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Executive Summary 

In 2021, the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) unanimously adopted the DAC Recommendation on Enabling Civil Society in 
Development Co-operation and Humanitarian Assistance (the “Recommendation”), the first international 
standard setting out actions that development providers can take to support civic space and civil society. 
The years since the Recommendation’s adoption have seen notable efforts to enhance support for civil 
society in development co-operation, at the same time as new challenges and crises have jeopardized civil 
society’s ability to play its essential role as an independent development actor.  

In 2026, the DAC will conclude a review of how the Recommendation has been implemented during its 
first five years. To inform this review, the DAC administered a survey in late 2025 of civil society partners 
(in tandem with a survey of DAC provider adherents to the Recommendation), to gather their perspectives 
on the Recommendation’s implementation and continued relevance. This report presents a summary of 
key findings from that survey, to which 39 civil society organizations (CSOs) responded. 

These findings reveal that from the CSO perspective, development providers have made some progress 
in enabling civil society since the Recommendation was adopted, but serious gaps and deficits remain in 
these efforts. CSOs still view the Recommendation as highly relevant, but consider that robust action is 
needed to deliver on its promise in the challenging years ahead. 

Several respondents cautioned that ‘civic space’ may still be interpreted too narrowly in practice (focusing 
mainly on formal freedoms), and urged the DAC Members to reinforce an ‘enabling environment’ lens 
that makes structural conditions for CSO effectiveness explicit. These includes legal/regulatory and 
administrative conditions, access to sustainable resources, participation and dialogue, public discourse, 
and the digital environment. 

According to the CSO survey, since the Recommendation’s adoption, providers have in some cases, and 
in often partial fashion, taken actions to further its provisions. In particular, some providers have: 

• Acknowledged the essential importance of civic space in their policies and strategies; 

• Invested in supporting monitoring and early warning initiatives relating to civic space; 

• Channeled flexible funding to organisations supporting human rights and freedoms; 

• Facilitated dialogue with civil society and peer learning on safeguarding civic space; 

• Increased consultations with civil society on provider policies and practices; 

• Increased innovative and flexible financing for civil society; 

• Provided support for CSO platforms, coalitions, and networks; 

• Reduced administration and compliance burdens imposed on civil society partners; 
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• Increased attention to the importance of equitable partnerships and mutual accountability; and 

• Supported CSO initiatives relating to safeguarding and prevention of exploitation and abuse. 

Across every pillar of the Recommendation, however, a majority of respondents to the CSO survey 
considered that providers had either maintained existing levels of effort or had decreased efforts to 
implement the Recommendation’s commitments since its adoption. CSO respondents identified an array 
of negative trends and challenges relating to the Recommendation’s implementation: 

• Drastic cuts to ODA and re-prioritization of aid to serve narrowly defined provider interests; 

• Reduced investment in rapid response mechanisms to protect civic space and civil society; 

• Increased political polarization in provider countries regarding the value of human rights and 
civil society, accompanied by declining political appetite to defend civil society; 

• Limited and ad hoc responses to digital repression as a threat to civic space; 

• Continued imposition of heavy and inflexible administrative and financial requirements on CSOs; 

• Incomplete advances and reversals in support for locally-led development; 

• Stagnating or decreasing investment in global citizenship education; 

• Limited recognition of CSO-developed and -led accountability frameworks for civil society; 

• Continued adherence to risk-averse development approaches and downward transfers of risk; 

• Reluctance to empower local CSOs and maintenance of power imbalances in setting 
development co-operation priorities (often by providers and international CSOs); and 

• Continued reliance on short-term, variable, project-based funding. 

CSO respondents widely view the Recommendation as relevant and necessary in the current climate, with 
some advising that the Recommendation is even more relevant now than when it was adopted. CSO 
respondents see myriad opportunities to advance and deepen implementation of the Recommendation 
to meet current challenges, including: 

• Increasing funding for civic space activities and mechanisms to support civil society under 
threat; 

• Scaling up institutional efforts to support civic space, through whole-of-government strategies, 
consistent dialogue with local civil society and partner governments, enhanced provider 
coordination, and development of guidance for staff and missions;  

• Providing long-term flexible, programmatic, and/or core funding to civil society partners; 

• Simplifying and harmonizing administrative and compliance requirements; 

• Strengthening and institutionalizing avenues for meaningful participation and consultation of 
civil society in development co-operation and investing in equitable and locally-led efforts; 

• Supporting CSO-led accountability and transparency systems and shifting to risk-sharing models. 

Just as in 2021, the Recommendation provides essential guidance on navigating current challenges to 
civic space and civil society participation in development co-operation. To meet the current moment, 
providers should re-commit to the Recommendation and deepen efforts to advance its implementation. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
The adoption of the DAC Recommendation on Enabling Civil Society in July 2021 was a critical milestone 
by DAC providers in codifying norms, setting standards and making commitments to good donor practices.  
It focuses on three essential areas – respecting, protecting and promoting civic space, fully enabling civil 
society as development and humanitarian actors, and incentivizing civil society’s own accountability, 
transparency and effectiveness. 
 
The Recommendation calls for a five-year review of progress in implementing its 28 commitments by its 
adherents (all DAC providers).  As part of the five-year review process, the DAC Community of Practice on 
Civil Society and the Secretariat developed two surveys, one for DAC adherents and one for CSOs.  These 
surveys will form an important part of evidence that will inform the July 2026 report by the DAC on the 
Recommendation's implementation, obstacles, and ways to strengthen this implementation. 
 
The DAC Secretariat provided anonymized responses for 37 of 39 CSO responses to the CSO survey.  These 
perspectives form the basis of this independent summary of key findings by the CSO Working Group on 
the DAC Recommendation. (See a profile of respondents in Annex One.) Many of the responses provided 
a rich in-depth and detailed overview of key issues, challenges and progress focusing on approximately 13 
DAC providers including the EU.1  This brief summary of key findings cannot do justice to the breadth of 
analysis, the nuance of challenges raised, and wide range of priority proposals highlighted across the 37 
responses.   
 
