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Foreword

 

This document serves as an orientation for cooperation with civil society organisations 
(CSOs), for Welthungerhilfe’s staff, expert committees and partner organisations in 
 programme  countries. It also aims to better inform other governmental and  non- governmental 
 organisations operating internationally, about Welthungerhilfe’s objectives, vision and 
 commitments, to civil society organisations as agents of change.

Since the 1990s, multilateral and bilateral development players have sharpened their 
view of the growing importance of civil society organisations and actors. Not only did 
 Welthungerhilfe’s Strategy (2012 – 2016) further consider these trends, it included civil 
 society cooperation as one of its main strategic pillars. Indeed, ever since it was  founded 
more than 50 years ago, Welthungerhilfe has believed that only development  actors 
 themselves can bring about social change and sustainable development – through the 
 principle of ‘ self-help’. Therefore, Welthungerhilfe actively supports, facilitates and learns 
from local civil society actors.

The impacts of globalisation and rapidly changing global conditions pose significant 
 challenges for civil societies of the North, as well as the global South. These challenges 
include: (1.) the growing number of humanitarian projects implemented in fragile states, 
where civil society plays an important role but capacities are often weak, (2.) the Accra 
Agenda for Action and the high level forum in Busan, which call for additional attention to 
civil society and (3.) the ongoing international (and particularly European) debate about the 
role of northern non-governmental organisations in development processes of the South.

This Orientation Framework has been drafted in a consultative process by  Welthungerhilfe 
staff based in programme countries, local partner organisations, as well as members of 
Welthungerhilfe’s Programme Advisory Committee. It raises questions, describes risks and 
challenges related to civil society cooperation. Part I of the Orientation Framework  outlines 
the background, definitions and challenges of civil society cooperation, while part II  provides 
methods, instruments and examples of best practices, for operationalising  manageable and 
successful interventions.

Mathias Mogge 
Executive Director, Programmes 

Welthungerhilfe

Source: Barbara Fromman /  

Welthungerhilfe
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Relevant Factors for Civil Society  
Cooperation
Cooperation with civil society is a complex issue and different factors, which play a  pivotal 
role, have to be considered. Moreover, many of these factors (highlighted in the box below) 
are interdependent and may exert influence upon each other. Some may be influenced 
by project and programme activities, while others may be beyond direct programmatic 
 influence. Nevertheless, they may influence project/programme implementation, as well 
as their impact or success. Whatever their functions, project staff should be aware of 
the  existence of these various factors and their potential impacts. They must be analysed 
throughout the project cycle of any project and programme since they are context-specific. 
The extent to which they are likely to support or hinder the engagement or cooperation with 
civil society actors is likely to differ from country to country.

Factors Influencing Civil Society Cooperation

Legal framework
Size of  

organisation

Networking

Level of education
Risks of 

cooperation

Role of inter-
national NGOs

Governmental 
cooperation

Proximity to pro-
gramme participants

History

Media and public 
communication

(Common) identity

Source: Jörg Böthling, Daniel Pilar, Cordula Krobke, Florian Kopp, Juergen Grossmann / Welthungerhilfe
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2Positioning Civil Society
2.1 Significance of the Orientation Framework 

Since its creation in 1962, the strengthening of, and cooperation with, civil  society 
 organisations has provided a major impetus for Welthungerhilfe – as evident in 
 Welthungerhilfe’s slogan and principle: “helping people to help themselves”. Civil  society 
plays an important role in efforts to eradicate hunger and poverty, and for achieving 
 sustainability. The nature of civil society cooperation differs from continent to continent. 
Whereas most Latin American countries have diverse, strong and well-established CSOs, 
African nations, conversely, generally have weaker CSOs, who are not as effective in their 
outreach. The Asian continent, by contrast, is harder to generalise. Asian CSOs differ in 
their capabilities, depending on national and regional set ups. Pakistan and India, for 
instance, have vibrant civil societies, Myanmar is still in a process of change, and North 
Korean CSOs are tightly restricted by their state. The summary report, Intensifying Partner 
Cooperation and Promoting Civil Society – a Welthungerhilfe baseline study conducted in 
2012 – confirms that, in Latin America and Asia, roughly two thirds of all Welthungerhilfe 
projects and programmes were implemented by CSOs, whereas in Africa, the percentage 
varied from 20 to 35 per cent. 

