From Commitment to Capability:
An Evidence Backed Action Agenda for Implementing
the DAC Recommendation on Enabling Civil Society (2026-2031)

Why this note (and why now)

In July 2021, members of the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) adopted the
Recommendation on Enabling Civil Society in Development Co-operation and Humanitarian Assistance.
The Recommendation calls on development providers to take action across three interconnected pillars:

1. Respect, protect and promote civic space — ensure an enabling legal and policy environment and
support freedoms of association, assembly and expression.

2. Support and engage with civil society — provide flexible resources and meaningful participation
opportunities.

3. Incentivise civil society organisations’ (CSOs’) effectiveness, transparency and accountability.

Five years on, the world looks very different. CSO respondents to the DAC’s 2025 survey on the five-year
implementation of the Recommendation welcomed the Recommendation’s role as a global standard but
showed that providers have made partial progress. Overall, respondents underscored that the

Recommendation is even more relevant now than at adoption— but that its promises remain largely
unfulfilled or have not managed to match the current trends towards the deterioration of civil society’s
environment.

The survey reveals a widening implementation gap: providers have made pockets of progress (e.g.,
funding early warning systems and flexible protection funds), yet many CSOs perceive that efforts have
stagnated or declined across every pillar. Shrinking civic space, digital repression, drastic aid cuts and
politicised narratives now pose existential threats to civil society.

This note translates the survey’s findings into a concise action agenda for DAC members and the
Secretariat. It draws on evidence from the CSO survey, data from civil society initiatives like the EU System
for an Enabling Environment or the Civicus Monitor, and the DAC Recommendation itself to propose
practical, time-bound measures that bridge the gap between commitments and practice.

1. The core problem: a widening implementation gap
Survey respondents identified a set of reinforcing headwinds:

e ODA cuts and reprioritisation harm civic space. Drastic reductions in official development
assistance and shifts toward providers’ geopolitical priorities have sidelined grassroots actors and
diminished attention to human rights.

¢ Reduced rapid response capacity. Emergency protection mechanisms like the Lifeline fund have
been closed, weakening the international community’s ability to respond to acute threats.
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o Accelerating digital repression. Platform bans, shutdowns and intrusive surveillance are
increasingly used to restrict civic space, yet donor support remains limited and ad hoc.

¢ Slow, fragmented responses despite early warnings. Civil society has tracked repeated cases of
violent protest repression and restrictive laws where DAC member responses were reactive and
uncoordinated.

e Shifting provider priorities, politicisation and securitisation of aid. Several respondents noted
that development cooperation is increasingly aligned with donor countries’ geopolitical, trade and
security interests, diverting resources away from rights-based development and shrinking the civic
space mandate. For a growing number of providers, strengthening civil society and democratic
values has become a diminished priority. Militarised narratives and “investment-first” strategies
dilute commitments to civil society, undermining the Recommendation’s three-pillar model of
state—market—civil society cooperation.

e Erosion of dialogue and trust. Many CSOs report a decline in meaningful engagement with some
provider governments: consultations are ad hoc or symbolic, civil society is treated mainly as a
service provider, and fears of retaliation discourage advocacy. This deteriorating trust, not only
with government but also with civil society actors, hampers cocreation of policies and undermines
commitments to participatory development.

e Restrictive and rigid provider modalities of support for civil society. There has been limited
progress in predictable and flexible funding for CSOs, direct support for civil society in partner
countries, and streamlining of procedures. Programmatic and core funding modalities are
essential to strengthening locally-led development.

e Support for public engagement shrinking. Changing public attitude, especially the rise of
populism and self-centrism in provider countries, have challenged the foundations for
international development co-operation. Yet provider support for public engagement is marginal
and often a shrinking priority for providers.

At the same time, progress exists to build on: providers have invested in monitoring and early warning
mechanisms (e.g., EUSEE) and channelled flexible support to human rights defenders, women’s
organisations, digital security and independent media in some contexts. However, these gains are uneven
and insufficient relative to the pace of deterioration.

