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Bottlenecks to a meaningful participation of civil society in EU development policy and aid processes 

The European Union has committed to strengthen civil society’s role in development through several important policy agreements and statements; such as the Cotonou Agreement and the 2006 European Consensus on Development. However, in practice, EU decision-making on development policy and aid programming often leave civil society actors feeling excluded and deny them their role as main interlocutors between governments and citizens, both in developing countries and in Europe. This table identifies the major bottlenecks at the European Commission, EU delegation, partner governments and civil society organisation level which prevent civil society from exercising full participation. It also provides the reader with concrete recommendations on how to overcome these bottlenecks. 

While the purpose of the exercise is to focus on what isn’t working and what has to be improved, the authors recognise that there are examples of good practice and successful civil society participation in policy dialogue and aid programming. It is hoped that it will be possible to use them as examples on which to build on more effective and sustainable strategies to support civil society actors.

It is important to keep in mind, that it is impossible to identify bottlenecks at both strategic and implementation levels which could apply systematically to all situations and be easily solved through a top-down decision. Situations vary from country to country and even in one given country, the situation can deteriorate or improve with great speed. 
This is due to the ad-hoc nature of civil society participation in many places and its dependence on the good will, interest and capacity of EC staff, as well as on the general social and political climate. We would therefore argue in favour of a structured, but flexible long-term and well-resourced EU engagement towards civil society participation, following the recommendations outlined below. These recommendations are mainly based on experiences in ACP countries, but we think that they could easily be extended to other developing countries.

	Bottlenecks
	
	Recommendations

	At the European Commission level



	Main bottleneck : lack of policy and strategy 

· Lack of a common overarching vision of civil society’s role in development, promotion of human rights, democratic governance and public awareness and conflict transformation.

· Lack of overall strategy on how  to support  CS’s multiple roles in developing countries and in the EU  

· Weak or absence of reference to the role of civil society in certain cooperation instruments, agreements and multi-annual strategies. 

· In non-ACP countries, lack of obligation in delegations to consider the role of civil society in the cooperation strategy and to involve civil society in policy dialogue. 

· Supporting civil society is not politically neutral. The way in which EC officials may perceive and interact with civil society can be influenced by factors such as foreign affairs interests (e.g. security, fight against terrorism) or relationship with partner government s 

· Many EC staff in headquarters or delegations have an instrumental vision of civil society that is not conducive to building confidence and structured relationships leading to a meaningful participation of civil society in policy making, policy dialogue and aid programming.

Examples of bottlenecks observed at strategic level:

· Lack of any established strategy within delegations to implement a structured dialogue with civil society at country level. In many places the dialogue with civil society is taking place ‘ad hoc’ and/or when instructions arrive from HQs (CSP, thematic calls, …)

· The great instability related to the rotation of the delegations’ staff responsible for the relations with civil society does not allow a good capitalisation of the work done with civil society.

· Lack of capacity within delegations. NSA contacts in delegations are often junior staff, with a short-term contract without sufficient understanding of the non-state actors’ role and realities

· No distinction is being made during consultation processes between the different types of non-state actors (including private sector and local authorities). This results in a mixture of interests that sometimes hinders the voices of the most marginalised to be heard.

· In certain cases, CSPs deliberately sideline civil society actors, in particular situations of conflict or instability.

· Civil society’s contribution to the NIPs has not been sufficiently reasoned and support offered to civil society is often disconnected from the CSP ‘s main priorities including in the area of governance

· In certain difficult or fragile situations the tendency is choose quick-fix solutions that marginalise the role and voice of civil society.

· There is often a lack of understanding and proper analysis of social fabrics and civil society functions, interests, objectives and difficulties in a given situation

· There is an inclination to confine CS contacts and analysis to capitals and immediate remit of EC funded projects;

· Certain delegations are too dependent on external consultants’ contributions for the identification and management of civil society programmes, therefore limiting their direct contact and dialogue with civil society. Local CS experts and support organisations are often neglected or not able to compete with international ones and consultancies.  