Although the review focuses on developments since July 2021, it is taking place in a particularly 
challenging landscape for CSOs, which many respondents reflected in their responses.  (See Annex Two 
for a summary of key dimensions of this environment.)  Acknowledging this context is essential for 
ensuring the future relevance of the Recommendation in shaping provider approaches to emerging 
dynamics within the civil society ecosystem.  The findings from the CSO survey on the whole affirmed the 
Recommendation’s continued relevance, now greater than ever, both as norms to protect and respond 
to narrowing civic space, but also as practical avenues for provider action to more fully enable civil society 
actors, and ensure their effectiveness and accountability. 
 
This summary follows the basic structure of the survey, while emphasizing the closely inter-related 
challenges in providers’ actions and obstacles between the three pillars of the Recommendation. 
  

 
1 The DAC Secretariat anonymized all responses in identification of survey respondents.  But the provider context 
that informed responses was apparent from the content of many of the responses This was true for 32 of the 37 
responses seen by the authors of this report.  Of these responses, 16 were concentrated among three providers – 
Finland (7), Ireland (6) and Switzerland (3).  Survey responses from France, Forus, EU-SEE initiative and Concord 
were particularly detailed, with many other analytic points and proposals from all respondents, which could not be 
fully captured in this summary.  Parts of this summary have been facilitated by AI-generated detailed summaries of 
survey responses, particularly for Questions 14 to 25. 
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2.  CSO Perceptions of Provider Actions and Obstacles since 2021, with Proposals to 
Strengthen Implementation of the Recommendation 

2.1  Pillar One: Respecting, Protecting and Promoting Civic Space 
 

 
 

CSO perceptions of progress among the providers covered in the survey is mixed. While they identify some 
initiatives in protecting and promoting civic space, others document a growing disconnect between 
narratives on addressing narrowing civic space and actions defending civil society and actual providers’ 
practices on the ground.  These actions are often reactive, rather than protective, and overall insufficient, 
given the pace and scale of deterioration in civic space globally.  Respondents stress that restrictions on 
civic space are no longer only legal or physical, but increasingly digital, and often deployed rapidly during 
moments of political tension. 

Among areas of progress, 

• Many providers acknowledge the essential importance of civic space in their development, 
peace and human rights policies, and some have updated civil society strategies accordingly.  An 
example is Canada’s Voices at Risk Guidelines. 

• Support for effective and timely monitoring and early warning initiatives such as the EU-SEE, 
intended to inform EU (and other providers’) country dialogue and diplomacy on human rights 
and civic space.  CSO findings on digital repression have informed some providers’ human-rights 
dialogues and political messaging. 

• Some providers continue to channel flexible funding dedicated to support for human rights 
defenders, women’s rights organizations, digital security and responses to threats, and 
independent media, including in some restrictive contexts. (France, Ireland, Canada, Finland) 
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• Some providers continue to facilitate dialogue with civil society and peer learning, reflect on 
challenges and good practices, and collectively advance approaches to safeguarding civic space. 
(Ireland) There continues to be engagement through UN human rights mechanisms, joint 
statements and diplomatic pressure. 
 

Survey respondents, however, more often reflected limitations, challenges and obstacles in providers’ 
engagement with the political dynamics of civic space over these five years.  While some are positive 
actors, respondents found little evidence of significant change in practice for most providers.   
 
Certainly tools, awareness, rhetorical policy narrative and some financing has continued or improved.  But 
provider practice overall has not kept pace with the speed, scale, or severity of the rapidly worsening 
conditions for civil society in many countries, particularly in recent years. 

• ODA cuts and reprioritization of aid towards provider (economic and geo-strategic) interests 
have had a direct, substantial negative impact on civic space, through withdrawals from countries 
experiencing shrinking space, sidelining local grassroots organizations, particularly those 
representing marginalized communities, diminished attention to human rights issues, and 
indirectly enabling increased attacks on civil society amid rising authoritarianism across the global 
south (and global north). 

• Reduced capacities for rapid response through emergency protection mechanisms such as 
Lifeline: Embattled CSO Assistance Fund, which has closed since USAID’s demise in 2025, 
significantly weakening the international community’s capacity to respond to acute threats 
against civil society and human rights defenders. 

• Political polarization in public debate in some global north provider countries creates an 
environment of fear in speaking out on human rights violations, a rise in disinformation, and 
regulatory and legal harassment of critical civil society actors.  This environment undermines 
provider credibility in their external efforts to protect and advance civic space abroad. 

• Slow adaptation to digital repression as a threat to civic space.  Dedicated support for digital 
security, legal defence and online resilience remains limited and ad hoc, despite widespread use 
in expanding unlawful surveillance and to shut down critical civic actors, particularly digitally 
informed youth-led, women-led informal movements.  There is a growing concern for the 
weaponization of cyber and digital legislation against CSOs, journalists, and activists. 

• A declining political appetite to defend civil society.  Provider responses to urgent attacks on 
civic space are slow, fragmented and limited to reactive statements, despite early warnings and 
alerts.  While there is likely some invisible diplomatic coordination, providers are seen to rarely 
speak with one consistent voice.  Provider staff are often unfamiliar with monitoring tools and/or 
civil society in affected countries, with commercial interests over-riding concerns for civil society.  
On the other hand, partner governments increasingly create narratives of foreign interference in 
delegitimizing provider support for dissenting civil society.  

 
What are some CSO-proposed priorities for advancing Pillar One going forward?  The Community of 
Practice Toolkit, Coordinated Action for Civic Space, provides a range of approaches and actions for 
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strengthening provider efforts to respect, promote, and protect civic space amidst rapidly deteriorating 
conditions of civil society.  It is essential to move beyond procedural and reactive measures to those that 
proactively strengthen local and national CSOs to defend and advance civic space in their country 
contexts.  Among the proposals highlighted in the CSO survey responses: 

• Develop and implement a coherent whole of government civic space strategy, co-created with 
civil society, and built around specific expectations outlined in the DAC Recommendation. 

