International Donor Group Meeting

Date and Venue: 	26 & 27 Nov 2018; Institute of Social Studies (ISS), The Hague

Chair:			Ben Latto; UK

Participants: 	Andrea Schmid (Austria); Hazel Onkelinx (Belgium); Thomas Nikolaj Hansen, Siv Behrendt (Denmark); Elina Iso-Markku, Riina-Riikka Heikka (Finland); Pierre Salignon (France); Elke Zimprich Mazive (Germany); Agust Mar Agustsson (Iceland); Orla Mc Breen, Gerard Considine, Carina Connellan, Bizu Ketete (Ireland); Ronald Siebes (Netherlands); Hildegunn Tobiassen (Norway); Viveka Carlestam (Sweden); Rahel Boesch (Switzerland); Diarmuid O’Neill, Adam Pickering, Morna Welsh (UK); Karin Fällman, Nestor Pelechaaigues (OECD); Emilie Jarrett (EC); Jeff Thindwa (World Bank); Doug Rutzen (ICNL); Saskia Brechenmacher (Carnegie); Naomi Hossain (IDS); Jacqueline Wood (Carleton University); Neil Mitchell (UCL – remotely)

Meeting notes

1. Introductions

1.1 Welcome from ISS. Outline of key meeting aims from Ben – international solidarity and consensus – an agreed response on civic space action across donors.

2. Closing space – what are the issues and trends

2.1. Discussion on understanding trends and issues led by Carnegie. Presentations from UCL, UK, IDS, ICNL and CIVICUS. Key points:

2.2. Civil society space is not closing uniformly. Various causes including war on terror, and western funding of civil society. Where rule of law prevails, restrictions tend to be low. Restrictions cluster i.e. neighbours tend to copy each other through a process of diffusion, and not necessarily linked to geography e.g. Kurdistan replicating Russian legislation. As the number of restrictions increase, advocacy decreases, leading to a dangerous departure in human rights conditions.

2.3. Suggest space may be changing rather than closing – seeing the rise of the right in civic space and growth in digital space. There are new actors and opportunities. Where there is unaccountable service provision this leads to poor or unstable services/societies. 

2.4. Key trends include: a) civil society adoption of AI e.g. using iris scanners to provide food to refugees; b) electric vehicles – move away from fossil fuels and systemic restriction of environmental CSOs; c) geopolitics – role of China – do we affect them or they affect us?; d) foreign interference – move to isolationism from globalisation; e) democracy – shift in trust away from democratic towards military governments. 



2.5. Noted threats through cyber-attacks, surveillance, and use of false information.  Questioned what this means for our engagement with civil society, particularly human rights defenders, including how we determine when they are defenders or not. Need to consider how to bridge formal and informal interactions i.e. support outside of funding. Increasing importance of digital frontiers – protecting civic freedoms, freedom of expression, data access and accountability, and digital governance.

2.6. Noted there is evidence around the loss of voice of vulnerable communities with closing space, but that more work is needed on defining closing space and its impacts and solutions e.g. success of adaptive programming. Highlighted groups most affected are those involved in land rights, mineral rights, those representing indigenous peoples, investigators, and media. Discussed that it can be difficult to make the development case for protecting civic space, but there are intrinsic values we must protect.

2.7. Discussed connection of programmes to human rights abuses and the need to pay attention to the quality of reporting and the incremental effect; scattered restrictions may not have much impact, but cumulative restrictions can create a difficult atmosphere.

3. Closing space – what works and doesn’t work?

3.1. Discussion on what works and doesn’t work in addressing closing space issues led by ICNL. Presentations from Belgium, Denmark, Irish Ethiopian Embassy, and Carnegie. Key points:

3.2. Information sharing is a key factor as most CSOs will refuse to give over a lot of information, making it difficult to track the situation. In the case of Israel-Palestine, Belgian NGOs asked the government not to publish details on local partners and financing to avoid traceability and accusations of terrorist links. CSO financing was developed through a joint strategic framework and context analysis. Structured dialogue and advocacy was a key element with the Belgian government providing informal support and facilitation of meetings that were not publicised. 

3.3. The group discussed multiplatform databases and methods for information sharing and under-the -radar funding and support. Noted that making sure information filters down to the right level was important e.g. ICNL shares information with Danish embassies but unsure how this worked across donors.

3.4. Suggestion that different actors get different bits of information and a central repository to report and monitor the full picture, triggering a framework of action, could be a way forward. Highlighted that actors have platforms and are sharing info already, but this is not necessarily happening on the donor side – suggested this could be explored further. Noted there is already a lot of information out there, but the challenge is to digest and use information in a meaningful way i.e. to use as lessons for success and challenges and agree best practice approaches.