Welthungerhilfe’s civil society engagement
Within the past 10 to 15 years, Welthungerhilfe’s cooperation with CSOs (as  measured by 
project volume) has shown a significant change: the proportion of total projects  implemented 
by partners has decreased. This change is attributed to an increase in the number of 
 emergency-related projects and soaring engagement in fragile states. Such  engagement 
 requires higher budget volumes which risk overstretching partners’ operational and  financial 
administration capacities. While Welthungerhilfe aims to transfer the direct responsibility 
of projects to partner organisations, in many regions, engagement in fragile states and 
emergencies has necessitated the transfer of only specific project components to partners. 

Cooperation with civil society has been on the agenda of international cooperation 
and humanitarian organisations, to differing degrees, for the past two decades. Within 
Welthungerhilfe, a strong focus was placed on cooperation with officially registered  non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) in the past. Far less systematic support was provided to 
the grassroots level. However, this is currently being transformed through the Welthungerhilfe 
Strategy 2012 – 2016 and the vision process, Compass 2025, which have focused attention 
on the following aspects:

�� Cooperation with civil society is a non-negotiable and mandatory requirement for all 
 projects and programmes 

�� Cooperation should encompass various forms of CSOs and not only be limited to regis-
tered NGOs

�� Welthungerhilfe must act as a facilitator rather than an implementing agent. Mutual 
 learning should be promoted

2
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2 The Compass 2025 outlines that, “An intensive cooperation with local CSOs will be key to 
successful programme work and also allow adequate response to disasters and adequate 
consideration of local priorities, expertise and experience”.1 The endeavour of cooperating 
with civil society consequently and systematically, pursues the following two goals:

�� Strengthening civil society in Welthungerhilfe’s programme countries to support social 
change, which contributes to the eradication of hunger and poverty

�� Fostering cooperation with partner organisations to promote sustainability and ownership 

The strategic project Cooperation with Civil Society, as presented in  Welthungerhilfe’s 
 Strategy 2012 – 2016, sets the basis for action. This Orientation Framework aims to 
 support the implementation of these goals and must be seen in the context of the en-
tire  Welthungerhilfe strategy. The Orientation Framework is a ‘living’ document. It will be 
 periodically updated and revised to achieve its goals.

The main content of the Orientation Framework
The Orientation Framework aims at contributing to a better analysis and understanding of 
efficient and successful cooperation between Welthungerhilfe and its partners in  programme 
countries. The Framework illustrates the basic elements and different types of partnership 
potential, clarifies terms referring to different CSOs, and identifies future fields of action. 
The Orientation Framework is meant to guide partnership cooperation abroad, enhance 
efficiency and support CSOs. Although the Framework is a Welthungerhilfe document 
and primarily reflects the organisation’s perspectives, it has been constructed through a 
 participatory consultation involving Welthungerhilfe staff, Welthungerhilfe’s Alliance2015 
network partners, representatives of CSOs in programme countries in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America, as well as Welthungerhilfe’s Programme Advisory Committee. 

The challenge of the approach lies in the diversity of the countries and their specific 
 developments, contexts and possibilities. Though the preconditions are very diverse in each 
programme country, strengthening civil society is possible in every country. The scope of 
political circumstances must be taken into account and approaches should be adapted 
accordingly.

1  Welthungerhilfe (2014): Compass 2025 – The Welthungerhilfe We Want, Bonn, p. 9
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2.2 Historical Background 

Throughout the world, civil society pursues its different interests and fights for the rights 
of citizens. Discrimination against CSOs and drastic measures against them is common 
practice. Independence and liberation movements were to a large degree supported, or 
even pushed ahead, by civil society. Indeed, historic experiences shape the character of 
civil society.