• Strengthen a sustained and consistent dialogue with national civil society and partner country 
governments, including direct partnerships with local civil society to strengthen legal protection 
for activists as well as their right to freedom of expression and freedom of peaceful assembly and 
association. 

• Treat digital repression as a core civic-space violation, not only a technical or communications / 
media issue.  There is often early warning on digital repression, which should enable early 
diplomatic engagement.  There is need for dedicated and sustained support for digital security, 
legal defence, and online resilience. 

• Increase dedicated funding for civic space activities, particularly in authoritarian contexts, with 
flexible terms, core support, and accelerated processes of approval.  Providers should strengthen 
support for in-country institutions that underpin accountability, participation and civic freedoms.  
Independent media play a crucial role in safeguarding civic space. 

• Re-establish contingency and emergency funding for civic actors under threat (legal support, 
relocation and digital security).  Increase support for Indigenous Peoples and marginalized groups 
whose rights are often overlooked. 

• Develop clear guidance for staff to react to early warning alerts.  Providers should consider 
reputational and political risks in situations where the cost of inaction is the erosion of civic space.  
Major provider programs and investments in partner countries should systematically include a 
civil society component with a dedicated budget, so that communities and other CSOs can 
participate, monitor and influence implementation.  It is essential to monitor and report on civic 
space outcomes. 

• Increase awareness and reverse cuts to public engagement programs in provider countries that 
build awareness of the importance of civic space and the need to strengthen it. 

• Revive and strengthen provider coordination mechanisms, including engagement in multilateral 
fora, giving priority to civic space issues in diplomatic dialogue with partner country governments. 

 
2.2  Pillar Two:  Supporting and Engaging with Civil Society 

Changes consistent with the DAC Recommendation’s Pillar Two commitments for support and 
engagement with CSOs have been modest at best, with a third of respondents pointing to decreased 
provider efforts in this area.  Most providers have maintained, and in some respects, broadened their 
engagement with civil society since 2021.  However, accessibility, depth of partnership, shifts in power, 
and reformed funding modalities still lag significantly behind the Recommendation commitments, and 
indeed the scale of current challenges for CSOs in the global south.  
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The sharp contraction in funding for CSOs—most notably following the collapse of USAID support, 
alongside reductions by other major providers in 2025 and 2026—has caused widespread disruption 
across civil society globally. USAID’s demise is also seen as a considerable set-back for provider efforts to 
strengthen leadership by CSOs in the global south in development cooperation (as USAID was a former 
leader in this area). 
 

 
 

Respondents identified a number of areas in which they experienced improvements in provider support 
for civil society and CSOs.  For some such as Ireland, “maintaining existing efforts” has sustained already 
innovative modalities in this support.  For others, moderate increase in effort is mainly confined to more 
structured engagement, some improvements in technical access to providers’ systems, and very modest 
increases in direct funding for local organizations.  Highlights include: 

• Increased structured, if somewhat shallow, consultations on provider development policies and 
practices.  While some respondents noted that these crucial engagements have declined in 
certain provider contexts (due to political polarization), they continue across most providers, 
particularly in the provider country.  In the EU, there are several instruments for formal 
engagement with civil society and national CSO platforms in most provider countries facilitate 
such dialogue.  At the partner country level, engagement with local civil society often depends on 
the priorities of the particular embassy and sometimes the individual preferences of those in 
charge. 

• Examples of innovative and increased financing for civil society.  Canada’s investment in the 
Equality Fund endowment represents an innovative approach to resourcing women’s rights 
organizations.  Ireland’s Civil Society Partnership blends humanitarian and development funding 
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in a single multi-annual, flexible five-year framework.  A dedicated Civil Society Fund maintains 
access for a diversity of smaller CSOs.  Flexible programmatic funding was also identified for 
Switzerland and Finland.  Italy has supported a nation-wide network of Diaspora organizations 
involved in development cooperation, with twenty associations receiving support for 
programming in their countries of origin.  While these are true pockets of innovation across 
providers, for most, they often remain isolated and are seldom scaled or shared among providers. 

• Continued support for CSO platforms, coalitions and network in partner and provider countries.  
Examples include support for platforms and coalitions in policy dialogue, coordination and 
learning (Ireland, Canada, Finland, Switzerland, European Union).  A major new initiative is the 
EU-SEE CSO partnership involving monitoring and early warning alerts noted under Pillar One.  
Others noted: “Continued donor support to national CSO platforms has been critical in enabling 
coordination, collective advocacy, and dialogue with authorities, particularly as civic space has 
narrowed. … Support for umbrella organisations and coalitions in partner countries remains one 
of the few mechanisms allowing smaller and local CSOs to engage with donors and governments 
on an equal footing.” 

• Improvements in administration and compliance burdens.  While major issues remain in 
administrative and compliance obstacles for many southern CSOs, and for small and medium 
CSOs, there have been some digitally-enabled initiatives by specific providers to reduce these 
burdens.  Notable is Canada’s five-year Grants and Contributions Transformation Initiative, which 
has reformed management information systems and simplified portals to access development 
funding for CSOs (for existing unreformed funding modalities).  Ireland has streamlined annual 
reporting and moved toward trust-based dialogue away from a technical compliance approach.  
Switzerland has introduced micro-grants mechanisms with simplified application and reduce 
documentation for potential partners. 

• Uneven and partial progress towards locally-led development.  Providers explicitly reference 
‘localization’, locally-led development, power shifts in policy statements, strategies and guidance.  
For most (but not all – e.g., Japan) there is an acknowledgement of local/national CSOs as 
development actors in their own right.  Notwithstanding targeted funding modalities, support for 
national platforms, and incremental improvements in funding flexibility for local actors, 
respondents observe minimal progress in shifting decision-making or risk tolerance policies, with 
control over resources continuing to be concentrated in providers’ institutions and large INGO 
intermediaries. 

