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Civil society and accountability
– should donors try to influence
civil society efforts to strengthen
accountability?i
Abstract: Together with the emergence of the governance agenda
in the last 20 years, civil society is recognised as a key actor in the
context of the “demand side of accountability.” Donor support to
civil society, particularly for accountability activities, has increased
sharply in recent years. Yet, there is surprisingly little solid
evidence of civil society accountability initiatives actually having
a demonstrable impact on the ground. Reported success stories
often do not withstand closer scrutiny. There is also evidence/a
risk of donor support contributing to a weakening of domestic
accountability, as CSOs often end up being accountable to donors
rather than to the people they set out to represent. This paper
presents a critical but constructive perspective of CSOs as agents
of domestic accountability, with evidence drawn from the work
done by the AcT programme in Tanzania. Following from this,
some examples of demonstrably effective CSO initiatives are
presented. Finally, some guiding principles for donor support to
civil society are distilled from the analysis.
1. Introduction
After the emergence of the
“governance agenda” in the 1990s
and the proliferation of governance
reforms that sought to strengthen the
supply side of accountability, there
has been a corresponding increase
in the attention to and support of the
demand-side of accountability in the
last decade. Both the emergence of the
governance agenda and the demand
side of accountability rest on what has
long been a commonly accepted set
of assumptions that there is a causal
relationship between democratisation
and economic and social development,
and that support to the demand side
strengthens democratic structures.

This paper sets out to question these
assumptions, calling for a more critical
reading of the current body of evidence
on the effectiveness of civil society
and accountability, and suggesting
some broad principles for the type
of civil society work that has proved
to be more effective. Finally, a set
of recommendations is provided for
donors supporting the demand-side of
accountability.
The second section of the paper
presents an analysis of civil society’s
role in strengthening accountability
with examples from Tanzania and
Kenya. The third section outlines an
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analytical framework for describing
civil society accountability approaches,
while the fourth section sets out to
distil a set of principles for effective civil
society work. The fifth and final section
suggests strategies for donors to make
their support to the demand side of
accountability more effective.
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“Rather than seeking engagement
in the ‘civil’ space, citizens would
be better off targeting the political
space of the formal decision
making and other spaces for
contestation provided by local
authorities” Brian Dill

2. Is civil society really giving
voice to the voiceless?
When providing support to civil society
organisations, it is often assumed that
CSOs have a natural interest in change
and strengthening of accountability in
society and that therefore supporting
them will strengthen democratic
processes in the country. A quick review
of some of the evidence on civil society
activity at both the local and the national
level questions the basis for this

assumption, or at the very least calls for
a more nuanced approach.
It is often stated that lasting political
change is brought about by popular
social movements. Donors in the
sub-Saharan context often comment,
that there are few supportable social
movements. This is also the case
in Tanzania. The example of what
happened to one of the emerging
movements in Tanzania is particularly
interesting. Following loss of land for
pastoralist communities in Northern
Tanzania a strong movement protesting
land loss emerged among Maasai and
Barabaig communities. In the early to
mid-1990s, these movements were
approached by donors who were
looking for ways to support civil society.
In order to access donor funding, core
groups of the various movements
formalised into CSOs, gained skills

in book-keeping and reporting and
acquired laptops, vehicles and offices
in the district or regional capitals. The
leaders started drawing salaries and
became part of the local elites. The
activities of these newly formed CSOs
has become increasingly focused on
studies, workshops and conferences.
They gradually lost their links with their
original communities and became
increasingly inaccessible to local people.

A good CSO strategy on accountability issues will probably cover
elements of all four quadrants in
the above diagram – operating in
different ways at different times
according to a well informed
understanding of the prevailing
political economy and what has
worked in leveraging change.

It could be concluded therefore that
the net effect of donor support was to
“suck up” the most talented activists
from the local level to the district or
national level, and to professionalise
them. Meanwhile, capacity at the local
level was arguably weaker after the
donors’ interventions than before.1
At the opposite end of the spectrum
from the rural social movements, a
study by Brian Dill looks at the democratic credentials of Community Based
Organisations (CBOs) in Dar es Salaam.2 It shows how what often start as
neighbourhood associations are taken
over by elites who use their resources
to coincide with the donor priorities. Not
only does this shift influence further
in favour of those who already have
power, Dill also shows how, rather than
“giving voice to the voiceless”,3 support to CBOs has reduced the space
even further for the poor to engage in
local political processes. Dill’s conclusion is that rather than seeking engagement in the ‘civil’ space, citizens would
be better off targeting the political space
of the formal decision-making and other
spaces for contestation provided by local authorities.
These examples have been provided to
illustrate that one should never assume
that supporting civil society will automatically lead to the strengthening of
democratic processes. There are obviously other examples of where donor
support has helped popular movements
or local associations in their work shift
to open political spaces, but these are
not as frequent as one might believe.4