Gandhi’s Salt March, 1930

An historical abstract
The early 19th century saw the fight for independence in Latin America. India followed in 
the 20th century and Gandhi’s 1930 Salt March has become a symbol for the non-violent 
fight for independence. It continues to remain in the collective memory of civil society in 
India. During the post-World War II period, colonial rule came to an end in many Asian 
countries. The 1945 declaration of independence in Indonesia was closely followed by the 
recognition of the independence of the Philippines in 1946. Colonial supremacy, however, 
persisted in a number of African countries. In Senegal, for example, it lasted until 1959, 
in Zimbabwe until 1965 and in Angola even until 1975.
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2 Civil society also shaped the political landscape in Europe. The Green Party of  Germany, 
represented in various state parliaments from the 1980s, started as an anti-nuclear  power 
movement. The peace movement and the developments in the 1980s leading to the fall 
of the Iron Curtain (1989) are firmly anchored in Germany’s memory. The  Polish  workers’ 
movement, Solidarnosc, brought Polish people on to the streets and signalled a change 
in the country’s mind-set. Other movements were to follow, even beyond Europe. The 
 Parliament of the Streets in the Philippines (1986) resulted in the non-violent toppling of 
the  Marcos dictatorship. Citizens organised themselves and raised their voices against a 
 nuclear  power plant and the implementation of large-scale projects with disastrous impacts 
on the  environment, people’s livelihoods and identities: dams, power generation  projects, 
 irrigation schemes and mining projects – to name a few. 

The latest developments in Arab countries suggests that democracy does not always prevail 
once unrest ceases. Civil society development does not necessarily mean that a society is 
ready to embrace democratic change. However, the experiences indicate that the conditions 
for civil society engagement have changed: citizens have become more self-confident and 
social media now plays a crucial role in mobilising people to push for political change and 
reclaim their rights. 

This brief historical abstract shows that civil society was, and is, powerful in fighting 
 unpopular governments and contributing to change in the living conditions of citizens. 
The engagement of social movements and people all over the world suggests that there are 
different models for economic and socio-political development.

The new or so-called ‘social media’
Social media connects civil society across the globe; opening new possibilities for civil 
 society organisations. Widely used social media includes social networks (e.g.  Facebook), 
blogs, podcasts, micro-blogs (e.g. Twitter), as well as photo sharing tools, forums and 
 platforms (e.g. YouTube). They can be perceived “… as a group of new kinds of online 
 media that share most or all of several characteristics: participation, openness,  community, 
 conversations, and connectedness”.2 Besides media agencies, many NGOs and  development 
agencies now utilise various social media channels, through which they  communicate with 
their  supporters and reach larger audiences. In addition, social media technologies can 
be used for  campaigns, to discuss and advocate for development topics and  maintain 
 transparency in work processes. “From the perspective of developing countries where 
 communication and media are sparse and often non-existent, social and mobile media 
do have a  massive potential in connecting people both within and to the outside world”.3 
Social media  increases the flow and amount of accessible information. 

2  Centre for Communication and Glocal Change (2012): Social Media in Development Cooperation, p. 69
3  ibidem, Social Media in Development Cooperation, p. 12
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2Social media has the advantage of connecting people worldwide, exchanging information 
and enabling learning. The fact that the media, organisations and agencies integrate  social 
media into their daily work enables a fast flow of information with the potential of  reaching 
broader audiences, as compared with conventional media. Nevertheless, social media may 
still exclude large segments of a population: many people around the globe still do not have 
access to social media – due to limited internet availability or illiteracy. It is also  important 
to note that these channels also present new risks for users. They can be  associated with 
unclear and incorrect information, since anybody can spread information. In addition, 
by  publishing on social media, writers may also be at risk of bringing themselves to the 
 attention of extremist groups. 

2.3 Civil Society – The International Debate

In the light of global challenges, such as peace, justice, environmental concerns and limits 
to growth, increased awareness of the interconnectedness of these issues is required. In the 
1990s, international global conferences such as the Rio Environmental Summit, the Social 
Summit in Copenhagen, the Women’s Summit in Beijing, the International Conference on 
Climate Change and the World Social Forum became expressions of such inter-linkages. 
However, they also reflect the growing importance of the global civil society debate.

In 1998, the Aarhus Convention on Access to Information highlighted the right of citizens to 
information. 

The Humanitarian Accountability Partnership4 (HAP, 2003) aims to improve accountability in 
the humanitarian sector. 

