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The EU and Civil Society: what to be expected? 
 

At the October 2012 Policy Forum on Development, Commissioner Piebalgs said : As our new policy on civil 
society says, given the right conditions, you (CSOs) can fully play your role as actors in governance and 
development in helping support transparency and good governance advocacy, contributing to policy-making 
and to human development and inclusive growth. We are committed to helping create those conditions. 
 
This new EU policy with regard to the role of civil society in development and democratisation and on the 
enabling environment and policy space for civil society emerged in the course of 2012. 
Different processes and policy documents reflect that new EU approach and seem to converge in favour of a 
greater role for civil society especially as a key element of democratic governance and accountability.  
These policy documents were adopted partly as an outcome of the structured dialogue and the preparation 
for the Busan HLF on Aid Effectiveness and partly as a follow-up and response to the so called ‘Arab spring’. 
They also come at a time when the EU is preparing its new 7 year multi-annual financial framework (2014 – 
2020) that involves a review of its external actions priorities and cooperation instruments. 
 
In the Communication on Human Rights and Democracy, one can read: There is also the perception that the 
EU’s statements on human rights and democracy are not always fully matched by its external or internal 
policies. In the context of the Arab Spring there has been a debate whether previously the EU had done 
enough to support civil society and to promote change rather than stability. At the same time, the EU’s 
internal human rights record has come under increasing scrutiny. 
 
All these statements are very encouraging with regard to the role that the EU institutions want to play in 
supporting the action and the policy space of civil society in developing countries. The key issue will be to 
translate this new promising approach into practice. 

The policy: a more holistic and strategic approach   
 

New EU commitments in recent policy papers 
 

1) EC Communication on CSO: Mid-September 2012, the EC adopted the communication “The 
roots of democracy and sustainable development: Europe's engagement with Civil Society in 
external relations and one month later on 15 October, Council Conclusions on the same issue 
were adopted. 

 
Both documents recognise the central role of civil society in democratic governance and in building just, 
equitable and inclusive societies, something that was so far not very prominent in EU approaches towards 
civil society or towards governance and development. 
 

https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/aidco/index.php/Policy_forum
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/aidco/index.php/Structured_dialogue
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2012:0492:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2012:0492:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2012:0492:FIN:EN:PDF
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/12/st14/st14535.en12.pdf


 
The positive points in the communication: 

 The right based approach reflected in many parts of the text; 

 Civil society as a crucial element of any democratic system and as an asset in itself; 

 The comprehensive definition of civil society and the fact that it includes informal organisations; and the 
relinquishment of the non-state actors terminology. 

 The importance of participation of civil society in policy processes and political dialogue; 

 The importance of engaging European citizens with development, through development 
education, awareness raising and campaigning, though not sufficiently underlined in the 
Communication; 

 The complementary roles of state and civil society in social services; 

 The readiness to support the role of civil society in the implementation of the Agenda for 
change; 

 The particular attention paid to the fact that the EU should systematically facilitate CSOs’ 
oversight role when budget support is used, among others by allocating part of the budget 
support envelops to capacity building for CSOs; 

 The promotion of multi-stakeholder and multi-actor approaches both in action and 
dialogue. 

 
The weak points: 

 Dialogue at country level between delegations and civil society confined to the EU aid programming 
process. It should embrace a much broader agenda both in terms of timing and scope. 

 The communication is silent about the role of civil society in building a social fabric, linking people in 
societies and between societies and in the particular case of development cooperation, in promoting 
people-to-people cooperation, awareness raising on development and global issues, exchanges of  
knowledge and inter-cultural dialogue between communities from different regions, countries or 
continents.  

 It may give a wrong perception of civil society organisations as instruments to achieve an objective 
(effective service delivery, monitoring of government spending and action) rather than independent 
actors of change in their own rights and with their own vision, interests and objectives.  

 The issue of partnerships, in particular, the relationships and partnerships between European civil 
society organisations and their counterparts in developing countries are completely out of scope. The 
multi-actor approach is limited to social services. 

 All remarks and recommendations in the Communication on the role of civil society in governance and 
political dialogue and on the enabling environment for civil society are directed at developing countries 
and their civil societies and governments while they should be equally valid in the European context and 
at global level. Dialogue between EU and European civil society would deserve more attention. 