 
Many of the obstacles identified for progress in Recommendation commitments in deepening provider 
support for civil society under Pillar Two are closely inter-related with those affecting Pillar One. 

• Political polarization, geo-political priorities, and instrumentalization of development 
cooperation for provider commercial interests has narrowed the fiscal space for resources 
channeled through and to CSOs.  The cuts to USAID affected up to 40% of previous funding for 
CSOs, which has been compounded by further cuts by other major provider countries (the UK, 
Germany, France, Canada, etc.).  Confrontational narratives portray CSOs as biased, elitist, corrupt 
and out of touch with populations in programming countries.  In such a polarized environment, 
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provider compliance measures increase for reduced funding, risk tolerance decreases, and 
providers seek to align their CSO priorities with their foreign policy interests. 

• Provider administrative and financial regulations remain heavy, rigid, and not proportionate to 
the context and/or the organizations involved.  Rules governing audits, reporting, registration 
documentation, bank accounts, etc. often sideline small and at-risk groups, with no consideration 
for contexts where civic space is very closed or registration politically blocked.  Providers’ digital 
agendas and automated processes may marginalize smaller organizations with limited 
connectivity and/or expose some to digital security risks in politically sensitive environments.  
CSOs in partner countries are often still instrumentalized for provider interests, whether directly 
or indirectly through large CSO intermediaries.  Tighter provider controls reduce the potential for 
trust-based relationships, which further encourage greater controls. 

• Provider modalities limit transformative support for locally-led development.  Provider funding 
structures and regulations centralize control, relying on traditional (call-for-proposal) project 
contracting processes.  They maintain restrictive access for local actors, alongside highly 
prescriptive budget priorities, and often requirements to involve provider country CSOs in all 
partner country programming.  Increased compliance and risk aversion lead providers to rely on 
a small group of large intermediaries, while partner country organizations often are left to absorb 
operational and political risk.  Reliance on project funding modalities limit opportunities for long-
term engagement with local civil society leadership and institutional strengthening.  These 
structural limitations in supporting locally-led development are often compounded by constraints 
in providers’ human resources, including frequent staff turnover and overstretched teams that 
lack the capacity to develop strong, context-specific knowledge of civil society. 

• Support for global citizenship education has stagnated or experienced cuts.  In an increasingly 
polarized political environment, there have been fewer initiatives to counter disinformation and 
far-right narratives about populations in the global south, immigration and development 
cooperation.  This environment erodes public understanding of development cooperation, 
constricts the space for international solidarity within both community and provider-country 
institutions, and facilitates the further stigmatisation of civil society actors. 
 

What are some proposals to address the gap between policy commitments, consistent with the 
intentions of Pillar Two, and actual provider practice?  Among those identified by respondents are the 
following: 

• Provide long-term flexible, programmatic and/or core funding.  These modalities for funding 
are crucial for local and national CSOs in the global south, but particularly those working in 
highly constrained and dynamic political environments.  Innovative approaches should open 
up opportunities for local CSO leadership at partner country level, strengthening local civil 
society ecosystems through delegated sector funds, roles for national CSO platforms and 
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options for direct funding.2  Providers should protect funding for human rights, civic space 
and accountability.  Advocacy and influencing policy are legitimate aspects of CSOs roles and 
should not be excluded from funding.  Providers should explore innovations in pooled funding 
alternatives, including support for trusted and experienced platforms and networks as 
funding intermediaries in partner countries, particularly where direct funding may be 
politically sensitive. 

• Simplify and harmonize administrative and compliance requirements.  Provider finance 
must include adequate provision for indirect and core institutional cost, essential for 
institutional sustainability.  Streamlining administrative requirements, and harmonizing such 
requirements among providers, should be designed with CSOs to enable diverse and locally-
rooted organizations to participate.  Providers should consider simplified windows and/or 
delegated mechanisms for youth-led, women-led, Indigenous and community groups (e.g. 
small grants, multi-year, light reporting).   

Strengthening CSO locally-led development in many country contexts will be very challenging 
in the absence of flexible programmatic funding modalities with simplified contextually-
adaptive administrative requirements. 

• Institutionalize and strengthen avenues for meaningful participation and consultations.  
Establishing and/or maintaining regular, institutionalized dialogue mechanisms, in both 
provider and partner countries, builds a more strategic and consistent approach to supporting 
and engaging civil society.  Providers should consider creating a civil society focal point in each 
embassy to facilitate ongoing exchange, foster credibility and trust-based relationships, and 
informed understanding of local civil society.  Best practice should guide provider 
engagement with civil society – predictable consultations, timely documentation, a dynamic 
process for exchange rather than listening, clear timelines and structured feedback on how 
CSO input informed decisions. 

• Reinvest and expand support for global citizenship education.  Civil society is well placed as 
credible actors with on-the-ground partnerships to deepen global education in provider 
countries.  This support can include formal and non-formal education systems, independent 
media, countering disinformation and public interest journalism.  Streamlined global justice 
and peace education programming should be tailored to different audiences / actors, ranging 
from local authorities, the media, local communities, young people, and women’s 
organizations, among others. 

 
 
 
 

 
2 “Collective funds or funding pools are a promising mechanism, enabling support for joint action by multiple 
organizations around share objectives.  These schemes reduce duplication, facilitate mutual learning and strengthen 
sustainability.” [Latin American Response] 
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2.3  Pillar Three:  Incentivizing CSO effectiveness, transparency and accountability 
 
Respondents perceive greater progress for commitments to incentivize CSO effectiveness, transparency 
and accountability in Pillar Three, with more than 40% reporting moderate (30%) or significant (11%) 
increased efforts by providers.  Only 11% reported decreased efforts.  These results, however, seem to 
contradict respondents’ narrative on actual progress in these areas, which likely reflects low existing levels 
of effort (49%). 
 