· When country strategies are elaborated, the principle of ownership is defined sensu stricto as state ownership, therefore limiting any dialogue to a few governmental actors.  Such an approach could be justified when government policies are the result of a well-functioning civil society and thorough parliamentary consultations. However, in many developing countries these conditions are not fulfilled.

· Generalisation of GBS without serious reflection on how to involve civil society results in marginalised civil society participation in policy dialogue and aid programming as well as implementation.

· There is a generalised lack of transparency on dialogue and aid programming processes. No general information is available on how CSOs may participate. 

· The lack of transparency and accessibility of information relating to EC cooperation with specific countries and regions is also present at EU-level and prevents EU CS actors to contribute sufficiently in aid programming and monitoring and to support their partners at country level. 

Examples of bottlenecks at implementation level

· No basic minimum and common standards in dealing with civil society, resulting in variable approaches, views and unpredictable attitude of EC staff.

· Problem of predictability and planning:  tight timetables, absence of planning and an ad-hoc approach impede any satisfactory consultations. Examples include invitations being received at short notice directly preceding the meeting.

· Problems relating to the quality of the consultation: process that does not give sufficient room for raising  concerns and contributing with sufficient substance: information sessions rather than a proper exchange of views, the agenda is already set and the issues of concerns to CSOs are excluded from the debate, CSOs do not receive background information and an agenda in advance and cannot prepare inputs properly,  on-off events prevent qualitative CS input based on regular dialogue, no minutes of meetings, no feedback after meetings on how CS concerns and proposals were taken into account 

· Problems relating to participation and representativity:  

Diversity and multiplicity of actors is too often seen as a problem rather then a benefit; the perception of civil society by the EC is very much dependent on the capacity of CS actors to organise themselves and speak with a limited number of voices.

The risk, in the absence of a structured civil society, is that donors and governments create and finance CS structures that are not legitimate and occupy the limited space.

No efforts or initiatives by delegations in most countries to broaden the involvement of CSOs and other NSAs, particularly to those based outside the capital and main urban areas. Criteria to choose CSOs invited to dialogue are not very clear and depending on project-related relationships or pre-existing contacts. Most of the time, they are the CSOs that have had successful applications and receive EU financing, which considerably reduces the margin of participation of not-financed CSOs. Participation is on an invitation-only basis and there is no open call for participation, difficulty for newcomers to get into the process. No transparency on outcomes of mappings and on content of registers. 

· Lack of transparency and access to information: 

No information relating to CS’s role and to consultation processes available on delegations websites or HQ website. For 10th EDF mid-term review, in Uganda, Ethiopia, Mali, Rwanda and Burkina Faso, CSOs only learned about the consultation process from their EU partner organisations. In all these cases, the MTR guidelines, the JARs, the CSPs and relevant websites were compiled and made available by these EU CSOs, whereas the EU delegation and national authorising officer failed to provide this information in a timely manner. 

· Not enough regular contacts with CS actors: Delegation staff are not proactive in establishing contacts with CS (e.g. through visiting their projects or being available for CS visitors). There is a lack of human resources dedicated to maintaining relationships with CSOs.  CSOs are managed separately from other delegations’ tasks and contacts (civil society contact points). 

· Not enough support to CS initiatives: where a broader involvement has taken place this has been the result of initiatives taken by CSOs themselves. Financial support is not tailored to CS actors or their activities to allow a meaningful participation (cumbersome procedures, no pocket money for small scale quick support, no access outside calls for proposals, necessity to be registered, no examples of core funding for recurrent functioning expenditures in the long term, …). Support to local CS with national envelopes generally takes the form of service provision projects in priority sectors of the CSP or capacity and institutional building projects. The existence of specific programmes for civil society in partner countries, while facilitating some supports, is used to limit the access of CSOs to other financing related to the NIP.
· Other roles of civil society in empowering people, promoting governance and rule of law, fighting exclusion, promoting gender equality, peace and reconciliation, advocacy  and policy do not receive adequate attention and funding mechanisms and procedures are not sufficiently adapted to this type of activities.