The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness5 (2005) focused on five principles (ownership, 
alignment, harmonisation, managing for results and mutual accountability) and shared 
commitments to improve aid effectiveness – emphasising to a large degree the need for 
improved coordination, cooperation and coherent technocratic processes of aid delivery.

The Accra Agenda for Action (2008) provided a platform to developing countries and 
stated that, “democratic ownership and a supportive environment are prerequisites for 
 development”. The Accra Agenda for Action includes HAP principles. It encourages CSOs 
to contribute to the development of their countries and calls on donors to strengthen local 
capacities through effective cooperation with CSOs. 

4  www.hapinternational.org
5  www.oecd.org/development/effectiveness/34428351.pdf

1990

1998

2003

2005

2008

http://www.hapinternational.org
http://www.oecd.org/development/effectiveness/34428351.pdf
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2 In June 2011, the Open Forum for 
CSO  Development Effectiveness6 led 
to the Siem Reap CSO Consensus on 
the  International Framework for CSO 
 Development. This  consensus came 
up with clear  objectives and thematic 
guidelines for CSOs and was a mile-
stone of civil  society  development. It 
aimed to  provide further  guidance to 
CSOs, and  advocate for a more ena-
bling  environment for their  operations.

In December 2011, another high  level 
forum on aid  effectiveness, the 
 Partnership for Effective  Development 
Cooperation,7 was initiated in Busan, 
South  Korea. This event prompted the 
idea that CSOs should be given the 
 opportunity to  fully implement  projects and develop sufficient  commitment, in order to 
be able to exercise their roles as  independent development  actors. It also emphasised 
that particular  attention has to be given to an enabling environment, in order to maximise 
CSO contributions to  development. The forum campaigned for South-South and triangular 
 approaches to  development cooperation.

The main international public donors
Public donor agencies are now placing increasing importance on local civil society, albeit 
their cooperation partners typically include international or governmental organisations, 
who do not necessarily directly cooperate with local CSOs. 

The European Union offers grant support specifically for CSO forums and capacity 
 development. In countries where the European Union has economic interests or security 
concerns, participatory reflection on Country Strategy Papers is considered to be pivotal. 
Recent consultations between the European Union, the NGO confederation CONCORD, 
as well as other registered NGOs, focused on the preparation of the Civil Society – Local 
Actor Programme 2014 – 2020.8 European Union priorities include: (1.) the creation of a 
conducive environment for CSOs in partner countries, (2.) the promotion of meaningful and 
structured CSO participation in the domestic policies of partner countries, in the European 
Union programming cycle and in international processes and (3.) the improvement of local 
CSOs capacities, as independent development actors.

6  http://cso-effectiveness.org/IMG/pdf/international_framework_open_forum.pdf
7  www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/busanpartnership.htm
8  www.ec.europa.eu/europeaid

Source: Alliance2015 participants at the High Level Forum 
on Aid Effectiveness in Busan, 2011 / Concern Worldwide

2011

2011

http://cso-effectiveness.org/IMG/pdf/international_framework_open_forum.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/busanpartnership.htm
www.ec.europa.eu/europeaid/
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2The contractual partners of the World Bank Group and Asian Development Bank include 
 governments and governmental institutions. However, the World Bank – partly in  cooperation 
with the International Monetary Fund – seeks consistent civil society involvement at different 
levels. CSOs are, for example, encouraged to contribute to Poverty Reduction and Country 
Strategy Papers. 

The Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) acts as the  overall 
 coordinator of German bilateral development cooperation. The two international  organisations 
implementing projects and programmes for BMZ are the KfW Development Bank and the 
 German International Cooperation (GIZ). The German Ministry attends global forums, such as 
the ones mentioned above (e.g. Paris, Accra and Busan), and regularly consults German 
CSOs/NGOs in the drafting of policy documents, such as country strategy papers.

