ambitions for the future. It will define 
the ground rules for the internal 
organisation and decision-making 
processes. It will make clear how daily 
practice and long-term vision will 
dovetail and feed into each other. For 
anyone interested in joining, visiting or 
supporting the centre, it will leave no 
room for misunderstanding. It will be 
available, both online and in print, to 
anyone who is interested in checking 
out the story behind this new place. 

And it will serve as the basic document 
underpinning future programme 
schedules, organisational structures, 
funding applications and promotional 
materials.

Last year, Communitism in Athens, one 
of the 2018 TEH Startups, created just 
such a manifesto in a workshop guided 
by Gabriella Riccio of TEH member l’Asilo 
from Naples. You can read it here: http://
teh.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/
festomani.pdf. It proved to be very 
valuable in the development of their 
centre. Dnipro CCC aims to create a 
similar document through a workshop 
with Victoria Ivanova of TEH member 
Izolyatsia from Kyiv.

While these guiding values and 
principles, once defined, will be aimed 
mainly at newcomers to the centre 
(new colleagues, partners, funders and 
contributing artists), the process of 
selecting them and putting them into 
words is an invaluable exercise for the 
founders in the first place. In the case 
of Dnipro CCC, it will push the three 
members of the Kultura Medialna team 
to think beyond their current practice. 
So far, their knowledge lies in the 
fields of visual arts, electronic music, 
new media and urban matters. Their 
organisational model is the classic 
startup mode. Now, they will need to 
transform and broaden their way of 
working.

The new, large centre will require 
programming, management and 
fundraising on a wider scale than they 
are used to. Art disciplines that are not 
so familiar to them will be involved. 
New partners will come on board 
to take care of matters they are not 
familiar with. The centre will attract 
a wider and more varied audience 
than the Construction Festival, and 
they will be there on a daily basis. But 
even on this larger scale, the choices 
and decisions will have to remain true 
to the independent, adventurous, 
cutting-edge spirit that has brought 
KM to this point. That is why it is so 

Two international experts worked closely with TEH colleagues to make all of this 
happen. Irena Boljunčić Gracin was the managing director of Rojc Association’s 

Alliance, Community Centre Rojc in Pula, Croatia and was recently elected the 
chair of the TEH executive committee. Chris Keulemans, a travelling writer and 

moderator, was the founder and artistic director of Tolhuistuin cultural centre in 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands. 

5. Conclusions and 
recommendations

The next step for new centres 
like these is to build consistency 
in their public events, even when 
this has to happen on a small 
scale in the startup phase. Kultura 
Medialna provided a perfect 
example of this by hosting this 
year’s edition of the Construction 
Festival in the empty main 
building of the future Dnipro CCC. 
Then, by opening the doors on a 
regular basis and presenting a 
coherent programme, you can 
build up an audience from like-
minded communities and share 
the responsibility for offering art 
and activism to the city.

To introduce new team members, 
volunteers, communities, funders 
and partner organisations to 
the vision and mission of these 
centres, a one-page manifesto 
highlighting the ambitions, values, 
principles and organisational 
codes is very helpful.

These centres share the sense of 
responsibility for improving public 
space in their cities. But they 
struggle to receive recognition 
from the local authorities. To 
strengthen their influence, which 
should also lead to a transparent 
local cultural policy in the long 
term, we encourage these centres 
to take the initiative by setting up 

a reciprocal, outspoken network 
of local cultural initiatives. This can 
help to resolve legal, bureaucratic 
and formal challenges, as well as 
helping to establish long-term 
cooperation between municipal 
bodies on the one hand and 
civil society organisations and 
communities on the other hand.

Last year, the new TEH Balkan 
Hub offered the opportunity to 
link similar centres across the 
region, exchanging knowledge 
and applying collectively for 
international funding, in order to 
create a shared basis of continuity. 
A similar network is now in the 
making for like-minded centres 
across Ukraine and Belarus.

International funding (through 
embassies, foundations and EU 
grants) is often earmarked to 
fulfill the donor’s agenda, which 
is often more social than artistic, 
and varies from one donor to the 
next. By applying for international 
funding, centres run the risk of 
getting distracted from their 
own ambitions by having to 
follow a donor’s agenda. It is 
up to the centres themselves, 
as well as wider networks like 
TEH, to point out this potentially 
counterproductive situation.

important to define the main values 
and principles now, before the centre 
opens, as a guideline for all the future 
developments.

* Go to teh.net/resources for workshop 
and visiting reports from Dnipro's 
journey during TEH Startup Support 
Programme 2019

4. DEFINING THE VALUES AND 
PRINCIPLES OF A NEW CENTRE 
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