	
	· A general and radical reorientation of EU policy vis-à-vis civil society is needed. 

· The institutions should adopt an explicit policy in line with the provisions of the Cotonou Partnership Agreement on CS participation and a support strategy outlining civil society’s multi-faceted role in development, human rights and democratisation, governance, public awareness, peace and security. 

· The strategy should be mainstreamed into all aid instruments and programmes (identifying possible contributions which can be made to the strategy).

· Both policy and strategy should include aspects relating to the participation of and dialogue with CS in the EU and in Developing countries.

· All staff at all levels of hierarchy and intervention should be instructed to implement the strategy. 

· In particular, a training programme on the value of civil society participation and participatory approaches and methods should be implemented for the delegation staff. The present paper and other civil society’s inputs and recommendations could be part of the training curriculum.

· Each delegation should prepare a road map in view of establishing a structured on-going dialogue with civil society
· The time-frame and steps of the road map will depend on the national context, but a minimum set of guidelines should be respected to make sure that a qualitative outcome is achieved. 

· In doing so, delegations should stay in close consultation with civil society actors to ensure that needs, concerns and expectations of civil society are taken into account and that civil society actors are sufficiently integrated.

· A permanent focal point for civil society should exist within EU delegations.

· EU staff should be encouraged to take civil society participation seriously; through clear information, training and incentives. A dynamic exchange of learning tools should be created and staff competences and expertise to work with civil society should be reinforced and promoted. 

· Communication strategies and tools at both headquarter and delegation level should be reviewed in view of making information more accessible to civil society actors on a broader scale (making better use of websites, local media and CS communication tools, e.g. community radio).

· Delegations should take measures to make sure that the criteria, conditionality’s and performance indicators relating to GBS and SBS provided by the EC (and other donors) are public and an integrated part of the CSPs.

· Delegations should be instructed to work with local expertise and civil society actors rather than systematically relying on external consultants for mapping, identification of programmes or technical managerial assistance tasks. Call for tender procedures should be adapted in view and utilisation of grants and sub-granting should be envisaged for CS programmes management tasks.

· Civil society consultations are only one (secondary) part of the guidelines for programming and mid-term reviews. They should also be subjected to separate guidelines, addressing the mentioned shortcomings and to help delegations establish a CS consultation strategy.

· Guidelines could be based on good practice. An exchange of practice web tool could be put in place to favour learning between delegations on what works and what doesn’t work.

· Delegations should identify the way they can use the different cooperation instruments at their disposal to support civil society’s multiple roles. This should be done in consultation with civil society actors through annual workshops, where priorities of the different instruments (geographic and thematic) are presented and discussed.

· EC staff in the HQ should establish an on-going structured dialogue with European and, wherever present, southern CS. This should be done according to geographic and/or thematic areas of interest, rather just through a dialogue with EU CS at the programming stage of the mid-term review (PBP, EIDHR and NSA-LA experience offer good opportunities to be expanded and improved).

· Multi-stakeholder debates on international cooperation between EU institutions and EU civil society should be promoted.   

· To create sustainable long-term and predictable funding arrangements built around the enhancement of the policy, analytical and advocacy capacities of civil society organizations and enhancing their roles as a countervailing power.  The financial procedures, technical assistance and call for proposal systems should be reviewed. 

· We strongly recommend that such a review takes into account the lessons learnt and recommendations from the Capitalisation Study on Capacity Building Support programmes for NSA under the 9th EDF – Final report published in June 2009.

· Coordination and pooling of funding in support of civil society should be envisaged by EU donors and be facilitated by the EU delegation.

· Delegations should have at their disposal flexible financial means allowing them to support small-scale, time-bound activities relating to civil society watch dog role and participation in policy debates and budget and aid monitoring.

· Core funding should be envisaged for CS structures, coalitions, networks playing a role in governance and democratic ownership and accountability (as is the case in the EU).

· Sub-granting models should be envisaged to allow more informal and grass-root organisations to take part in policy work, advocacy and dialogue.

