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Since the Accra High Level Forum (HLF3) in 2008, civil society organizations (CSOs) 
have been recognized as independent development actors in their own right. This 
recognition was built on an understanding that, while CSOs share a commitment to 
aid and development effectiveness, their contributions to development are distinct 
from those of governments. CSOs often serve or represent people or causes that 
might otherwise be marginalized from broad development agendas. They fill varied 
functions in development – as providers of services, advocates, and a source of policy 
alternatives – and can play a transformative role in advancing inclusive development. 
As such, what makes for effective development cooperation practice may differ 
between CSOs and the government bodies identified in the Paris (HLF2), Accra (HLF3), 
Busan (HLF4), Mexico (HLM1) and (anticipated) Nairobi High Level Meeting (HLM2) 
commitments.

With Accra came a framework for understanding that effectiveness in relation to CSOs 
depends not only on the behaviour and practices of CSOs themselves, but also on 
those of development cooperation provider and recipient country  governments.i For 
CSOs to maximize their contribution to development, they must pursue effectiveness 
in their practices while strengthening their accountability and  transparency. At the 
same time, the way in which development  cooperation providers fund and engage 
with CSOs  influences, amongst other things, CSOs’ ability to pursue demand-driven, 
locally-owned initiatives. The existence of enabling legal, regulatory and policy 
frameworks in development cooperation recipient and provider countries is integral 
to CSOs’ ability to fulfil their varied roles.

The 2011 Busan HLF4 was pivotal in consolidating this understanding. Busan 
introduced the Inclusive Partnerships principle under which the civil  society-related 
commitments fall. Busan also committed stakeholders to deepen democratic 
ownership of development policies and processes. The concept of democratic 
ownership recognizes the importance of inclusive  multi-stakeholder approaches to 
development planning, implementation and monitoring. It further acknowledges the 
right of all development stakeholders not only to engage in such multi-stakeholder 
approaches, but to take leadership of development initiatives, given the differentiated 
but complementary roles of different development actors. Busan re-committed 
stakeholders to provide an enabling environment for CSOs, consistent with agreed 
international rights. Further, in encouraging CSOs to address their development 
effectiveness and accountability, Busan acknowledged CSOs’ Istanbul Principles 
for CSO Development Effectiveness,ii while noting their role in promoting rights 
based approaches. Finally, Busan provided the basis for a new effective development 
cooperation monitoring framework under the auspices of the Global Partnership 
for Effective Development Cooperation  (GPEDC),iii including Indicator Two: Civil 
society operates in an environment that maximizes its engagement in and contribution to 
development.

Introduction
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Content of this document

Now, as we face HLM2 in Nairobi on November 28 – December 1, 2016, it is impera-
tive that the effective development cooperation commitments related to civil society, 
and to inclusive multi-stakeholder approaches to development, be upheld.

These commitments are especially important given the ambitions of Agenda 2030’s 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The role of CSOs in implementing and 
 monitoring the SDGs – whether individually or as part of the multi-stakeholder 
 partnerships envisioned under SDG 17 – must not be underestimated. That CSOs 
often work most closely with marginalized populations and communities, means that 
they will be critical to ensuring that progress toward all of the SDGs is indeed trans-
formative and leaves no one behind. CSOs have a particular role to play in push-
ing governments, other actors, and themselves, to achieve the aim of peaceful and 
inclusive societies and institutions in SDG 16, while progress toward SDG 16 is also an 
integral part of the enabling environment for CSOs.iv

This document contains Key Messagesv from the Task Team on Civil Society 
 Organization (CSO) Development Effectiveness and Enabling Environment (Task 
Team) for HLM2. The four core Key Messages specifically address the civil society- 
related commitments as reflected in the GPEDC four-module framework of Indicator 
Two,vi with some enhancements to the framework. The Key Messages relate to:

1. Democratic ownership (multi-stakeholder dialogue and CSOs as development 
actors in their own right)

2. CSOs’ development effectiveness, accountability and transparency
3. Official development cooperation with civil society and CSOs
4. Enabling laws, regulations, policies and practice for civil society