 
 
Many of the responses focused on provider modalities to incentivize CSO accountability through provider 
contractual results-based management procedures and audits.  They note much less attention and 
support for CSOs’ own accountability and transparency mechanisms, organizational strengthening, and 
peer learning.  The latter, however, are the focus of Pillar Three and essential for genuine community-
driven accountability. 
 
Where do CSOs see progress? 

• Some increased provider attention to normative frameworks for equitable partnerships, 
mutual accountability, and learning in provider engagement with CSOs as effective strategic 
partners.  Some providers support CSO efforts to strengthen governance, financial management, 
monitoring and evaluation. (Ireland) There are also efforts to promote participatory evaluation 
and learning as part of monitoring frameworks.  Some noted that “programme support allows us 
to implement the programmes according our international network rules, policies and guidelines, 
which strengthens our network and makes our work more effective.” (Finland, Ireland)  Some 
respondents noted that the 2011 CSO developed Istanbul Principles on CSO Effectiveness continue 
to be included in provider discourse with CSO partners, “although unevenly.” (France)  
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In Canada, a CSO-led Anti-Racist Cooperation program hub supports organizations in advancing 
anti-racism, equity, and inclusion within their governance, staffing, partnerships, and decision-
making structures. The Hub has become an important mechanism for encouraging transparency, 
addressing systemic inequities, and building organizational accountability to affected 
communities. 

• Strong provider support for CSO initiatives for the Prevention of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse.  
These measures have included a sustained programming hub in national CSO platforms working 
with members with tools, standards, and technical support that help organizations strengthen 
safeguarding systems, develop survivor-centred policies, and meet international commitments on 
protection from sexual exploitation and abuse. (Canada, Ireland, Finland, Switzerland, France, 
DAC) 

• Increased provider attention to shifting decision making, sharing power, and incentivizing local 
CSO leadership, which is foundational for equitable partnerships.  We have already noted some 
provider initiatives to strengthen locally-led development under Pillar Two.  Some providers have 
supported CSO-led accountability and transparency initiatives in several partner countries.  
(Forus).  There has been support for capacity strengthening and peer learning in the global south 
through networks and platforms where CSOs can learn and practice openness and mutual 
support, as well as collectively reflect on accountability (including transparency initiatives and 
codes of conduct linked to national platforms). 

 
While there have been notable and important initiatives to strengthen CSO governance, accountability, 
and more equitable partnerships, systemic barriers to genuine power-sharing, risk-sharing, and trust 
continue to dominate the overall provider landscape.  Providers can face a challenging balance in 
upholding high accountability standards, while also ensuring that their compliance demands do not 
impose unintended impacts, excluding local actors that are crucial for civic engagement. 
 
A summary of the obstacles for progress identified by respondents include: 

• Limited practical recognition of CSO-developed and -led accountability frameworks as provider 
compliance models remain dominant.  CSO self-regulating accountability frameworks are often 
acknowledged, but seldom recognized as valid evidence of effectiveness and accountability.  CSO 
frameworks include among others, the Global Standard for CSO Accountability, national CSO 
platforms codes of conduct and accountability charters, peer learning accountability processes, 
and the Istanbul Principles for CSO Development Effectiveness.  Government regulations (and 
unfavourable political environments) often lock providers into top-down, paternalistic 
compliance models.  Accountability is largely still primarily understood by providers as contractual 
compliance. 

Providers impose complex standardized digital templates that cannot adapt to national contexts 
for CSOs, and particularly the capacities of small and medium CSOs, and other informal actors 
such as youth, women and marginalized groups.  “Many grassroots CSOs cannot meet the same 
compliance standards as large INGOs, particularly when domestic regulations already impose 
heavy disclosure obligations.” Indeed, hostile states are now using “transparency and 
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accountability” narratives to control and disrupt CSOs. Alleviation of digital risks in vulnerable 
contexts are seldom considered in accountability requirements, budgeted, and often left to CSOs 
to manage themselves. 

• Most providers remain highly risk-adverse, with bureaucratic incentives for downward risk 
transfer.  Provider narrow compliance mechanisms routinely transfer risk to implementing 
partners, while providers retain decision making power and little tolerance for local context 
adaptive learning and strategies.  These include provider provisions for financial, legal and 
reputational risks, where most providers have limited staff with strong knowledge of local CSO 
operational realities, including shrinking civic space and restrictive legal environments.  These 
constraints reinforce compliance-heavy approaches. 

• Accountability is often seen by providers as an “overhead” expense, and not a core function of 
effectiveness and transparency.  Short-term, project-based funding prevents sustained 
investments in organizational systems, long term accountability processes, and sustained 
partnerships.  There is limited investment in organizational development, institutional learning, 
and human resource development.  Many CSOs lack the resources, time and organizational 
structures to practice deep accountability to the people they serve.  Without the resources, 
“accountability risks becoming a bureaucratic exercise rather than a pathway for community-led 
accountability and agency.” 

• Power imbalances persist as cooperation priorities are set by providers and their large 
implementing INGO partners, limiting local accountability.  For national and local CSOs the result 
is poorly contextualized initiatives for which demonstrating development effectiveness can be 
weak and ownership is limited.  Externally imposed accountability/compliance standards are 
usually ill-suited for local operational environments, particularly in conflict-affected and fragile 
contexts. 

 
What further provider actions might strengthen efforts to incentivize CSO effectiveness, accountability 
and transparency?  Respondents made a number of proposals for priority actions. 