· Independent evaluation on the access of CSOs to financing in general should be done and their results should be made public for corrective measures to be taken.

· The obtention of visas for Southern partners wishing to participate to events in Europe should be facilitated.



	At partner government level


	
	

	· Limited political space and lack of democratic ownership. 

· Legal and administrative restrictions or harassment of civil society organisations (new laws resulting in shrinking space for CS and criminalisation of CS).

· Government imposing its views and conditions on official cooperation partners concerning the way to involve (or not) civil society in policy dialogue, aid programming and implementation.

· Infiltration of and influence on civil society by governments and political parties. 

· Limited downward accountability to citizens in general and to people in poverty specifically.

· Governments often associate civil society with opposition, criticism and being watchdogs and are reluctant to bring civil society actors (or even Parliaments) into a dialogue with donors; the tendency is to keep dialogue process with donors confidential and to limit interactions with Parliaments and civil society actors as long as decisions have not been made.

· Non-transparency with regard to state budget decision and utilisation, including budget support, and very limited group of government officials negotiating with donors, often leading to a marginalisation of sector ministries (e.g. health, education).

· Governments are not always satisfied with the fact that part of the bilateral aid from official donors goes into civil society support programmes.

· Corruption and clientelism affecting all spheres of economy and impacting on non-for-profit organisations.

· Weak Parliaments, domestic accountability and audit institutions put CS at the forefront of the fight for accountability and good public finance management. 

· Decentralised authorities not always playing their role with regard to local governance and consultation or not having the resources and competences to do so. Often they are themselves marginalised in the decision making on public services, national budget and aid.

· They often reproduce, at their own level, the ways of thinking and acting regarding civil society of the central government authorities.

· The policies of decentralization implemented here and there do not seem to be able to reverse this tendency.
	
	· EU policy and strategy for supporting civil society participation should explicitly include the responsibility of addressing the issues of the political and legal enabling environment for civil society’s freedom of action in the dialogue with partner governments. 

· Governance analysis should systematically include criteria relating to the space and right of initiative of civil society at national and local level.

· A strong civil society standpoint should systematically be sought either formally or informally on debates and assessments relating to governance.   

· Elaboration and review of CSPs and negotiations of international or bilateral agreements offer an excellent opportunity to involve civil society in policy dialogue and to encourage partner governments to take a more positive approach towards civil society participation.

· The establishment of tripartite committees on CS participation is a way to promote both a genuine role for civil society in cooperation as well as towards a more constructive and sustainable relationship between CS and partner governments.  Supporting the role of parliaments and audit institutions and supporting CS initiatives aiming at building citizenship and strengthening democratic ownership should be systematically incorporated in governance support programmes. 

· Providing and promoting mechanisms and space for exchanges between CS and   parliamentarians.
· The EC should strongly encourage and support the public disclosure of information related to national development policies to allow effective involvement of local CSOs in these processes including roles in monitoring at local and national level. EC should use GBS and SBS as a means to improve democratic ownership, transparency and accountability in partner countries.  

· We welcome the intention of the EC to produce guidelines on ways to involve CSOs in new aid modalities (budget support).



	At civil society level


	
	

	· Many internal and external factors influence the interest and capacity of civil society to get organised and active in policy making, for example:

· factors relating to attitude of autocratic governments and to security situations

· cultural and historical factors influencing citizenship, social disparities, readiness to get organised etc…

· level of poverty and humanitarian situation  

· ethnic and  political conflicts 

· access to external financial support 

· In certain contexts, it may be impossible for civil society actors to play a role in policy sphere without putting themselves and their staff in danger.

· Lack of ownership and confidence amongst CS actors in dialogue mechanisms put in place by governments or donors ; consultation fatigue due to multiplicity of processes and to the fact that CS views are not taken into account.

· Mistrust and competition for access, for finance, for visibility and power between civil society organisations may prevent the creation of sustainable and solid platforms or networks that can play a representative and strategic role. 