2. Ensuring the full implementation of the Recommendation across the enabling environment
lens

To support consistent and effective implementation of the DAC Recommendation, this note encourages
DAC members to apply an enabling environment lens—as a practical way to operationalise the
Recommendation’s three pillars across the full range of conditions that shape civil society’s ability to
contribute to development co-operation and humanitarian assistance.

In practice, stakeholders sometimes use “civic space” and “enabling environment” in overlapping ways.
Rather than introducing new distinctions, the priority is to ensure that implementation covers the full



spectrum of factors affecting civil society—capturing both restrictions (including “grey-zone” constraints
such as administrative harassment, foreign-funding restrictions, bureaucratic barriers, stigmatizing
narratives and digital clampdowns) and affirmative supports (such as predictable funding, participation,
and protection measures).

To make this lens measurable and actionable, civil society recommends establishing measurable and
actionable standards around core dimensions of an enabling environment, which are central to the
Recommendation’s commitments:

1. Respect and protection of fundamental civil society freedoms (association, assembly, expression,
including effective protection for vulnerable actors such as human rights defenders,
environmental activists, and others at heightened risk of harassment, intimidation, or violence, as
well as ensuring juridical independence, access to justice and accountability for serious human
rights violations);

2. Supportive legal and regulatory framework for the work of civil society actors (minimal
restrictive, non-discriminatory and enabling NGO laws, proportionate anti-money
laundering/counterterrorism rules according to Financial Action Task Force standards relating to
civil society);

3. Accessible, predictable and sustainable resources (core and programme funding, domestic
philanthropy, predictable ODA);

4. Open and responsive state (inclusive participation, accountability and dialogue);

5. Supportive public discourse and narratives (countering smear campaigns, recognising the
legitimacy of civil society, public engagement, shifting from charity to solidarity);

6. Access to a secure digital environment (freedom from surveillance, access to open internet,
digital safety tools).

This approach supports implementation across all three pillars of the Recommendation by linking
protection of civic space with sustained resourcing, meaningful participation, and fit-for-purpose
accountability that cannot be weaponised against civil society.

Making these dimensions explicit helps translate the Recommendation from a principled commitment into
an operational framework: providers can integrate them into strategies and results frameworks, assign
responsibilities, budget accordingly, and respond earlier when risks emerge.

3. An Action agenda for DAC Adherents and the Secretariat (2026-2031)

The following ten actions translate CSO survey findings into concrete expectations. They complement the
Recommendation’s toolkits by specifying triggers, timelines and operational responsibilities.

3.1 Make the enabling environment explicit in a whole-of-government approach

Ensure the Recommendation’s commitments are politically supported and the enabling environment
lens is embedded across policy, programming and diplomacy to support its systematic implementation.
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Providers should develop whole-of-government civic space strategies co-created with civil society. A whole
of government approach includes coordination across line ministries, equipping overseas missions with
guidance and diagnostic tools, staff training, performance incentives and cross departmental
accountability.

These strategies should embed the six dimensions above in all provider country strategies, results
frameworks, peer reviews and toolkits. Providers should use consistent language when communicating
commitments: apply the enabling environment lens as the practical umbrella for implementation and
ensure that “civic space” measures address the full spectrum of restrictions, including the “grey-zone”
barriers (administrative constraints, foreign funding restrictions, etc.) that often constrain civil society in
practice.

This shift aligns with the DAC Recommendation’s call for structured, institutionalised and accessible
dialogue in policy and programme design, and its provisions on supporting civil society actors as
independent development and humanitarian actors through flexible, predictable and direct support.

