Comments to the new Danish Civil Society Strategy

Neil Webster, Presentation to the NGO Thematic Forum.
1. The strategy contains a wealth of both old and new ideas as to the nature and role of CS and not least it takes up many of the important contemporary discussions on CS.

2. It also does not hold back in looking to the challenges in the developing world that face development and thereby face CS.

3. There’s a wealth of detail in the 36 pages as well. Detail that both describes and suggests – what the contemporary issues and contexts are and what CS might contribute in working with these.

· very good discussions (given the space) of the way that civil society is changing in the developing countries and internationally

· very good discussion of the changing scenarios that civil societies face,  both from a development and from an aid perspective aid 

· focuses in on many of the issues that Danish CSOs working with development, face

With respect to how it should be realized.. well It is a good guide book with which to go back and look at what one is doing what might be done better, what else might be done to complement it and with who. It’s not a manual but it indicates a line of thinking and it reflects the needs of the current aid world very well. 

4 points I particularly noted in my rather rapid reading of the text, which I believe are different from before :

· Private sector and political parties figure and we see CS as being described as having a political role,  this is new and good whether it is better water and sanitation in the slum areas of Maputo we are working with or the rights of unemployed youth in Bangladesh.

· We see economic growth being mentioned breaking the tendency to focus primarily on social sectors, social protection, and empowerment with respect to these. Danish aid does not have very much on economic growth in its SPS as yet – debate as to whether it should, but is important for poverty reduction
· We see emerging scenarios being addressed – particularly Fragile States. Difficult and complex, but testing grounds for developing our thinking on CS; but also the changing nature of CS’s organizational form(s) – decentralization, deconcentration, globalisation

· We see a results oriented approach being pursued even more. “Something for something”!

Many good discussion points in addition to these in the text, but let me take 3-4 where I would I see a need either for something more or something else.
1. Partnership and ownership, Partnership important and must be very south oriented.

Implementation should be by the partner in the development country and not by the Danish organization

Strengthens local CS; can help movement towards Paris declaration of donor funds being more closely aligned with recipient government strategies, perhaps greater harmonization between donors through use of local civil samfund.

But selection of partners with all these expectations does seem to have an increasing number of value and principled and technical conditions attached – promote alignment and harmonization, strengthen democratisation, improve service delivery, promote advocacy, link to Danida sector programmes in the country, etc. etc.  
Is a clear logic for each of these and it is not the meaning that they should be all and certainly not all at once but whichever one does focus on it is creating an ever more labour intensive process on the part of a Danish NGO get it right in all the phases – the right goals, values, the right internal practices, stringent monitoring, and measuring of processes and outcomes, impact assessments, and the many other dimensions of a  strongly Results oriented approach. Is there too much control here – is it conditionality by another name, is it the internal driven process that civil society is originally seen to be a part of?

2. What is CS?  The CS strategy is much better in defining and giving examples of CS, but a brief comment – it remains very much the good guys, those wanting to promote inclusion, democracy, rights, improvement, better services, etc.. What about the secret associations, the religions that deny rights and promote separation, for every organization based on identity of whatever type or kind, there is a process of exclusion and communalism involved. So we have to pick the good guys and of course they have to remain the good guys..

But there is hope as we find in our own history. There are those who represent broader populations and engage in forms of political association in which debates occur, arguments are hammered out and a broad ultimately inclusive process leads to policy and its implementation – Political parties in the State.
· Now are Political parties part of CS?

· How should CS in developing countries relate to political parties?

· How should Danish CSOs do the same? 

Not asking that you answer these questions, but I would ask whether there is a clear reason for why the strategy has not addressed them? 
Ist step is to make sure CSOs have a governance perspective – how are they going to make government better (as opposed to themselves)

3. Size issues and future developments Today we see a tendency for larger NGOs to be moving into the south and establishing a network of national organisations with a common programme frame and then working with local partners – on the one hand it is more ‘local’ but on the other hand as the strategy mentions, it is a private sector strategy to meet the changing reality of funding. More a case of deconcentration than devolution in the academic jargon.

· where is choice placed in the recipient country; is it really local or old wine in new bottles?

·  Do we tend to see a standard approach being adopted now with one size fits all?
In Denmark we have seen a move towards smaller development CSOs engaging in more localised partnerships in the south – perhaps 3-4 projects at most in the south.

I do not see in the lines of the strategy document or for that matter between the lines, very much being said on this size issue. It is more a noting of network activity, and similar. It is in some ways a major development in the northern CS’s engagement with development in the south, and not necessarily a positive one – for example In the Netherlands they have witnessed a rapid growth on mini-NGOs in which individuals or a few families support one or two projects in the south. Where is the coherence, the ownership, and much more? Are these issues being registered or are they still over the horizon?
In DK and the EU we are also seeing a tendency to scale up into the international sphere. Obvious logic given problems of climate, trade, health etc that are global as well as local, but what is CS doing here? Is it international or national? Has this being thought through further than in the document? Voices need to be heard at global events, but who do they speak for – whose CS are they? 
The Danish in the strategy

First let me say that it is extremely good that this strategy exists – 2001 1st CS strategy – breaking with NGO strategy was a very important step. Denmark is in the lead in what I would call working towards strengthening the role and status of  governance in development of which CS in all forms and shapes, positive and negative, progressive and reactionary, is a part.

If we look at 4.6 in the strategy document we see it is noted how Danish CSOs have much to offer and much to build upon in partnerships. The question is how to preserve and reproduce that? Is this adequately addressed – perhaps not.

The strategy points and also calls for more decentralisation to the south on the one hand, and more internationalisation on the other. Both assume a strong Danish resource base in terms of members and workers, in terms of knowledge, and resources. This is mentioned in Chapter 6 a little as well. But is the securing of that resource base in its different forms adequately addressed in the strategy? 

I find a lot of what the resource base should do and how it should do it, but not so much as to what can be done for the resource base itself. At present this is reproduced through members and their good will and financial contributions;  possibly in the future it will be based also on  DK NGO services being ‘bought’ by organisations in the south including transnational NGOs with their national organisations in the south; possibly through services bought by those with educational or other needs here in Denmark.
But is the future all about information, marketing, and mobilisation? What is the Danish Government’s obligation to this niche of Danish CS? They represent the Danish people and sensible, transparent, accountable use of tax payer’s money is one aspect of that relationship, but is not its role in the institutional strengthening of this work another of its responsibilities?

Perhaps the problem is that the requirement today is for Danish NGOs to be demand driven in a sector that has been for a long time more supply driven. However we look at it, the case is that the Danish CS/NGO engagement with development cannot be expected to just be there – he needs support in order to be able to play the roles envisaged in the new strategy, and I do not see this as being adequately addressed.
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