CIVICUS – an international civil society alliance
CIVICUS is an international alliance of organisations and individuals whose aim is to 
 strengthen citizen action and influence worldwide. This is achieved through voluntary 
 initiatives, philanthropy and community services. Civicus annually publishes the  Civil 
 Society Report, which in 2013 addressed the topic of conducive environments, under which 
civil society generally operates. Additionally, the organisation publishes the Civil  Society 
 Index, a participatory research tool depicting the factors hindering civil society engagement 
in over seventy countries and country-specific studies. This is usually  complemented by an 
annual conference. 

Challenges for Welthungerhilfe

�� Civil society cooperation is a genuine pillar of Welthungerhilfe’s work

�� Welthungerhilfe staff must ensure that context-specific approaches are applied in 
civil society cooperation. Civil society engagement potential varies from country to 
country 

�� Welthungerhilfe country programmes must define clear objectives for civil society 
 cooperation – even in countries with a repressive regime or fragile governance

�� Welthungerhilfe must only act as project implementer when there is a comparative 
advantage and strong justification for doing so. This means that every  Welthungerhilfe 
country programme must focus on strengthening partners’ capacities

�� Civil society organisations must be seen at eye level in the pursuit of common goals, 
rather than as contractors or implementation partners
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3.1  Civil Society at a Glance

Civil society is alive everywhere. CIVICUS understands the term ‘civil society’ as “the  arena, 
outside of the family, the state, and the market, which is created by individual and  collective 
actions, organisations and institutions to advance shared interests”.9 Civil society there-
fore encompasses civil society organisations and the actions of less formalised groups and 
 individuals. Civil society organisations complement governmental actors and the  private 
sector by playing a significant role in development assistance and in shaping global public 
policy. They often possess some form of structure, formal rules of operation, and generally 
utilise networks. NGOs are formalised and registered civil society  organisations. They are as 
much a part of civil society as trade unions, cooperatives, associations, faith-based organi-
sations, local self-help groups and social movements. 

Roles and characteristics of civil society organisations
The role of civil society is summarised as follows: 

�� Socialising individuals to democratic norms 

�� Fostering tolerance for diversity and interaction among people of different backgrounds 

�� Protecting minorities (if the state neglects marginalised people) 

�� Holding governments accountable for human rights and public services (monitoring)

�� Advocacy – bringing social and political themes to the political agenda

�� Service delivery for poverty alleviation

9  CIVICUS (2013): State of Civil Society Report, Report 2013, p. 12

Importance of Civil Society in  
Development Cooperation

Civil 
Society

Family Economy

State
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The variety of civil society organisations and their different levels of organisation tend to 
conceal what they all have in common. CSOs all claim to be voluntary, diverse,  non-state, 
not-for-profit, and in general, non-violent. Organisations who are not proponents of non- 
violence are not eligible to be a partner of Welthungerhilfe. CSOs exist in every country 
worldwide, where they operate within different legal, economic and political frameworks; or 
enjoy  varying degrees of freedom. They are usually all committed to social change within 
countries. The level of individual and collective freedom is decisive for the organisational 
capacity of civil society. CSOs are also involved in development processes, depending on 
their identity, vision and mission, as well as the political framework in which they operate. 
For example, they may:

�� Act as independent development players with their own resources, complementing 
 government policy through their own projects (driving force)

�� Constitute a link between government and the population, advocating for their needs, rights 
and interests

�� Counter-balance government and public administration by functioning as their  watchdogs. 
In this function, they observe and evaluate government action, claims for good  governance 
and compliance, to the realisation and protection of human rights

�� Provide basic services as a subsidiary to the state – even on behalf of other development 
actors – for instance, in health and education services

Civil society organisations cover numerous thematic areas and are active at various levels: 
from community to international levels, and in the context of peace, conflict, humanitarian 
relief, rehabilitation, sustainable development cooperation and advocacy.

3.2  It’s All About Attitude

Cooperation with civil society is not just a technical issue related to filling out forms, 
conducting assessments and providing sufficient capacity development opportunities. The 
more difficult part of the exercise involves gradually approaching each other, and learning 
to operate in an atmosphere of openness, mutual respect and tolerance. 

Crucial behavioural patterns
Management skills and dynamic leadership are crucial for fostering an open and respectful 
attitude, providing good role models, and establishing trust and openness to new situations.