A fifth Key Message applies the Inclusive Partnerships principle to a selection of 
past and current HLM themes including South-South and Triangular Cooperation, 
 Domestic Resource Mobilization, and the Private Sector.
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The purpose of the Key Messages is to provide a basis for ongoing multi-stakeholder 
dialogue on the civil society-related commitments – in the GPEDC, in the political and 
technical fora addressing Agenda 2030, and at regional and country levels. They serve 
to highlight the action areas stakeholders need to address to make further progress 
toward an enabling environment for CSOs that maximizes their contributions to 
Agenda 2030 and towards CSO improvement in their effectiveness and accountability 
as development actors. The GPEDC’s 2016 Progress Reportviipoints to some positive 
developments toward Indicator Two, but equally that progress in creating an enabling 
environment for civil society is limited. The Task Team’s Stock-takeviiiof Indicator Two 
monitoring points to challenges, but also gives reason for optimism that the Indicator 
Two monitoring process can provide a means to build the transparency, trust and 
cross-stakeholder knowledge necessary to foster behaviour change. There is, however, 
much room for improvement. Significantly, the commitment to CSOs as development 
actors in their own right, and the implications for what effective practice means, are 
inadequately understood.

There is much emphasis today on the importance of multi-stakeholder partnerships, 
inclusive of multi-stakeholder dialogue, for SDG implementation. Effort is needed 
to better institutionalize multi-stakeholder dialogue spaces while enhancing 
their inclusiveness and quality.ix The provision of enabling legal, regulatory and 
policy environments for CSOs remains a challenge, with evidence of deteriorating 
environments in many countries pointing to closing space for civil society.x Guidance 
is available for how development cooperation providers pursue their relationships 
with CSOs.xi Yet, some are lagging behind in, for example, the degree to which they 
support CSOs’ right of initiative relative to their support for CSOs to pursue provider 
or recipient government-defined objectives.xii The CSO Partnership for Development 
Effectiveness (CPDE) is making progress in awareness and capacity development 
among CSOs globally toward implementation of the Istanbul Principles,xiii and CSO-
led accountability mechanisms continue to emerge at global and country levels. Still, 
demands for CSO accountability and transparency are heard, while development 
cooperation recipient countries struggle to understand CSOs’ reach and results.

In this environment, the Task Team deems it important to emphasize the civil society-
related commitments made by stakeholders in the context of effective development 
cooperation. The Task Team encourages stakeholders to step up their efforts toward 
further progress on these commitments, individually and jointly. 

Purpose of the Task Team’s Key Messages 
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Deepen democratic ownership 
 

a. Through multi-stakeholder dialogue fora at country, regional and global levels 
that:
i. contribute to determining and monitoring development policy and planning;
ii. are institutionalised rather than ad hoc;
iii. are inclusive, transparent and timely;
iv. at national levels, are facilitated via inclusive coordination mechanisms led 

by national governments and involve CSOs and government bodies working 
across levels, sectors and themes; and

v. have feedback mechanisms on how all stakeholders’ input is taken into 
 account.

b. Through acknowledgement of CSOs as independent development actors in their 
own right, thus: 
i. ensure space for CSO leadership of development initiatives in part through 

respecting CSOs’ right of initiative;
ii. pursue CSO-led initiatives that are demand-driven and locally and demo-

cratically owned by and align with the rights and needs of CSOs’ country 
level constituencies and beneficiaries; and, as such

iii. recognize that CSOs may have priorities, plans and approaches that are 
 distinct from those of governments; and

iv. respect national legal and regulatory frameworks for CSOs, where such 
frameworks are enabling and consistent with agreed regional and inter-
national rights as per Key Message 2) below.

Key Messages

For the HLM2 the Task Team calls on the GPEDC to advance the civil society- related 
commitments that can enable CSOs as development actors, in keeping with the 
 Inclusive Partnerships principle. More specifically, the Task Team calls upon all 
stakeholders to address the following issues and challenges in their laws, regulations, 
policies, programs, practices and relationships. Making significant progress in these 
areas is essential for the broader international community as it seeks to attain Agenda 
2030’s SDGs.