3.2 Institutionalise early warning = strong providers’ coordination for early action

Create a simple protocol that converts civil society alerts into provider coordinated action. Such provider
/ country-level protocols, jointly developed with local CSOs to ensure relevance and legitimacy, can enable
faster, coordinated action, to respond in a more timely manner to alerts triggered by civil society on draft
restrictive laws, violent protest repression or digital shutdowns. A minimum operational standard should
include:

o Trigger types: violations to fundamental freedoms (e.g. arrest of peaceful protesters); incidents of
violence, surveillance, intimidation or harassment (e.g. attacks on journalists); legislative changes
(e.g. draft NGO/foreign funding/AML laws); financial shifts (e.g. a major donor announcing the
withdrawal of its funds for CSOs); trials and judicial decisions (e.g. ruling on an NGQO's activities or
detention of activists); changes in political discourses/narratives (e.g. a president condemning
human rights organizations as “foreign agents,” leading to increased scrutiny and pressure on
these groups); international relations like sanctions or diplomatic influencing (e.g. international
sanctions imposed on a country, leading to restrictions on foreign funding for local CSOs); broad
cybercrime laws and surveillance tools (Pegasus) used against civic actors.

¢ Timeline: within 30 days of a credible alert, decide on a coordinated response; faster where
violence or shutdowns occur.

¢ Menu of actions: joint demarches or statements, quiet diplomacy, engaging CSO representatives
and human rights defenders at all levels, emergency legal or protection support, accelerated grant
approvals, flexible contract adaptations, psychosocial support.

Embassies and missions must have explicit mandates, protocols ready for implementation and resources
to implement these protocols. The Co-ordinating Action for Civic Space toolkit underscores that early
warning systems are essential in contexts where civic space is closing and enable providers to anticipate
appropriate responses and seize openings.

3.3 Use CSO monitoring as formal evidence for decision making


https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2025/06/co-ordinating-action-for-civic-space_176b67ee/61416414-en.pdf

Treat independent CSO monitoring systems (e.g., EU SEE, Civicus Monitor, V-Dem) as primary
operational inputs. The CSO survey highlights support for monitoring and early warning initiatives.
Providers should mainstream these data into risk analyses, design decisions and diplomatic messaging.
Staff must be trained and accountable (diplomats, officials, etc.) for responding to alerts, not merely
acknowledging them. Right now, civil-society focal points may know the tools, but sectoral/finance units
(and political leadership) often do not—limiting influence on programming and political decisions;
responses remain reactive. The EU SEE programme described in the Co-ordinating Action toolkit
exemplifies this approach: it establishes an early-warning and monitoring mechanism that collects
near-real-time data on shifts in the enabling environment and triggers advocacy actions.

3.4 Employ the Recommendation proactively in law- and policy-making

Reference the Recommendation in political dialogue, not just after restrictive laws are adopted. Civil
society urges providers to cite the Recommendation when engaging governments on NGO laws, foreign
funding restrictions, AML/counterterrorism frameworks and cybercrime/online safety legislation.
Embassies and missions should recommend minimum participation safeguards for law/policy-making
(advance notice, feedback loops, safe modalities), with models drawn from positive practices. Providers
should also fund legal analysis, coalition building and participation costs so CSOs, including CSOs in partner
countries, can influence drafts before they pass. Where laws clearly violate civic space standards, providers
should reconsider nonessential budget support while maintaining or increasing direct support to civil
society. The Recommendation itself emphasises that civil society actors should be involved in policy and
programme priority setting, design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation through structured,
institutionalised and inclusive dialogue. The Shifting Power with Partners toolkit echoes this, advising that
partner country CSOs be included in decision making bodies and policy dialogues and that providers
support participatory grant making and equitable decision making.

3.5 Protect and resource civil society programmatically, including advocacy as a core public good

Explicitly permit advocacy, watchdog functions and public campaigning across funding instruments.
Provider guidance sometimes constrains advocacy or treats it as ineligible. Contract templates and
programme designs should affirm that policy dialogue and mobilisation are legitimate, even on sensitive
issues. Providers must avoid internal restrictions that mimic “foreign agent” narratives. The
Recommendation calls on providers to support diverse civil society actors as independent development
and humanitarian actors, particularly those representing people in vulnerable or marginalised positions,
by increasing flexible and predictable support including core and programme-based funding. This financial
independence underpins their ability to advocate and hold governments to account.