• Supporting CSO-led accountability and transparency systems.  Providers should formally 
recognize CSO-developed standards and self-regulation mechanisms as valid evidence of 
effectiveness and accountability.  The 2011 Istanbul Principles for CSO Development Effectiveness 
have been acknowledged by some providers and by the Global Partnership for Effective 
Development Cooperation as a framework for provider engagement with CSOs.3  The Global 
Standard for CSO Accountability is another standard that embraces new forms of dynamic 
accountability which puts people at the core of the work.4  Provider should enhance the use of 
the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability in CSO partnerships.5 

 
3 https://www.effectivecooperation.org/content/istanbul-principles-development-effectiveness  
4 https://www.csostandard.org/  
5 https://www.corehumanitarianstandard.org/  

https://www.effectivecooperation.org/content/istanbul-principles-development-effectiveness
https://www.csostandard.org/
https://www.corehumanitarianstandard.org/
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Recognition of national and sectoral CSO-led standards implemented by representative CSO 
platforms is an essential dimension of promoting locally-led development.  Providers should fund 
national and regional CSO platforms to develop, promote and implement these standards.  
Support should encompass peer learning, collaborative infrastructure, and spaces for pooling 
knowledge between CSOs. 

• Incentivize trust-based, equitable and long-term locally-led partnerships.  As noted in previous 
sections, locally-led partnerships require deliberate structural changes in funding modalities, risk 
management and shifts power to determine development priorities. Several respondents 
emphasized the importance of core funding, flexible, long-term programmatic funding that allow 
partners to invest in long term institutional strengthening consistent with CSOs standards for 
effectiveness and accountability. “Short-term project funding with prescriptive reporting 
expectations makes it difficult for CSOs … to build strong governance.”  Without longer time 
horizons and core support, CSOs cannot retain staff, learn, adapt, or build downward 
accountability to communities.   

• Shift from compliance-driven models of accountability to context-specific risk-sharing.  Current 
accountability systems transfer risks for results downward, while concentrating control at high 
levels.  Respondents suggest new models that explicitly share political, fiduciary and reputational 
risk, especially in fragile contexts. They suggest replacing “blanket controls with tiered, 
proportionate approaches that scale requirements to organisation size, role and context.”  There 
was a proposal for “shared-risk charters that clarify what risks donors will carry … and what they 
will not transfer entirely to local partners.”  Provider demands for transparency should be 
tempered by context-specific risk assessment, funding for protection of vulnerable CSO actors, 
and where necessary, exceptions to transparency requirements in high-risk environments. 

• Improve provider accountability and transparency in its partnerships with civil society.  Two-
way accountability builds trust.  Working with CSO counterparts, providers should consistently 
publish their own criteria, results and impact.  Provider accountability is also often under-
resourced, without sufficient provider expertise in the administration and monitoring of CSO 
partnerships.  Providers should challenge partner governments where accountability and 
transparency are used as justifications for highly restrictive laws and other forms of repression.  
“CSO accountability is interdependent with state accountability.”  Providers should “recognise 
that safe accountability requires digital security, legal defence and protection.” 

 
3.  Overview of CSO Perceptions of the Recommendation’s Relevance and Implementation 
 
3.1  Relevance of the Recommendation (Question 15 and Question 21) 

Respondents widely view the Recommendation as relevant and necessary, while implementation is seen 
as modest at best.  It is regarded as an essential common reference framework for DAC providers, with 
agreed standards, and forward-looking approaches, at a time when normative frameworks are fraying 
and political leadership on development cooperation is waning.  Several respondents noted that the 
Recommendation is even more relevant now than when it was adopted in 2021, in light of the growing 
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attacks on civil society and CSOs, the rise of authoritarianism, and recent funding shocks affecting civil 
society.  However, given its non-binding nature, impact is very difficult to clearly discern.  
 
The Recommendation is an essential framework to push back against restrictive and regressive provider 
practices.  As several said, “The problem is not relevance; it is insufficient and uneven use at country level. 
… At the local level, embassies and cooperation agencies often lack the capacity, incentives, or guidance 
to operationalize the Recommendation.”  
 
Several respondents noted the relevance of Pillar Three on CSOs own effectiveness, accountability and 
transparency as public trust in civic institutions is eroding.  “As far-right narratives challenge the legitimacy 
of NGOs and spread distrust in institutions, the Recommendation’s call for effectiveness, transparency 
and accountability becomes a strategic tool for civil society to reinforce public trust and counter 
disinformation.” 
 
3.2  Overview of Progress in Recommendation Commitments (Question 16) 

Some tangible but limited progress has been made over the five years.  As highlighted in Section 2 above, 
respondents generally noted pockets of changes in policy and practices related to the three pillars, 
whether or not these can be directly attributable to the Recommendation.  On the other hand, significant 
negative provider developments observed in 2025—clearly the in the United States, but also in several 
other major provider countries, and the EU—have severely constrained progress in supporting civil 
society, with the full implications yet to be determined.  
 
Apart from some providers already advancing innovative approaches, most continue to rely on largely 
unchanged funding modalities, low risk tolerance, and few if any power-sharing arrangements, with only 
incremental movement evident.  Some respondents note increased opportunities for dialogue at country 
level, but which are often affected by provider foreign policy motivations and civil society knowledge of 
embassy staffing.  Support for the EU-SEE monitoring tools, among others, presents rich opportunities for 
confronting the growing crises affecting civic space.   
 
3.3 Dissemination of the Recommendation (Question 18 and Question 20) 

Sustained dissemination of the Recommendation and its implications for CSO/provider engagement 
remains challenging, but critical to strengthening its impact. Current dissemination is often seen by 
respondents as too generic and technical, and somewhat detached from the current context facing CSOs 
and real-world civic space.   

Respondents suggested several avenues to solidify dissemination:  

• Broaden awareness beyond specialized CSOs and individuals (“National CSO platforms and 
regional coalitions are trusted intermediaries and should be systematically used as dissemination 
hubs.”); 
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• Invest in translation and accessible formats (“Dissemination should prioritise short, user-friendly 
formats—summaries, checklists, infographics and videos—that make the Recommendation 
usable for practitioners at different levels.”); 

• Develop training, guidance and tools for civil society to strengthen their roles in promoting 
implementation (“Dissemination alone is insufficient; it should be paired with practical tools, 
guidance and incentives that enable immediate use.”); 

• Use the Recommendation in moments of crises in civic space and attacks on CSOs and human 
rights defenders (“Dissemination should be activated during real-time civic-space crises, using the 
Recommendation as a reference for joint donor and CSO action.”) 