3.5. Queried the monitoring of shrinking versus changing space e.g. AI is changing civic space. Donors need to be aware of what this means, how it changes the context and be aware of the opportunities to defend or grow civic space.

3.6. Considered coordinated action e.g. joint dialogue with partner countries is the best approach where NGOs are being denied registration e.g. in Pakistan. Noted coordination was currently too ad hoc and not proactive at a country or international level. 

3.7. Noted that in joint European programming that CSO roadmaps have allowed donors to bring in own national NGOs into the network quickly. Queried whether roadmaps could be used more effectively including outside of EU members. 

3.8. Highlighted it can also be difficult to even have people internally, within donors, acknowledge and engage in closing civic space issues as this is seen as something outside of policy – it’s therefore an ongoing challenge to convince others it is important.

4. Study on civil society effectiveness & update on Community of Practice

4.1. Restated the need for a Community of Practice, given the significance of civil society as a development actor, and IDG members making up 94% of funding to CSOs. The first DAC study in 2010-2011 was developed into 12 lessons from DAC study. Preliminary results from the 2018 study indicate as donors we are still working through CSOs to deliver development results we have designed, rather than aligning to CSOs plans; dialogue quality varies; a variety of other priorities e.g. trade, security, funding modalities are not specifically tied to enabling environment. The study will form research (survey, literature review, interviews with DAC members) and will be developed into guidance. Noted some grey areas in the survey, but that OECD will be looking further into discrepancies and ambiguities to ensure understand richness and nuances of the study.

4.2. The group discussed other points of interest around the survey and support for civil society, including: only 25% of survey respondents understand how they are contributing to shrinking space, and 12% do not seek to support CSOs in country; funding to own country CSOs needs to be focused on strengthening civil society rather than in-country delivery; donors treat CSOs as more risky than private sector; the potential for something more enforceable than guidelines; potential to engage partner country CSOs as part of these conversations; pooled donor funding and core support is generally low, and the potential to align to CSOs more through adaptive programming.

4.3. Confirmed the outcome of the study is likely to be recommendations rather than soft guidance as this holds more political weight. Noted that the Community has research capacity, and could help with commitments. Discussed the role of Govnet, which is focused on governments and institutional strengthening, whereas the Community will be looking at civil society specifically. Confirmed the next IDG/Community of Practice/TT meeting will be in Paris week of 3 June 2019.

5. Closing Space – where should we collectively engage and options for coordination

5.1. Break-out sessions and discussion on ideas for collective engagement and action. Key themes:
· Knowledge sharing platform / database – trends & best practice
· EU roadmaps – explore with EEAS
· Joint review/study/mapping on closing space themes and funding partners (Thomas)
· Future IDG discussions:
· Informal civil society support – share existing case studies
· Mapping core support & localization agenda
· Adaptive aid modalities
· International Consortium for Closing Space – explore what it is and if we should be linked in
· Study on digital governance & literacy – links with Devco call for proposals[footnoteRef:1] / Reporters Without Borders (Pierre) [1:  Link to the call for proposals under the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights that covers the role of new technologies in promoting civic activism: https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/eidhr-maap-annex-3-global-calls_en.pdf
] 

· High Level Forum (July 2019) – key messages on closing space – IDG or Task Team

6. Adaptive management

6.1. Presentation from Sweden on adaptive management process. Highlighted that partners manage adaptations within an overarching agreement – partners are trusted to adapt to achieve better results, with regular reporting to the donor. Group discussed the need for more examples and time to discuss adaptive management at future meetings.

7. Task Team update

7.1. Hans provided an update on the Task Team. This is the ten-year anniversary of the Task Team – reflecting if it is still achieving what it set out to do ten years ago. Task Team has overarching strategy, principles, and is now focusing on results. Agenda for next 2 years; a) country level workshops on international commitments and best practices; b) 10th anniversary event on enabling environment and development of effectiveness and Community of Practice launch – 1st week of June 2019; c) HLF in July 2019 in New York – senior level global partnership meeting around same time at DG level. 

7.2. Noted Ireland are the new co-chairs, and guidance on enabling environment and development effectiveness will soon be available – sharing best practice from around the world. 
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8. Feedback and suggestions for next meeting

8.1. The group provided feedback on the different format used for this meeting and highlighted suggestions for the next meeting in June:

· Wanted more time for workshops/information sharing
· Like written updates being shared before the meeting
· Mixed feelings on the potential to invite local partners – flagged the need to retain IDG as an open forum for like-minded donors
· Liked deep dive thematic focus – more of this would be good

8.2. As well as the closing space topics raised: 

· informal civil society support; 
· mapping core support and localisation agenda;
· adaptive aid modalities;
The group was also keen to discuss:
· Adaptive management case studies
· Cost recovery (Ben & Thomas)
Next meeting date and location: 3 June, Paris