3.6 Reform provider policies to enable locally-led development and risk sharing

Providers must enable partner country CSO leadership in development efforts through core and
programmatic support, support for locally-led coalitions and a shift from heavy, one-size-fits-all
compliance to proportionate, risk-based models. Current provider policies, narrow project-oriented
support, and rigid compliance severely constrain the Recommendation’s call for equitable partnerships
and strong independent civil society in partner countries. The survey reports that rigid reporting, audit
and registration requirements exclude small and at-risk CSOs. Providers should consider tiered compliance



scaled to organisation size and context, harmonised reporting across providers, recognition of CSO-
developed accountability frameworks, and a move from risk transfer to risk sharing. Instead of pushing
risk onto developing country partners, risk is jointly assumed and managed according to capacities and
roles.

Providers should actively adopt and credit CSO-led standards (e.g., the Istanbul Principles, Core
Humanitarian Standard) within due diligence processes, reducing duplication and empowering local
accountability. Compliance reforms must incentivize direct funding to local actors rather than by default
justify further intermediation. These proposals are firmly rooted in the DAC Recommendation, which calls
on providers to streamline administrative requirements and incorporate adaptive and flexible processes
into results management. The Funding Civil Society in Partner Countries toolkit highlights the onerous
administrative and financial requirements that hinder partner country CSOs’ effectiveness. It suggests
easing eligibility restrictions, adopting flexible reporting, harmonising accounting procedures,
decentralising approvals and providing support to meet administrative requirements.

3.7 Make participation meaningful and rebuild trust through narratives grounded in solidarity
not charity

Design participation as a core standard, not an optional extra. While providers do engage with CSOs,
survey respondents describe an erosion of dialogue and trust: consultations are ad hoc or symbolic, civil
society is treated primarily as a service provider, and fears of retaliation or funding loss discourage
advocacy. Providers should institutionalise structured, inclusive dialogues with diverse CSO actors in
country strategies, programme cycles and policy reforms, ensuring that consultations lead to cocreated
solutions and that feedback loops explain how CSO inputs influence decisions. Resources must be
allocated for equitable, locally led participation (including translation, accessibility, and financial support)
and for long-term relationship building that recognises civil society as a political and social actor. The
Recommendation underscores that civil society actors should be involved in policy and programme priority
setting, design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation through institutionalised, inclusive and
accessible dialogue. The Shifting Power with Partners toolkit expands on this guidance: it urges providers
to include partner country CSOs in decision making bodies, to favour the participation of marginalised
people and CSO networks in partner selection processes, to enable participatory grant-making, to respect
CSOs’ agency and to cover costs so they can participate in steering functions. Public engagement is a
critical aspect of rebuilding trust; providers should strengthen support for diverse public engagement
initiatives and renewed narratives on development cooperation grounded in solidarity not charity.

3.8 Treat digital repression as a core enabling environment issue

Integrate digital civic space into all pillar commitments. Digital repression—platform bans, shutdowns,
surveillance, cybercrime laws—should trigger early warning protocols and diplomatic responses. Providers
should fund secure communication tools, digital safety audits and training, and legal defence for activists
prosecuted under cyber laws. Independent media, fact-checking initiatives and civic literacy programmes
are crucial to counter disinformation. The Coordinating Action for Civic Space toolkit highlights that early
warning systems are particularly important in contexts where civic space is closing. Digitally sensitive and
flexible programming and funding are essential to support civil society in these contexts.