The OECD Secretariat has been, and is seen as, a critically important actor in facilitating the translation of 
the Recommendation from normative guidance to an operational standard in the context of civic space 
deterioration and funding cuts.  They are seen to play a role in increasing visibility and accountability for 
progress – or the lack thereof -- on the Recommendation’s commitments, documenting providers’ 
responses to civic space crises, and sustaining a strong and inclusive engagement with CSOs.  

• “Effective support from the OECD Secretariat requires accessible guidance, country-level 
engagement, systematic monitoring and practical tools that enable donors to apply the DAC 
Recommendation consistently in everyday practice.” 

• “National and country-level consultations and multi-stakeholder dialogues are needed to 
translate the Recommendation into action, particularly in developing-country contexts. 
 

3.4  Considerations for adjusting the Recommendation (Question 22) 

Are there aspects of the Recommendation that need adjusting?  Most respondents affirmed the main 
commitments in the Recommendation, but called for its operational expansion to reflect issues in 2025 
confronting civil society – civic space restrictions, funding shocks and power imbalances.  Among some of 
the points highlighted: 

• Addressing structural conditions for CSO effectiveness:  “The Recommendation should move 
from a narrow ‘civic space’ lens to a broader ‘enabling environment’ approach, making 
structural conditions for CSO effectiveness explicit.” 

• Increased attention to digital repression:  “Digital repression, securitised NGO oversight and 
AML/CFT frameworks are now core constraints on civil society and require clearer, operational 
donor guidance.” 

• Clarity on shifting power:  “Wording around shifting power to partner-country civil society 
should be strengthened, alongside clearer safeguards for meaningful participation.” 

• Clear guidance on institutional and core funding:  “It would be valuable to include clearer 
guidance on institutional funding and indirect costs to ensure CSO sustainability.” 

• Addressing shared risk:  “The Recommendation should more explicitly promote proportionality, 
shared risk and joint evaluations rather than unilateral compliance processes.” 
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• Avoid instrumentalizing CSO accountability:  “Under the banner of effectiveness, transparency 
and accountability, there is a risk of instrumentalization against CSOs—limiting their 
participation, access to funding, reputation and watchdog role—calling for rapid adjustment.” 

 

3.5  Shifting DAC Member Policies and Practices (Question 24) 

The dominant perception among respondents is that providers are under significant pressure as priorities 
shift toward geopolitical and economic or security concerns, alongside major cuts to ODA. These shifts 
are substantially weakening civil society as development actors, despite continued provider narratives 
emphasising the importance of civic space, locally-led development, and the critical roles of civil society. 

Where positive change and innovations consistent with the Recommendation are part of provider policies 
and practices, respondents emphasize the importance of protecting these areas of progress.  Most others 
point to incremental and technical adjustments, greater uncertainty, and increased pressure for 
administrative and compliance measures.  Smaller and medium-sized organizations and national/local 
CSOs in partner countries face disproportionate impacts, with few countervailing provider financing 
measures.   

Provider restructuring in the face of changing priorities and financing further marginalize civil society 
engagement at all levels.  A recurring theme is the lack of transparency and reduced inclusion of CSOs; 
change is underway without structured CSO participation, nor even timely information about upcoming 
shifts.  Even if provider policies remain unchanged, large-scale financial shifts can generate serious 
structural barriers to implementing these policies. 

In summary, “civil society broadly views the DAC Recommendation as timely, relevant and indispensable, 
but under-used: its principles are widely endorsed, while donor practice—amid ODA cuts, geopolitical 
shifts and shrinking civic space—has yet to match its ambition.”  In the absence of major counter-
balancing political leadership with stronger, flexible and protective CSO funding, the recent trends may 
severely limit future progress for the Recommendation.  
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Annex One 
 

Profile of Respondents and their Relationship with the Recommendation 
 
1.  Respondents were knowledgeable about the Recommendation.   
 
Close to two-third have read the Recommendation or a summary of its key commitments, with another 
23% broadly aware of the Recommendation.  Many indicated their awareness was enhanced by the CSO 
Reference Group’s Working Group on the Recommendation.  They were aware of the main commitments 
set out in the three Pillars. 
 

 
 
 

2.  What measures have CSOs taken to promote the implementation of the 
Recommendation? 
 
The respondents indicated a wide range of actions over the past five years with respect to the 
Recommendation.  These initiatives were often led by CSO networks and platforms, both at the global 
level and in provider countries.  Sustained work is needed to retain knowledge of the Recommendation 
and its potential seeking transformative provider CSO policy and practice. 
 
Most CSOs have discussed the Recommendation and its implications with CSO colleagues, mainly 
through various CSO platforms at the provider and global level, with 39% indicating that they have 
participated in a CSO-organized consultation. 
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Half of respondents had engaged in a consultation / dialogue about the Recommendation organized by 
the OECD DAC CSO team and Community of Practice on Civil Society. 
 
A smaller minority (28%) indicated that they have participated in a consultation or event on the 
Recommendation organized by a DAC provider. 
 
Respondents indicated that they had used the Recommendation in advocacy and policy dialogue with 
providers and governments, in engagements on accountability with providers and in work with platform 
members in capacity strengthening and gathering evidence on civic space trends. 
 
With respect to provider counterparts, several respondents indicated that “commitments are often well 
understood within specialised civil-society or human-rights units, but are much less known across 
sectoral departments, embassies, or funding and compliance teams.” 
 