1
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Pursue enhanced CSO effectiveness, accountability and transparency 
 recog n izing CSOs have a responsibility for accountability to varied 
stakeholders  including: governments in CSOs’ countries of operation; 
development cooperation  providers and other funders of CSOs; CSOs’ 
boards; CSOs’ constituencies and beneficiaries; and, CSO principles 
and standards such as the Istanbul Principles for CSO Development 
Effectiveness:

a. Engage in multi-stakeholder dialogue and planning to raise awareness and 
build capacity to advance effective CSO development practice consistent with the 
 Istanbul Principles, and CSO accountability and transparency more broadly.  

b. Adapt and implement the Istanbul Principles in a context-specific manner, includ-
ing through transparent CSO-managed accountability and associated monitoring 
mechanisms consistent with these Principles. 

c. Implement initiatives that are demand-driven and respond to the priorities of 
CSOs’ constituencies and beneficiaries that:
i. promote participation and empowerment, in keeping with a human rights-

based approach;
ii. pursue equitable global North-global South CSO partnerships; and
iii. consider (national and local) government plans and priorities in the coun-

tries of CSOs’ operations. 

d. Build synergies and mutual learning, and avoid duplication and gaps through 
information sharing and coordination among CSOs and with other development 
actors.  

e. Foster CSO coordination in inclusive networks or platforms to help reduce trans-
action costs for development cooperation provider and recipient governments and 
other actors with which CSOs engage. 

f. Strengthen monitoring and evaluation capacities to demonstrate CSOs’ develop-
ment outcomes while pursuing mutual learning. 

g. Advance CSOs’ country-level accountability and transparency through reporting in 
keeping with national regulatory requirements. 

h. Make efforts to publish to the International Aid Transparency Initiative Standard, 
with informed consent of CSO partners in the countries of CSOs’ operations. 

i. Strengthen CSOs’ internal management and governance practice. 

j. Seek to diversify CSOs’ funding sources, including from sources in the countries of 
CSOs’ operations, toward sustainable, demand-driven programming.

2
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Implement official development cooperation with civil society and 
CSOs  consistent with principles of aid and development effectiveness 
as pertain  specifically to them:xiv

 

a. Develop and implement, in collaboration with civil society, up-to-date civil society 
policies that:
i. emphasize strengthening civil society in development cooperation recipient 

countries;
ii.  promote CSOs’ role in public awareness-raising;
iii.  provide space for non-financial aspects of partnership with CSOs and civil 

society in areas such as policy dialogue and mutual learning;
iv. facilitate access to holistic capacity building to enhance CSO effectiveness 

and sustainability;
v. encourage CSO partnerships and complementarity with other development 

actors;
vi. promote CSO commitment and action to enhance transparency and 

 accountability to varied stakeholders, including to national governments in 
CSOs’ countries of operations, and other country level stakeholders; and

vii. encourage engagement on issues of enabling civil society-related laws, 
regulations, policies and practice in providers’ dialogue with development 
cooperation recipient country governments. 

b. Maintain a mix of funding mechanisms that - based on a recognition of CSOs as 
development actors in their own right - balances support to:
i. CSO-defined objectives (in line with CSO ‘right of initiative’) that are 

 demonstrably locally owned and demand-driven from their own consti-
tuencies and that relate to the full range of varied CSO roles as develop-
ment actors; and

ii. CSOs as implementers of programming that meets objectives aligned with 
development cooperation provider and recipient country government plans 
and priorities;

iii. seek to protect funding for CSOs in the context of shrinking development 
cooperation assistance budgets; and

iv. minimize transaction costs and avoid duplication and gaps through 
in-country coordination of development assistance to CSOs. This includes 
coordination with development cooperation recipient country govern-
ments particularly when supporting CSOs as implementers of aligned 
 programming. 

c. Implement monitoring, evaluation, reporting and administrative requirements for 
CSOs that:
i. are strategic, standardized and streamlined, and where possible, 

 harmonized across development cooperation providers; and
ii. emphasize mutual learning.

