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A democratic development that benefits
the majority of the population requires
the active participation from a diversified
civil society. Civil society actors can streng-
then the voices of the poor, empower
them and enhance popular participation
in development processes. They may serve
as a corrective to government policies and
offer alternative development strategies.
Civil society may also enhance and contri-
bute to the development efforts of the
state.

The state, the private sector and civil soci-
ety are the main arenas of development.
NORAD will relate to all three of these ba-
sed on an analysis of the situation in each
partner country. The relationship to civil
society will partly be through Norwegian
and international organisations and in
some cases direct to national organisati-
ons through our embassies. 

This position paper deals mainly with the
direct relationship and the support
through and to civil societies in our main
and other partner countries. Its aim is to
highlight NORAD positions on direct
support, and to point to challenges in the
development of the direct support port-

folios. Support through Norwegian and
international civil society actors is regula-
ted through separate guidelines.

Introduction

The Community Voice is a small local newspaper which is published in the poor region  Kenyama in Lu-
saka, the capital of Zambia. The newspaper writes about national discussions on a local level that concerns
the poor citizens. A group of enthusiastic young people does everything from writing to layout and distribu-
tion of the paper.
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2 What is civil society?

There are a number of definitions of civil
society, ranging from a set of values, a net-
work of organisations, a space for action, a his-
torical moment and an antidote to the state. As
a working definition that has practical pur-
poses for our development work, we de-
fine civil society as:

– The formal and informal organisa-
tions and associations that operate
in the space between the family and
the state. These organisations are
not controlled or owned by the state,
and primarily operate on a not-for-
profit base.

– An arena for  civil society actors and
their relationships with other actors
like the state and the private sector.
This space and arena will be shaped
by its surroundings, including the le-
gal framework under which a civil so-
ciety operates.

It is important to note that NGOs, usually
referred to as established organisations in-
volved in development and advocacy acti-
vities, are part of civil society, but do not
constitute civil society itself. Our defini-
tion is much broader, and may include or-
ganisations and structures like trade uni-
ons, churches, traditional leaders, self-
help groups, professional and academic
institutions, cultural associations, religi-
ous groups, independent media instituti-
ons and other. Civil societies will consist
of both formal and informal structures,
and it will change over time – as societies
themselves change.
It is important to have knowledge and awa-
reness about the complexity of civil socie-
ties in our partner countries. This does not
mean that all organisations will be eligible
for support. Parts of civil society may be
seen as counter-productive to develop-
ment efforts, other parts may be irrelevant

and other parts again will be too politically
biased. As civil societies in most countries
will comprise a number of different orga-
nisations with varied historical and moti-
vational backgrounds, civil society will re-
present different values and belief sys-
tems. As such, one cannot automatically
equate civil society to a specific set of va-
lues, as defined for instance in  internati-
onal human rights instruments or agreed
development strategies.
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NORAD’s strategy for 2000-2005 – NORAD
invests in the future – emphasises the need
for sound analyses as a basis for choice of
priority areas and working methods. As
conditions vary greatly from country to
country, it is imperative that such analyses
are country specific and that their level of
ambition reflect our involvement in the
country. An analysis of civil society may in-
clude issues like:

– the main determinants for the shape
and scope of civil society 

– the present political environment
for civil society  

– the main issues involving civil soci-
ety 

– how these issues relate to the policy
agenda of authorities and donors

– the relevance of these issues for the
common citizen

– the arenas of civil society deliberati-
ons and co-operation

– the arenas of interaction between ci-
vil society, state, and/or the private
sector 

– the main categories of civil society
actors 

– the main characteristics of civil soci-
ety actors:  
– their driving forces, values, con-

stituencies, relationships and net-
works, legitimacy, accountability
and local resource base

– their geographical dispersion and
thematic emphasis

– their roles in social mobilisation,
mutual help, advocacy, policy de-
velopment and social develop-
ment

– possible roles in conflict resolution
and prevention, both nationally and
regionally

– links between areas of operation and
Norwegian strategies and areas of
support

The analysis of civil society

Representatives from the woman's trade union, The
Senior Citizens' Welfare Association (SCWA), in
discussion with women from the village Gujarat in
India.
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The roles of civil society will vary from
country to country, but the roles of actors
eligible for Norwegian support may in-
clude:

– promotion of fundamental rights
and freedoms, participation and de-
mocratic cultures

– voicing the interest of marginalized
groups of society and fighting the
feeling of powerlessness among the
poor

– advocacy of gender equality and the
importance of women’s participa-
tion in decision making and deve-
lopment

– empowerment of local groups and
communities, including their strug-
gle for social development and the
fight against HIV/AIDS

– building social capital – the ability of
people to act in a collective manner

– providing arenas for training in de-
mocracy and participatory develop-
ment

– offering alternative and improved
development strategies and metho-
dologies

– enhancing and complementing go-
vernment development efforts

– enhancing the dialogue between po-
litical, social and economic actors in
development