 The crucial role of CSOs in engaging citizens with development questions, through development 
education, awareness raising (DEAR) and campaigning work, is not very prominent.   

 The growing importance and potential of national, regional and global civil society movements is also 
not given as much significance as it deserves. 

 There is little guidance and commitment on how the new policy will be implemented. 
 

2) EC and EEAS Communication on Human rights and Democracy at the heart of EU external 
action: towards a more effective approach (December 2011) and the EU Strategic Framework 
and Action Plan on Human Rights and democracy (Council paper adopted on 25 June 2012) 

 
From the Communication: The EU needs to work closely with civil society and to draw on its expertise and 
alternative channels of communication. The longstanding dialogue among officials, NGOs, business, trades 
unions and the media needs to be developed. The EU should continue to support the vibrant civil societies 
which are vital to democratic states, and social partners who are key to sustaining reforms. Even where there 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0886:FIN:EN:PDF


is little or no reasonable prospect of engaging effectively with a government, this should not mean lessening 
contacts with the people of that country. The need is then all the greater for the EU to engage with civil 
society and peaceful political opposition, supporting human rights defenders in the face of risks and threats. 
The EU should continue to speak out on specific human rights situations and violations and on democratic 
regress, with particular emphasis on preserving or creating the necessary opportunities for civil society to 
prosper. 
The EU takes a systematic approach to consultations with international and local human rights NGOs in all 
aspects of its human rights policy. Specific attention will be given to supporting conditions in third countries 
that will enable civil society to operate freely. The annual EUNGO forum on human rights should continue to 
review and contribute to EU action. 
 
Human rights defenders are indispensable allies for the EU in the worldwide promotion and protection of 
human rights and are key interlocutors for EU Delegations and the diplomatic missions of EU Member 
States in third countries. The EU should continue to support the effective implementation of the EU 
Guidelines on human rights defenders, including through awareness raising among all relevant stakeholders. 
 
Amongst the many areas of work listed in the EU Action Plan on HR and D is the following: 
Genuine partnership with civil society, including at the local level: 
(a) Heads of EU Delegations, Heads of Mission of EU Member States, heads of civilian missions and operation 
commanders shall work closely with human rights NGOs active in the countries of their posting. 
 (b) Ensure effective support to CSOs, including via the Civil Society Facility, the EIDHR and other relevant 
programmes and instruments. 
 (c) Consolidate consultations with civil society, notably on policy initiatives and dialogues on human rights; 
work in full partnership with civil society in the Annual EU NGO Forum. 
 

3) EC and EEAS communication on EU Support for Sustainable Change in Transition Societies 
(October 2012) for which Council conclusions have still to be adopted. 

 
The EU support is centred on four main fronts: establishment of constitutional and electoral processes; 
strengthening of democratic institutions; strengthening of political and civil society; and gradual 
development of a democratic political culture.  
 
The EU has various tools to support civil society organisations (CSO), including the Instrument of Pre-
Accession (IPA), the Civil Society Facilities for the enlargement and neighbourhood, EIDHR, European 
Endowment for Democracy, thematic programme for non-state actors and local authorities under the 
Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI) and capacity-development programmes under the European 
Development Fund (EDF) and the DCI. Experience from the EU enlargement policy shows that it is important 
to create an enabling environment (legal framework and rules on funding  and inclusion in political 
consultation procedures) that allows civil society in the country to develop in a sustainable manner. 
Therefore, all EU instruments in this area are designed to empower actors based on their capabilities and 
strengths in their own areas and hence are crucial for addressing socioeconomic issues, political disputes or 
conflicts of interest, for instance. 
CSO platforms and networks have proven important in strengthening civil society's outreach. 
The enabling environment should be addressed in political dialogues with partner governments to ensure 
that CSOs have space within which to operate. Where this is not possible, the EIDHR is well-placed to 
support civil society since, if need be, it can be used without the government's consent. 
 
References to the role of civil society are also integrated in other communications recently published by the 
EC such as the communication on social protection and the subsequent Council conclusions.  
  

