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“A well-functioning civil society and politically involved citizenry are the backbone of longer term sustainable development.” Dambisa Moyo (2009)[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Dead Aid: Why Aid is not working and why there is a better way for Africa’ Moyo, D 2009] 


Active citizens are essential for development. They hold governments and others to account. They strengthen national and local democracy; support people to claim their rights; provide vital services and support, including in fragile and conflict affected areas; and they advocate and campaign on issues such as poverty and justice. Strong, diverse and vibrant civil society groups are indispensable for enabling citizens to contribute effectively to issues that affect their lives.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  See for example ‘From Poverty to Power’ 2009. More recently, ‘So what difference does it make?  Mapping the outcomes of citizen engagement’, Gaventa J and Barrett, G. 2010] 


Despite considerable international evidence showing the importance of robust civil society in improving peoples lives and shaping development outcomes[footnoteRef:3], the International Centre for Not for Profit Law (ICNL) notes that “.. between 2005 and 2010, over 50 countries considered or enacted restrictive measures constraining civil society."[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  See: (i) ‘Citizen Action and National Policy Reform’ (John Gaventa), and IDS Policy Briefing 05 2008, available online at http://www.powercube.net/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/InFocus5.pdf ;(ii) Joint Evaluation of Citizens’ Voice and Accountability: Synthesis Report’: Rocha Menocal, A. and Sharma, B. (2008)London: DFID.  Available online at: http://www.odi.org.uk/resources/details.asp?id=2560&title=evaluation-citizens-voice-accountability]  [4:  ‘Defending Civil Society’ Report of the International Centre for Not-for-Profit-Law 2012available at: http://www.icnl.org/about/reports/. See also: ‘Is there a global crackdown on civil society..and how should we respond’, Duncan Green’s recent blog at: http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=10896
Note: The idea of protecting the space for civil society is not new. See for example ‘Effective Work in Difficult Political environments: a Case Study from Malawi’ Trivedy R in ‘NGOs, Civil Society and the State: Building Democracy in Transitional Societies’ (Ed)’Clayton A, INTRAC, 1996 
 ] 


So how can development agencies protect the space for civil society? In particular, how can official development agencies, like the Department for International Development (DFID), contribute to this? This article provides a brief snapshot of some of DFID’s work on this issue.

Background

In 2009 DFID reviewed its funding to civil society worldwide[footnoteRef:5]. The review found, perhaps unsurprisingly, that most of DFID’s funding to civil society organisations (CSOs) aimed to achieve three broad objectives: [5:  Civil Society Portfolio Review’: unpublished paper for DFID’sDevelopment Policy Committee 2010. ] 


1. Delivering goods and services to poor people especially in fragile or conflict affected countries;
2. Holding to account national, regional and international institutions with  responsibilities for assisting poor people;
3. UK citizens to contribute to international development. 
 
The review noted that although much could be achieved by focusing on the three objectives, there were two specific factors that prevented the achievement of better outcomes for poor people in many countries. 

The first was where governments were introducing regulations and practices that would severely constrain the activities of national and international CSOs. This acted a barrier to the scope and scale of civil society work. 

Whilst some degree of regulation was required and could be justified - for example ensuring that international and national CSOs operating in a country are properly registered and constituted, transparent about their work, and comply with employment, tax and other requirements - it was clear that in many instances, governments appeared to be seeking to exert much more direct control on the work of civil society groups. This included by limiting or constraining certain activities such as advocacy and human rights work, introducing new reporting requirements, restraining work in some geographical locations and with specific interest groups and in some cases harassing staff and supporters of organisations.  

For DFID, it was clear that the issue of legitimate space for civil society, needed to be part of the regular dialogue between development partners and national governments. The findings of the review showed that whilst DFID and other donors had at times raised such issues with host governments in the past, this had not been a consistent feature in our discussions. The review noted that the issue of ‘democratic space, including space for civil society’ was also of concern to diplomats who were sometimes better placed to raise such issues through diplomacy with counterparts.

The review recognised that protecting civil society space by itself would not by itself necessarily result in improved lead outcomes for poor people. For this to be achieved, DFID also needed to put more emphasis in its work on genuinely enabling citizens to do things for themselves.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Examples of this are provided in the article on Effective Work in Difficult Political environments..’ see note 4 above. Other examples include establishing savings and lending schemes, pooling labour to assist in farming, campaigning for land and other rights etc... ] 


Although some DFID supported CSOs were able to provide information about specific groups of people that they were supporting to do things for themselves, it was difficult to find strong evidence demonstrating that DFID’s work was enabling  people and communities to gain confidence and take initiatives themselves that to improve their lives. 

Progress to date

In 2010 DFID confirmed that the five broad objectives (mentioned above) for its work with civil society globally.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  A summary of DFID’s work with civil society is available at: http://www.dfid.gov.uk/
 ] 


To protect space for civil society, DFID officials agreed with colleagues from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and the Charity Commission for England and Wales that there was scope for the UK contribute more actively in an established Donor “Working Group on Enabling and Protecting Civil Society’. The Working Group consists of representatives from a variety of bilateral and multilateral donors. It is chaired by Canada and monitors developments likely to detrimentally affecting the work of CSOs.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Many of the agencies represented on the Working Group are also actively involved in  the Community of Democracies. See: http://www.community-democracies.org/.
] 


The UK is represented on the Group by the Head of the Charity Commission’s International Programme, who keep the relevant DFID and FCO officials informed of developments. The Group issues regular ‘calls for action’ for development partners and diplomats to ensure that priority issues are raised in-country with the relevant authorities. This has meant that in countries where the space for legitimate civil society activities is being, or likely to be, curtailed, the UK government has been able to raise specific concerns with the relevant authorities. This has led in some cases to government’s seeking advice and support to improve draft legislation likely to affect the work of civil society. In other instances, it has led to more concerted international pressure being brought to bear on the relevant authorities.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Specific examples of both are available on the ICNL website.] 


Protecting space for civil society now forms an integral part of the UK Government’s approach to improving accountability and promoting transparency and open, democratic societies.[footnoteRef:10] DFID is also encouraging CSOs and other organisations to focus more systematically on enabling citizens to do things for themselves and to collect information, case studies and evidence on this.[footnoteRef:11] This forms an important element in DFID’s approach to delivering tangible results and reducing dependence on aid. [10:  See also the work of the Open Government Partnership Initiative at: http://www.opengovpartnership.org/]  [11:  Several recent studies have confirmed the fact that citizen engagement contributes to more responsive states, which in turn are able to meet peoples development needs, and guarantee and uphold democratic rights.  Gaventa and Barrett’s (2010) ten-year research programme on citizenship, participation and accountability took a sample of 100 research studies of four types of citizen engagement in 20 countries. By mapping the observable effects of citizen participation through a close reading of these studies, they created a typology of four democratic and developmental outcomes, including: (a) the construction of citizenship;(b) the strengthening of practices of participation; (c) the strengthening of responsive and accountable states; and (d) the development of inclusive and cohesive societies.  They found that in more than 70 per cent of citizen engagement initiatives studied “positive outcomes” were achieved. They also found that outcomes vary according to the type of citizen engagement and to political context. Their analysis suggests that citizen mobilisation and engagement has led to national level policy changes in Brazil, Mexico, Chile, South Africa and Philippines. They note that in many more cases, citizen mobilisation has made concrete contributions to improved development outcomes and services. 
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