– contributing to peaceful prevention
and resolution of conflict

All of the above may be important contri-
butions in the fight against poverty, and as
such be part of the goals for civil society
support in any given country. In addition,
direct support to civil society actors has ad-
ded value for the development processes
in general and the work of embassies in
particular as:

– it provides links to a broader section of
dialogue- and co-operative partners,
and may contribute to the develop-
ment of country strategies and com-
mon goals and visions
– it provides channels of information

and insight in addition to establis-
hed government and private sector
contacts

– it contributes to the establishment
and maintenance of links to the lo-
cal level – links that are often lost in
the sector-wide approaches

– it promotes development activities
and actors that may be complemen-
tary and have additional values to go-
vernment support and as such con-
tribute to fulfilment of country stra-
tegies and other strategic documents

Roles and goals
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An active relationship to civil society in a
partner country does not necessarily im-
ply direct funding of organisations. It may
be through the support of Norwegian or
international organisations, and it may be
in forms other than financial support. Ci-
vil society actors may also be of use to the
embassies as resource persons in different
capacities as consultants, trainers etc.
These options should always be kept open
when considering direct support. 

When, based on an analysis of the situa-
tion, direct support to civil organisations
is chosen, the following principles should
be laid down:

a) The direct support should enhance the
role of civil society actors as spelled out
in point 4, and should enhance the de-
velopment of a diversified and repre-
sentative civil society.

b) The direct support should contribute
to the achievement of the overall ob-
jectives of Norwegian development co-
operation and international develop-
ment goals.

c) In main partner countries, support
should be given to areas of develop-
ment that are within the agreed coun-

try strategies and other strategic docu-
ments like PRSPs, and thus be an inte-
grated part of the support to the coun-
try. The support should be given in
openness with the government and
should not have a form that damages
the long term relationship with the
partner country. The roles of civil so-
ciety (for instance discussions on pu-
blic/private mix and their participa-
tion in sector programmes) should be
an integrated part of our dialogue with
the government.

d) In other partner countries, direct sup-
port may be directed towards more
specific development goals. This may
be particularly true for countries in
transition and countries in conflict. 

e) Support may be given direct to indivi-
dual organisations, but it should be
considered if is possible and/or desi-
rable to channel the support through
sector programmes, trust funds or um-
brella organisations.

f) Rather than just supporting projects,
the support should try to capture and
strengthen the streams of interventi-
ons that are rooted in civil society itself.
The support should aim to reach be-

yond the traditional development
NGOs and reach a representative
range of civil society, with institutional
development as a key concern.

g) The support should be based on the
mobilisation of various forms of natio-
nal and local resources, and the issue
of donor dependency should be of con-
cern.

h) Support should aim at strengthening
an enabling environment that allows
civil society to grow, prosper and par-
ticipate constructively.

In some instances, direct Norwegian sup-
port to civil society actors may be seen as
controversial and difficult by the govern-
ment in a partner country. This may even
be the case when the support is to promote
universally accepted human rights stan-
dards ratified by both governments. In
such cases it may be necessary to find more
efficient ways to pursue these goals.

In other instances, political circumstances
make it difficult to establish regular go-
vernment-to-government programmes,
and civil society support may in such cases
provide an alternative option. 

5 6Main principles for the support
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The majority of donors support civil or-
ganisations originating in their home
countries, and most also have facilities for
giving direct support in partner countries.
The scope and structure of the support
may vary, but most donors assume that ci-
vil society plays (or should play) crucial ro-
les in national and local development pro-
cesses. Donor interaction with, and sup-
port to, civil society actors in partner
countries is increasing.

This makes donor co-ordination crucial.
It should include the following aspects:

– to promote a critical view to do-
nors’ support and ensure that the
common contribution does not re-
sult in exaggerated social or politi-
cal engineering that lacks a popu-
lar basis

– that donors are sensitive to the di-
verse local and national agendas
which are not necessarily the same
agendas as the donors

– to look beyond the formal develop-
ment and advocacy NGOs and find
ways of identifying and supporting
the more informal civil society that
is of importance for the develop-
ment of social capital and indige-
nous development agendas

– common learning and policy dis-
cussions and development

– common discussions linking natio-
nal development and/or reform
processes (PRSP, local government
reform, improved financial mana-
gement, anti corruption strategies)
to the role of civil society

– possible identification of programs
for joint donor funding

– exploration of the roles of regional
organisations and networks

– discussions on the effects of donor
funding on civil society, for in-
stance accountability and competi-
tion for (scarce) human resources

– to ensure that activities supported
are compatible with overall strate-

gies and developments in the part-
ner country and/or international
human rights standards

– exchange of information and expe-
riences to promote transparency
and ensure that genuine and honest
actors who deliver development re-
sults are the ones being supported

– to develop basic criteria and re-
quirements (including agreements,
reporting routines, accountability
and salary levels) that are more stre-
amlined and thus easier to relate to
for the civil organisations 

– core support versus earmarked
(project) support

Donor co-ordination should always be a
step towards greater recipient responsibi-
lity.