3. A systematic look at
ways of effecting improved
accountability
Whether one is planning or assessing
approaches of seeking increased accountability, it may be useful to attempt
to distinguish analytically between the
different ways civil society may be seeking to strengthen accountability.
The diagram (Ways of seeking accountability) seeks to depict accountability approaches along two axes. One

distinguishes between an inside and an
outside track, one of cooperation and
one of confrontation. The other axis distinguishes between engagement in the
formal sphere, through formal structure
and policy processes, and the informal
sphere, dealing in personal relationships
and mass appeal.5
This produces a useful analytical
definition of four spheres of activities
for actors seeking to influence stronger
accountability:

The key to these approaches is
that they start with what is happening on the ground. They bring
citizens’ realities into the policy
and political arena and are therefore more likely to capture the
public’s attention and imagination.
There is a significant difference
between this and attempts to try
and catalyse debates on complex
national policies.

Engaging in formal policy processes,
such as sector working groups and
technical reviews, CSOs can seek to
use evidence to influence the policy
processes. The experience of civil
society engaging in formal policy
processes - a key objective of donor
support to civil society - has been mixed.
Arguably it has also led to a tripartite
model of policy making between
government, civil society and donors.
As many observers have pointed out,
this runs serious risks of undermining
the democratic process.6
Using law enforcement organs,
such as courts or other accountability
institutions, CSOs can engage formal
channels to enforce accountability.
This is a less frequently used approach,
probably due to its politically risky and
confrontational nature. By the same
token it is also an approach that is
arguably more likely to register results.
There are particularly useful examples
of civil society engaging in the formal
accountability process with the audit
process as a window of entry. A

recent study by Albert van Zyl, Vivek
Ramkumar and Paolo de Renzio refers
to cases where CSOs have leveraged
accountability by raising public pressure
for action on audit findings. Two
examples being the partnership struck
between the Right to Information
campaign run by the well known MKSS
in Rajastan (India) and the state audit
office, and the effective push by the
Public Service Accountability Monitor
(PSAM) in the Eastern Cape province
(South Africa) who systematically
followed up queries by the province
Auditor General’s report, which brought
about a significant increase in corrective
action taken.7
Networking and using personal
contacts, such as MPs or local
politicians, CSOs can seek to engage
the support of decision makers,
possibly through demonstrating that
the advocated change will generate
popular support (or that not acting risks
incurring public dissatisfaction). This is
a strategy that has become increasingly
central for some of Tanzania’s more

politically savvy CSOs. The Tanzanian
Natural Resources Forum (TNRF)
followed up on a damning report on
illegal logging, which documented a
huge environmental and financial impact
for the country, by using their political
networks to identify key members of
the Parliamentary standing committees
for environment and finance. By using
these contacts they managed to
leverage high level media coverage and
exerted such pressure on the Executive
that a ban was imposed on the export of
unprocessed high-value timber.8
Appealing directly to public opinion
through activism and popular
campaigns, thus raising public
pressure for change. This is increasingly
becoming a standard component of all
CSO strategies. It can be particularly
effective if evidence and partnerships
at the local level can be used to deliver
messages at the national level. Often
it is a more powerful alternative to
engaging in formal policy consultations
(see 1. above). For example, during
the 2009 General Budget Support
(GBS) Annual Review, two prominent

Principles for effective CSO support

Implications for donor programming

Build on what’s already there and engage in local processes.

Understanding the local context.

Change relies on political more than technical issues.

Appreciation for civil society’s own perspectives and agenda – don’t impose national agenda.

Realise local-national linkages.

Have a long term commitment and perspective.
An understanding that one cannot expect linearity.

organisations opted to use the
occasion to publicise briefs critical of
the Government’s policies on MPs’
and officials’ allowances and on the
regulatory framework faced by small
and informal businesses, rather
than focusing their energies on the
proceedings of the consultations per
se.9 The impact of the open and political
approach, as contrasted to the closed
and technical approach was observed
in the almost instant reaction from
one Minister who announced that
her ministry would forthwith ban all
non-essential foreign travel. While the
significance of a lone Minister’s popular
statement should not be overstated, it
does demonstrate the impact of press

coverage over technical consultations
on the treatment of political issues.