 
 

 
3.  CSO respondent perspective on the Toolkits developed to deepen the implementation of 
the Recommendation 
 
Overall respondents were receptive to the Toolkits, with more than three-quarters finding the Toolkits 
“Very Useful” (52% to 53%) or “Somewhat Useful) (24% to 30%).  
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Annex Two 
Key Trends and Recent Developments Shaping an Enabling Environment for Civil Society 

 

 
1. Accelerating Shrinkage of Civic Space and Authoritarian Drift 

A dominant trend is the systematic narrowing of civic space, affecting both partner countries and some 
DAC providers themselves. 

Key characteristics: 

• Proliferation of restrictive NGO laws (foreign agent laws, NGO registration hurdles, punitive 
taxation, transparency requirements weaponised for control). 

• Criminalisation and de-legitimisation of independent CSOs, human rights organisations, unions, 
journalists, and protest movements. 

• Targeted repression of protests, especially youth-led and digitally mobilised movements, often 
involving lethal force, mass arrests, and smear campaigns. 

• Attacks on judicial independence and oversight bodies, limiting legal remedies and 
accountability. 

Respondents note that these measures are frequently framed as “transparency,” “accountability,” or 
“modernisation”, but in practice provide authorities with wide discretion to suspend, stigmatise, or 
dismantle independent civil society. 

2. Digital Civic Space as the New Frontline 

Digital repression has emerged as a primary and fast-moving threat: 

• Platform bans, internet shutdowns, and content suspensions, often timed to protests or 
elections. 

• Surveillance, cybercrime laws, and online safety acts used to target activists, journalists, and 
organisers. 

• Criminal liability for online coordination, including threats against messaging-app 
administrators. 

• Disinformation and hostile narratives portraying CSOs as “foreign-backed,” destabilising, or 
anti-national. 

Respondents stress that donor and diplomatic responses lag far behind the speed of digital repression, 
making traditional tools less effective. 

3. Funding Shocks and Budget Cuts as Structural Threats 

Funding constraints are described not just as a resource issue, but as an enabling-environment threat in 
their own right. 

Note:  Annex Two is a summary of Question 23 generated by ChatGPT v5.2.  It has been checked for 
accuracy but not comprehensiveness.  The trends raised by respondents inform their detailed 
responses to questions relating to progress for the three Pillars of the Recommendation. 
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Key developments: 

• Widespread ODA cuts and freezes (especially acute in 2025 and foreseen for 2026), reducing 
flexibility and long-term planning. 

• Collapse or suspension of foreign funding in contexts with foreign-agent laws, leaving 
independent CSOs without viable resources. 

• Intensifying competition between CSOs, UN agencies, and large intermediaries for shrinking 
funds. 

• Shift toward donor national interests, security, defence, and private-sector priorities at the 
expense of rights-based development. 

• Increased compliance and control attached to remaining funds, further constraining advocacy. 

Human rights, democracy, women’s rights, environmental justice, and legal-aid organisations are 
reported as disproportionately affected. 

4. Politicisation and Securitisation of Aid 

Another strong trend is the politicisation of development cooperation: 

• Aid increasingly aligned with geopolitical, trade, security, and migration interests. 
• Growing emphasis on humanitarian response over long-term development partnerships. 
• Militarisation and defence spending crowding out civic and social investment. 
• Aid framed as a tool of foreign policy leverage, rather than solidarity or poverty reduction. 

Respondents warn that this undermines the three-pillar model of state–market–civil society 
cooperation, weakening democratic resilience and peace-building. 

5. Erosion of Dialogue and Trust Between Governments and Civil Society 

Many respondents highlight a decline in meaningful engagement: 

• Reduced consultation of CSOs in policy-making and law-drafting. 
• Engagement increasingly ad hoc, personality-dependent, or symbolic. 
• Civil society treated primarily as service providers or implementers, not political or social 

actors. 
• Fear of conditionalities, retaliation, or loss of funding discouraging advocacy. 
• In some DAC countries, domestic civic space deterioration (anti-CSO rhetoric, restrictions on 

unions, advocacy scrutiny) further weakens international engagement. 

This results in less equitable partnerships and reduced civil society influence over development 
priorities. 

6. Disproportionate Impact on Specific Actors 

Certain groups face heightened vulnerability: 
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• Environmental NGOs and environmental human rights defenders, facing criminalisation, 
violence, and funding decline. 

• Women’s rights organisations, amid rollbacks of gender equality and collapsing funding. 
• Indigenous organisations, whose rights are sidelined by climate, conservation, or economic 

agendas. 
• Youth-led, informal, and digital-native movements, often excluded from provider channels and 

most exposed to repression. 
• Legal aid and strategic litigation groups, crucial for defending civic space but among the least 

funded. 

7. Countervailing and Emerging Positive Trends 

Despite the deterioration, respondents identify important countertrends: 

• Localisation and locally led development gaining normative traction, with some organisations 
shifting from charitable to justice-based approaches. 

• Youth and new social movements mobilising creatively, including Gen-Z-led activism. 
• Digital innovation enabling new forms of organising and resilience, despite risks. 
• Growing attention to media literacy and disinformation, creating new collaboration 

opportunities. 
• Strengthening of CSO platforms and coalitions, improving evidence-generation, collective 

advocacy, and mutual protection. 
• Continued relevance of international fora (UN, OECD, GPEDC) for norm-setting—though 

coherence with funding practice remains weak. 

These trends are described as necessary but insufficient without stronger political backing and 
resources. 

8. A Widening Gap Between Commitments and Reality 

A recurring concern is the disconnect between international commitments and operational practice: 

• Governments endorse civic space principles in global forums, but 
• Funding, trade, climate, and security policies often undermine those commitments on the 

ground. 
• Provider-driven aid can unintentionally reinforce exclusion, especially when local populations 

cannot even name rights issues without fear. 

Respondents explicitly question where and how the DAC Recommendation is being operationalised, 
and whether it can meaningfully address these contradictions. 