3.9 Build “do no harm” standards for aid cuts, exits and reprioritisations

Address ODA cuts and reprioritisation as enabling environment threats. Survey respondents link
provider budget cuts to deteriorating civic space. DAC members should establish guidance for establishing
minimum funding-transitions standards that includes early communication, bridge funding, protection of
core partners, maintaining flexible windows for local actors and coordination to avoid sudden “funding
cliffs.” In fragile contexts, providers should avoid abrupt exits that leave civic actors exposed. The
Coordinating Action toolkit emphasises that providers must balance civic space protection with foreign,
security and trade policies and adopt a do no harm approach across policy areas to ensure that actions in
other domains do not undermine civic space. It also calls for whole-of-government coordination
mechanisms to exchange on civic space issues across line ministries and to avoid unintended
consequences of anti-money laundering and counterterrorism standards.

3.10 Fund civil society ecosystem infrastructure and broaden who counts as civil society

Support national platforms, regional coalitions and diverse civil society actors. National CSO platforms
and regional coalitions are critical to coordination, appropriate inter-mediation, advocacy and rapid
responses yet remain underfunded. Providers should invest in these structures and recognise women’s
rights organisations and the wider gender justice movements, trade unions, youth-led groups,
informal/digital movements, and Indigenous Peoples as equal partners. Small grants and multiyear core
support targeted at these actors are essential. Major provider investment and infrastructure programmes
should systematically include civil society components with dedicated budgets.

The DAC Recommendation commits providers to increase the availability of flexible and predictable
support, including core and programme-based funding, for diverse civil society actors, particularly those
representing marginalised groups. In doing so, providers should harmonize and reduce administrative
burdens.It further urges providers to support strategic alliances, networks, platforms and resource
centres at regional, national and subnational levels and to ensure that local civil society actors are involved
in decision making on design, budgets and implementation. The Recommendation also encourages
exploration of how to best support a broad range of formal and informal, traditional and new types of
civil society actors, including social movements, social economy actors, trade unions and faith-based
organisations. The Shifting Power with Partners toolkit complements these provisions by recommending
that providers shift funding modalities to favour partner country CSOs’ ownership and leadership,
including core and flexible support, cost coverage and risk sharing.

4. What the 2026 review should deliver

To ensure the Recommendation remains a living standard rather than a reference document, DAC
adherents and the Secretariat should use the five-year review to:

1. Re-affirm political commitment and acknowledge the implementation gap through provider
actions.

2. Institutionalise early warning - early action protocols with triggers, timelines and shared
responsibilities.



3. Reestablish rapid-response funding, building on the Lighthouse Global Protection Fund, and scale

flexible/core support for CSOs.

4. Implement programmatic and core financing, simplified compliance and shared risk to enable
locally-led CSO development.

5. Mainstream digital civic space in programming and diplomacy.
6. Simplify compliance and share risk, enabling locally led development in practice.
7. Set “do no harm” expectations for aid cuts and exits.

8. Include civic space impact assessments in major policies and investment programmes.

5. What would success look like?
Pillar 1 — Respect, protect, and promote civic space (including digital)

e Fewer situations where support is “reactive and uneven.”

e A demonstrable shift to timely, coordinated responses (including on digital repression).
Pillar 2 — Support and engage with civil society (funding + participation + protection)

e A measurable rise in accessibility to provider support for partner-country actors.

e Areduction in administrative barriers (especially for smaller and at-risk groups).

Pillar 3 — Encourage CSO effectiveness, transparency, and accountability (without enabling
weaponisation)

e Greater recognition and support for CSO-led accountability and transparency mechanisms as
effective actors in their own right.

e Smaller/local groups are no longer structurally filtered out by compliance.

6. Closing message: build on what exists—urgently

The Recommendation remains a vital framework for protecting civic space and empowering civil society.
Yet the evidence is unequivocal: provider practice has not matched ambition, and deterioration in civic
space is outpacing reforms. By adopting a comprehensive approach to the Recommendation
commitments, operationalising early warning protocols, reforming funding and compliance, protecting
advocacy, and mainstreaming digital rights, DAC members can move from commitment to capability. Civil
society stands ready to partner in this work; what is needed is decisive political will and coherent
implementation.
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