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/131181.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52012JC0027:EN:NOT


The practice: how to translate these commitments into reality?  
 

1) Political dialogue, diplomacy and policy coherence for development 
There is a clear commitment by the EU to utilise the political dialogue with partner countries in support of 
civil society. This is a crucial aspect of the role that EU can play in favour of an enabling environment and a 
political space for civil society. However, it is difficult to assess it and to make sure that a coherent and 
standardised approach is put in place in every country especially when we consider that EU own political and 
economic interests interfere greatly in the political dialogue. 
 
Even in case of obvious violation of human rights, it is not always easy for civil society to push the EU to put 
into practice the human rights clauses contained in the cooperation (e.g. Cotonou) or trade agreements (e.g. 
EBA, GSP). The case of human rights violations in Cambodia linked to land evictions in direct relation with  
sugar exports to the EU under the Everything but Arms (EBA) trade preference system is a telling example of 
such limitations. 
In the case of shrinking space for civil society due to restrictive civil society laws, administrative harassment 
or criminalisation and denial campaigns, it is even more difficult to activate EU diplomatic pressure. 
 
The case-by-case (or country-by-country) methodology is probably the best approach for the moment but 
we should also continue putting pressure on EU institutions to make sure that words are put into practice 
everywhere and with no double standards, and that all levels of EU administration, including delegations, are 
aware and committed to promoting and protecting the enabling environment for civil society.     
 
The participation of civil society in the political dialogue between the EU and partner countries is very 
limited. There are more openings at regional level (through the Cotonou Agreement or the Joint Africa EU 
strategy for example) but at that level it is even more challenging for civil society to engage meaningfully. 
Tripartite dialogue (EU, partner country, CS) on the programming of EC aid or on sector policies and thematic 
issues is more frequent but there also concerns are raised regarding the quality, outcome and follow-up and 
the inclusiveness of these dialogue events or processes.  
 

2) Dialogue between EU institutions and civil society 
We call for a stronger commitment to put in place effective mechanisms of dialogue between EU institutions 
and civil society at all levels and particularly at the delegations level.  
The fact that guidelines for EU delegations on the programming of EU aid at country level recommend to 
consult civil society represents a good starting point and an excellent opportunity to establish relationships 
and an on-going dialogue with the EU delegations. 
The fact that many APRODEV members have regional and/or country offices and have longstanding funding 
relationships with EU delegations represents a real asset from that point of view. It is important for 
APRODEV members to make sure that the good relationships they establish with EU delegations directly 
benefit their partners and facilitate their access to EU representatives present in their country.  
Feedback from the first phase of the programming process collected through the CONCORD network shows 
that in a few countries like Mozambique, the EU delegation has taken consultation of civil society serious but 
that in many cases the meetings were more about informing civil society organisations about decisions 
already taken than really consulting them. It is important to maintain the pressure on the EU and its 
delegations to make sure that the good examples of certain delegations are shared and duplicated and it is 
equally important to convince them that an on-going dialogue with civil society that goes beyond aid 
programming and funding to encompass broader political agenda is a real asset.   
 
According to the EC communication on CS, the EU and the Member States should develop country 
roadmaps for engagement with CSOs. The roadmaps should identify long term objectives of EU cooperation 
with CSOs and encompass dialogue as well as operational support, identifying appropriate working 
modalities. This exercise should be linked to the programming of EU external assistance, namely bilateral, 



regional and thematic cooperation. The human rights country strategies currently being developed by the EU 
will be an important reference. 
The roadmaps should be developed taking into account the views of civil society, be regularly updated and 
where appropriate, made publicly available and shared with national authorities. 
These roadmaps are really a key process for civil society to engage with EU delegations.  
It seems that their development has started in pilot countries in the beginning of 2013 but a clear calendar 
and process is not yet available. 
The Human Rights Country Strategies are also important but their preparation and adoption is an internal 
(presented as sensitive) exercise between EU and MS with no open discussion with civil society and these 
strategies are not supposed to be made public.  Their main objective is to improve coordination and joint 
approach at EU level towards human rights situation in a given country.  
 