6 Co-ordination with other donors
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As civil society has become more important
on the development agenda, increased
emphasis has been given to the role of Nor-
wegian organisations in strengthening the
role of civil societies in developing coun-
tries. The rationale is that some of the ex-
periences of Norwegian voluntary actors
may be transferable and useful to volun-
tary actors in partner countries. As like-
minded, the Norwegian voluntary actors
are considered to have a comparative ad-
vantage compared to the competence and
capacity of an embassy, particularly in the
field of competence -and institution buil-
ding. 

When this is the case and when a Norwe-
gian voluntary actor has the needed nati-
onal and thematic competence, they can
be efficient allies in Norway’s efforts to re-
ach national and international develop-
ment goals. They also play an important
role in Norway in informing the public
and mobilising popular support and inter-
national solidarity. 

The use of Norwegian voluntary actors as
intermediaries can be of particular im-
portance in conflict-prone areas where pe-
ople’s link to foreign actors, or their pre-

sence, can provide some protection. Some
Norwegian voluntary actors can play a role
in peace and reconciliation efforts at local
and national levels. 

There will, however, be considerable vari-
ation in the Norwegian voluntary actors’
competence, capacity and policy- and pro-

gramme coherence at country level. Civil
society actors in Norway’s partner coun-
tries will also have varying institutional
strength and experience. Civil society ac-
tors’ needs for support from Norwegian
voluntary actors over and above financial
support, will thus vary. Reserve and cau-
tion should be applied by NORAD to pre-

7 The role of Norwegian organisation

The gender perspective is now integrated into almost all development programs.



vent Norwegian voluntary partners to turn
their efforts to areas where funding is av-
ailable but where their contribution will
be marginal due to lack of experience or
competence. Norwegian actors as an inter-
mediary link between donor and recipient
may represent additional costs and bure-
aucracy, with “transaction costs” that may
be worthwhile or may not.

Other reasons for considering direct sup-
port may be:

– Direct support from an embassy will
more easily be in line with country
strategies and other strategic docu-
ments, and thus better co-ordinated
with partner countries and other do-
nors.

– Direct support puts embassies in an
immediate interaction with civil so-
ciety that easily creates contacts and
links that are valuable for the over-
all work of an embassy .

When developing the direct support port-
folios, the possibility and/or desirability of
channelling the support through Norwe-
gian organisations should be considered.
In this assessment, it is important to keep

the long term perspective in mind, and not
only the immediate need for project re-
sults and utilisation of funds. 

In many countries, the Norwegian orga-
nisations have developed extensive net-
works, and it is a challenge for the embas-
sies to use this network of contacts more
extensively. This is a particular challenge
in countries where the embassy has little
or no direct support to civil organisations.
In all countries where Norwegian organi-
sations are active, the embassies are to
maintain regular contact, at least on a
quarterly basis, with the organisations. Li-
kewise, the organisations are expected to
stay in contact with the embassies and in-
form them about their work.

It is important that a good flow of infor-
mation is maintained between NORAD
Oslo and the embassies. This is both to en-
sure an optimal level of interaction bet-
ween the direct support and the support
given through Norwegian organisations,
and to avoid that the same organisations
unknowingly receive support from more
than one source. 

9
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Given that civil society support is to be an
integrated part of the total portfolio of
support to a given country, this should be
reflected in the way the embassy adminis-
ters the support. Rather than having spe-
cialised staff dealing with civil society only,
the support should be integrated accor-
ding to sectors in the portfolios of diffe-
rent members of staff. For instance, staff
dealing with governance support or the
education sector should be responsible
both for support given to government as
well as support given to civil organisations. 

The embassy should on a continuous ba-
sis consider how many organisations it can
and should fund direct. Alternative ways
of supporting, through Norwegian orga-
nisations or institutions, through interna-
tional organisations or the multilateral sys-
tem, or through government sector pro-
grammes, trust funds or umbrella
organisations, should always be conside-
red.

The point of departure should be that the
support given has an added value, first and
foremost for development processes in
the partner country, but also for the em-
bassy itself. If the only role of an embassy
is to be an administrator of direct support
and few other gains can be found, the sup-
port should either be modified or phased
out.

In NORAD, the direct support will be anc-
hored in the regional departments. The
Technical Department will play a crucial
role in giving professional advise and The
Department for Civil Society and Private
Sector Development will act as a resource
base and the main window for contact with
the Norwegian organisations.

The administration of the direct support



Based on an analysis in the particular coun-
try, the relationship to civil society will be
incorporated in strategic plans as well as
the annual work plans of the embassies.  No
specific limits for how much support is to
be channelled through civil society will be
set, but it is important that there is a reaso-
nable balance in the amount of funding,
amount of work and attention given bet-
ween the support given to government, the
private sector and civil society. Each em-
bassy will seek to find such a balance in co-
operation with the partner countries and
with NORAD headquarters.
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9 The scope of the support

The Liberal Party's election campaign with t-shirts, flags and post-
ers in Managua, the capital of Nicaragua. (November 2001)
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