4. Emerging principles of
effective CSO initiatives
Underlying the choice of strategies,
there are three principles that inform
effective CSO strategies:
Build on what’s already there and engage in local processes. Strategies with
the best chance of success deal with
issues that are most pertinent on the
ground, and build on existing processes
and concerns. Ideally, CSOs engaging at
the local level will build on action already
taken by people in the community. Rather than addressing normative issues
such as good governance or account-

ability, activities better address issues
that are directly relevant to people in
their daily lives. The types of questions
that commonly recur in discussions with
citizens include:
• Are medicines available? Do health
workers to pay attention to patients?
• Are teachers teaching? Is the money
reaching schools?
• How accessible is water? Is water
affordable and reliable?
• Is village land secure? Who benefits
from harvesting of forest resources?
• Engagement needs to be long-term,
and care must be taken to support
local political processes and not
supplanting them (the risk of which,
see above).

Change relies first and foremost
on political, not technical issues.
Strengthening accountability is about
achieving shifts in power structures
that serve to better align accountability
mechanisms with the interests of the
wider population. Although it is true
that this relies in part on technical
capacities and know-how, the process
of strengthening accountability is
first and foremost about building on
relationships.
This means that it is often more
effective to engage directly with
decision makers and political processes,
such as village assembly meetings,
rather than engaging in capacity building
ventures of various kinds. Engaging
directly with a local councillor, a rich
business woman or a Bishop on locally
relevant issues may be more effective
than arranging workshops to discuss
national strategies. One has a good
chance of achieving one’s objective, if
one can show or convince members
of the elite that they stand to gain from
throwing their weight behind calls for
action (or that they might lose from or
risk bad publicity if they do not).
Realise local – national linkages.
An effective strategy will achieve a
positive feedback loop between local
processes that attempt to achieve
change on the ground, and the national
discourses that may impact on national
policies and practices. The profiling
of local experiences at the national
level demonstrates the impact of local
action to national players and also
concentrates the minds of relevant local
decision makers as national attention
raises the stakes.

5. Basic requirements for donor
programming
Returning to the perspective of donors,
what does the above discussion on
characteristics of effective civil society
strategies suggest for them? The
following basic requirements emerge
for effective donor support to civil
society efforts towards strengthening
accountability:
A strong understanding of the local
context. In order to be grounded in
local realities it is necessary for donors
have a good understanding of local
processes and how things work on
the ground. This means being able to
move outside the more constructed
realities of national reform agendas and
standard consultations. It also means
investing in monitoring and reporting
structures that provide independent
and reliable data on what is happening
on the ground, and to have the required
in-house capacities to assess this type
of information.
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A saying popular among donor funded civil
society programmes.
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Appreciation for indigenous civil
society perspectives and agendas.
It’s crucial to avoid inadvertently pushing
the national agenda through tripartite
processes. This implies engaging with
civil society at a more political level, as
co-actors rather than as funders and
the funded, and the need to be willing
to deal with the political risks that this
might entail.
A long term relationship and a long
term perspective. This also entails
reconciling the tensions between the
growing need domestically in donor
countries to demonstrate results and
value for money in the short term, with
the increasingly accepted fact that
systematic change, relating to shifts in
power balances, take much longer in
host countries than is often anticipated.
An understanding that one cannot
expect a linear relation between
inputs and outcomes when dealing
with accountability. Accountability
is a product of the political economy
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reworking of the diagram was a collaborative
effort between the author, Aileen Lyon and
Kate Dyer.

6

E.g. Issa Shivji. 2004. “Reflections on NGOs
in Tanzania: What We Are, What We Are
Not and What We Ought to Be?” Hakielimu,
Working Study 04.9, Dar es Salaam; and Dill
2009, cited above.

7

Albert van Zyl, Vivek Ramkumar , and
Paolo de Renzio. 2009. Responding to the
challenges of Supreme Audit Institutions:
Can legislatures and civil society help? , U4
Issue 2009:1, U4, Bergen.

of the context, and results rely on the
interplay between a large number of
actors and factors. It can therefore
be difficult to demonstrate value for
money, particularly in the short term.
Assessment of impact requires a mix
of qualitative and quantitative tools and
can only be done over the longer term.10
Most donors already address these
requirements, but many would also
agree that they could do more to ground
their approach more strongly in the
national political context. By seeing
civil society as a key part of the national
politics, a natural start could be to
approach it as cross-cutting element
rather than as a stand-alone and often
junior player in the aid agency. By
adopting such a politicised approach,
donors may also gain from establishing
a much stronger feed-back loop for
the supply-side reforms that continue
to make up the main bulk of their
programmes.
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