3
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Promote and protect enabling civil society-related laws, regulations, 
policies and practice, consistent with internationally and regionally 
agreed rights and associated good practice:xv

a. Include CSOs in the development, reform and monitoring of laws, regulations and 
policies that target CSOs and civil society. 

b. Acknowledge the mutual responsibility of all stakeholders – governments, CSOs 
and development cooperation providers – to respect these laws, regulations and 
policies. 

c. Acknowledge country context but ensure, first and foremost, consistency with 
internationally and regionally agreed rights. 

d. Ensure these laws, regulations and policies promote and protect the respect of 
freedom of association including:
i. the rights of all individuals to form, join and participate in an association,  

at national and international levels, with legal entity status if the founders 
so desire;

ii. the right of CSOs to operate free from unwarranted state interference or 
intrusion in their internal affairs;

iii. the right to pursue a broad range of self-defined objectives; and
iv. the right to solicit, receive and use funding from legal domestic, foreign 

and international sources, including individuals and businesses, other civil 
society actors and international organizations, as well as local, national, and 
foreign governments.xvi 

e. Advance laws, regulations and policies that support CSOs to diversify their 
funding, including from sources in CSOs’ countries of operation, toward 
sustainable, demand-driven CSO programming. 

f. Promote, protect and respect other fundamental rights, mainly the right to 
freedom of peaceful assembly; the right to freedom of expression; and the right 
to communication and cooperation with others in all sectors, within and across 
borders, using all forms of communication. 

g. Ensure monitoring and the application of the rule of law, to prevent human rights 
abuse and protect human rights defenders against harassment and violence, 
taking account of special circumstances for women, human rights defenders, and 
other vulnerable and marginalized groups.

4
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Adopt a multi-stakeholder perspective and multi-stakeholder 
 partnerships so that:
 

a. South-South and Triangular Cooperation engages CSOs in dialogue, joint learning 
and monitoring, and provides space for their contributions as leaders of effective 
South-South and Triangular Cooperation initiatives. 

b. CSOs’ role in Domestic Resource Mobilization is encouraged including through:
i. enabling laws, regulations and policies that support CSOs to leverage 

domestic funding sources for their operations (e.g. charitable tax status, tax 
exem ptions, income generating activities); and

ii. engaging with CSOs to stop illegal financial flows through the pursuit of 
accountability and transparency from all stakeholders. 

c. CSOs and the Private Sector can pursue the SDGs in a mutually reinforcing 
manner, particularly when there is “sector equity”xvii in enabling legal, regulatory 
and policy frameworks for the private and civil society sectors. CSOs are able to:
i. collaborate in supporting the health, education, and necessary skills to 

develop a qualified labour force;
ii. identify, support and link entrepreneurs, including facilitating access to 

financial services for small and medium enterprises;
iii. advance good practice in corporate social responsibility, taking into account 

the knowledge and experience of CSOs, such as in implementing the ‘do no 
harm’ approach, and the right to decent work; and

iv. work with private sector actors to promote accountability for responsible 
investment.

5

The Task Team also offers the following Key Message that reflects the relevance of 
the Inclusive Partnership principle by applying a multi-stakeholder lens to various 
effective development cooperation themes and actors.
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The Task Team on CSO Development Effectiveness and Enabling Environment 
(Task Team) is a multi-stakeholder informal network. Its work is concerned 
with advancing the role of civil society in development, in the context of 
international commitments on civil society as agreed at the Accra (2008), 
Busan (2011), and Mexico (2014) High Level Fora/Meetings on aid and 
development effectiveness and (anticipated) at the 2016 Nairobi High Level 
Meeting of the Global Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation 
(GPEDC). 

Task Team participants come from three stakeholder groups: governments 
that provide development cooperation; recipient governments; and civil 
society organizations (CSOs) in the CSO Partnership for Development 
Effectiveness (CPDE). It is led by three co-chairs, each representing a 
stakeholder group. 

For more information
 TaskTeamCSO.com  
 @TaskTeamCSO

Task Team 
CSO Development Effectiveness
and Enabling Environment

http://www.taskteamcso.com/contact/.
http://studiomoan.nl
http://effectivecooperation.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Accra%20Agenda%20for%20Action%20in%20Brief%20ENGLISH.pdf
https://taskteamcso.files.wordpress.com/2014/02/busan-partnership-for-effective-development-co-operation.pdf
http://effectivecooperation.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/ENG_Final-ConsensusMexicoHLMCommunique.pdf
http://effectivecooperation.org/events/2016-high-level-meeting/?tab=2
http://www.TaskTeamCSO.com 
https://twitter.com/TaskTeamCSO