· The location of civil society actors active in policy debates in capitals and big cities may prevent them from establishing relationships with more grass-root and rural organisations.

· High disparities in the level of literacy, experience and ‘professionalism’ between organisations may lead to patronage, misrepresentation and distortion of objectives and discourse at the expense of the weakest actors.

· Weak accountability and governance of certain structures may result in defending self-interests and playing power games.

· Risk that strong international actors occupy the limited space available for CS actors at country level.

· Networking and CS coalitions and platforms are demanding in human and financial resources and these are not easy to gather (lack of ownership, weak financial assets of members, limited, unpredictable and on-off support from donors or NGOs). 

· Lack of capacities (policy analysis, language, literacy) and means (human resources, financial resources, transport, access to information and institutions …) at the level of civil society organisations to be in a position to meaningfully contribute to policy debates and aid programming. 

· The need to take part in debates which require comprehension of complex and sometimes technical issues prevent the participation of organisations that lack a close nexus to decision making circles and are not involved regularly in policy work even if they are the best-placed and most relevant actors.  

· Difficulty to put in place suitable and sustainable means of communication and information-sharing among civil society actors that would allow a broad-based participation. 

· Many European NGOs not sufficiently informed about and/or interested in EC role in development cooperation to put efforts into EC policy making and in encouraging their partners to do so. This is simply not part of their day-to-day working priorities.

· European partners are not sufficiently supporting partners’ watchdog and policy activities. Such activities are not easily financed with donor funding and their impact and visibility is difficult to assess (small budget, not result-oriented, multiplicity of partners to engage with, not visible in European public, etc…).

· The public is concerned by the fact that the private resources they provide to NGOs  reaches poor people in developing countries and support to advocacy, awareness-raising and capacity building activities are more difficult to justify. This questioning is sometimes exacerbated by the media.  “Each cent must reach the poor children” symptom.
	 
	· Civil society’s right of initiative should be respected in all circumstances and in the absence of genuine civil society initiatives or structures are ready to be engaged in policy dialogue. It is better to support a process of nurturing and progressive upgrading of existing civil society action than to establish fictive and unaccountable structures for the sake of having interlocutors to talk with (e.g. creation of artificial structures or platforms or involvement of non representative civil society actors in consultative bodies).

· More attention should be paid to supporting and strengthening existing initiatives rather than creating new structures. A distinction should be made between networking and structuring, the unique interlocutor model should be avoided.

· More transparency and better information and communication towards the public in the EU and partner countries would certainly help in raising interest of civil society (both local and European). EU and local civil society should themselves contribute to disseminating information through their own means. Free media, as part of the civil society sphere, also has an important role to play

· EU NGOs should pay more attention to their participation in policy dialogue and aid monitoring when establishing partnerships and support strategies and programmes (providing information to partners, facilitating their participation in consultations, helping them in their contacts with donors’ delegations, etc…)

· CS actors should make the effort of structuring themselves at national level (and there are several possibilities) so that the number of CS interlocutors is reduced and manageable while still representing broad-based civil society and citizens interests. 

· Civil society should proactively use the opportunities offered by donors’ commitments to civil society participation and organise itself so that qualitative contributions can be made 

· Advocacy activities implemented jointly in developing countries and in Europe which fully respect the distinctive roles, positions and targets of each actor are rare and should be promoted by EU NGOs and supported with EU cooperation instruments.
· EU NGOs should allocate more time and resources to monitoring EU cooperation instruments and strategies and should strengthen their networking at EU level and with partners in DC in view of promoting a meaningful participation of CS.
· EU NGOs should promote to the European public the importance of CS’s multiple roles in the context of a rights-based approach to development. 
· An open debate should take place between EU institutions and CS actors on the best ways to support and finance the role of CS actors in Europe and in developing countries in areas relating to democratic governance, accountability and the monitoring of public finance, services and aid. Such a debate should be part of the 2010-2011 structured dialogue. 


The views expressed in this statement only commit the members of the Cotonou Working Group Aid and not necessary the Concord membership as a whole. 
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