3) Cooperation instruments and financial support to CSOs 
For the moment, according to EC staff, 12% of the EC’s funding (1.2 billion) goes to CSOs and around 35% of 
that amount is directly allocated to CSOs in developing countries. Detailed and comprehensive figures are 
not available however.  
With the new Multi-annual Financial Framework, DEVCO is facing staff reductions and budget cuts. It 
means that DEVCO has to be more efficient and to increase the average size of contracts while the number 
of calls for proposals will probably be reduced. In the future it is also probable that calls for proposals will be 
more targeted. The capacity of EU Delegations for local calls in MICs will also be reduced due to reshuffling 
of staff at delegations level. 
According to EC staff, increasing the size of contracts will not affect so much the Human Rights and Civil 
society instruments and programmes, but more the geographic and thematic programmes (social sectors, 
energy, water, environment, climate, etc). There is a high risk however, that these trends will have an impact 
on civil society funding as it will be even more difficult for smaller organisations to compete in the system. 
New models of partnerships and channelling of funds will have to be developed if we want to make sure that 
civil society continues its activities at small scale and community level.  
And indeed, while staff and funding are under pressure, the EU engaged in a review of its funding modalities 
that should ease the cooperation with civil society. First of all, the general EU Financial Regulation has been 
revised and new rules of implementation should come into force in January 20131.  
Examples of changes to be expected: 

 The period between calls for proposals and the conclusion of grant agreements and payment deadlines 
will be shortened.  

 End of the rule of nationality origin for procurement of supplies and goods below 60 000 EUR 

 Threshold for annual audit will increase (5 MEUR instead of 750,000 EUR) 

 Sub-granting: maximum 50 000EUR per sub-grant (instead of 10 000EUR) 

 The emphasis of the grant system will be shifted from reimbursing cost claims to payments for the 
delivery of results through a greater use of lump sums, flat rates, unit costs. 

 Beneficiaries of EU funds will no longer be obliged to open separate interest bearing bank accounts and 
bank guarantees will not be mandatory anymore but will depend on assessment of risk by the 
authorising officer. 

 Furthermore, even if interest is generated, it will not have to be returned to the EU Budget and neither 
will it be counted as revenue of the project.  

 Online grant management system will be developed, including payment tracking system, project status, 
etc…  

 
Secondly, DEVCO/EuropeAid has taken a strong commitment to revise its funding policy and procedures for 
local but also European CSOs. 12 technical fiches on funding modalities have been elaborated during the 

                                                           
1
 More at: http://ec.europa.eu/budget/biblio/documents/regulations/regulations_en.cfm  

And on the CISOCH website: https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/aidco/index.php/Main_Page  

https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/aidco/index.php/Structured_dialogue
http://ec.europa.eu/budget/biblio/documents/regulations/regulations_en.cfm
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/aidco/index.php/Main_Page


structured dialogue and have now to be implemented. They include pool funding, sub-granting, programme 
contracts and core funding possibilities. A new shorter and simpler model of call for proposals is also 
developed. 
 
The European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) will continue to give priority to the 
support to CSOs. For the moment, around 75% of the budget is allocated to/through CSOs, this figure is even 
higher if elections monitoring is excluded from the calculation.  In the context of the new Multi-Annual 
Financial Framework, suggestions have been made to increase the flexibility of the EIDHR so that it delivers 
better, faster and more, and so that more organisations (including non-registered ones) are able to access 
funds, and a quick response is ensured to address the needs of civil society in countries facing the most 
pressing and difficult situations. 
 
Several Guidelines adopted by Council (as well as toolkits and similar instruments) guide EU’s 
action in the area of human rights such as the death penalty, the fight against torture, the protection of 
Human Rights Defenders, freedom of religion and belief, child rights, the rights of women, or sexual 
orientation. Targeted calls for proposals will be published by EC head office to cover these different 
priorities. It is also expected that calls for proposals published by EU delegations to support smaller actions 
at national level will also be more targeted in the future with the view of increasing the impact of EU support 
by identifying in each country a limited number of priority objectives. Ideally the definition of these priorities 
should be established through an on-going dialogue with CSOs.  
  
(Karine Sohet, February 2013) 
 