Communication should reflect fundamental attitudes and values. It can be conducive to 
 enhancing understanding and promoting equitable partnerships. Communication is very 
 often reduced to verbal interaction, however, people also communicate using body  language. 
Although no talking is involved, body language can provoke as many misunderstandings as 
verbal messages. Working in countries without relevant language skills, our body language 
may have a stronger impact on people than anything we actually say. Both verbal and 
non-verbal communication is used to express thoughts. 
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Accountability to partners, communities and programme participants10 is also an  important 
feature of attitudes. By being accountable to each other, mutual trust and cooperation 
can be improved. An  accountable attitude also helps to  develop quality programmes 
that meet people’s needs, by reducing the possibility of  mistakes, abuse and corruption. 
 Welthungerhilfe became an official  member of the Humanitarian  Accountability Partner-
ship in early 2012. By joining HAP, Welthungerhilfe has reaffirmed its commitment to the 
 fulfilment of accountability standards – outlined by the following six HAP benchmarks:

�� Establishing and delivering on commitments

�� Staff competency

�� Sharing information

�� Promoting participation

�� Complaints handling 

�� Learning and continual improvement

Government officials and the staff of international and national NGOs, have to take CSOs 
seriously – as development actors with their own meaningful agenda, values and  objectives. 
Haste and urgency, particularly in emergency situations, may result in negligence towards 
those who work at the grassroots level. Small community-based groups are all too often 
run over. Yet they could be great partners in development. Nevertheless, under certain 
 conditions, we tend to focus on what is next and not what is best for the people we assist. 
Communication and participation is crucial and the only means to avoid insensitivity or 
negligence.

Competency development as a core measure
Competency development in different contexts – within Welthungerhilfe, within CSOs, 
 between Welthungerhilfe and CSOs, between CSOs and, for example, government – will be 
a major task for Welthungerhilfe. The key relations have to be analysed before embarking  

10  Concerning terminology, Welthungerhilfe will discontinue use of the term “beneficiaries” in favour of the 
term “communities and programme participants” – for underlining that the people we assist are subjects. 
This draws better attention to their active role within project and programme implementation. For better 
legibility, the short version of the term “programme participants” will be applied.



17

Chapter

3on partner cooperation schemes. The attitudes and mindset of staff should be identified 
during job interviews and within their probationary time. However, it is also important 
to identify their willingness and potential to learn. It should not be forgotten that these 
 aspects are embedded within processes of mutual learning and are crucial for the creation  
of an enabling environment, and for overcoming barriers. Consequently, it is important to 
understand that relationships are central to successful cooperation with partners. 

In order not to lose sight of what has been achieved, as minor as this may be, progress should 
be monitored and evaluated. This is also critical for understanding how  Welthungerhilfe can 
support CSOs as agents of change. How do we get there together? Which type of support 
is most successful, mindful of the overall objective – the reduction of poverty and hunger? 
As CSOs operate in various local contexts and since change is contextual, these aspects 
need to be analysed before taking the first steps.11 As a result of the shift towards  increased 
CSO cooperation, Welthungerhilfe’s management, operational culture and visibility at 
 community level may be subject to change. 

An open and tolerant mindset cannot always be expected, particularly in  traditional 
 societies. For example, strict adherence to the requirements of a traditional social 
 environment  reinforces identities which may be under threat, or may be helpful in times of 
economic  despair. This can be an obstacle for development, but it does not make learning 
 impossible as long as the adopted approach takes these attitudes into account. Further-
more, intrinsic attitudes are crucial and people are not always consciously aware of their 
attitudes,  behaviours or beliefs. This is an important form of hidden power and is observed 
as independent from general social stratification. It can seriously impact the success of the 
intervention.
 

Challenges for Welthungerhilfe

�� CSO cooperation not only focuses on registered local NGOs, but also includes 
 community-based organisations and civil society groups 

�� Cooperation with CSOs is not limited to development projects – they are viable and 
able partners in emergency response

�� The attitudes, expectations and skills (such as communication skills) of prospective 
staff must be included in job descriptions and verified during job interviews 

�� In addition to an implementation role, the staff of country offices and other 
 project-related staff should take on an advisory role

�� In order to promote exchange and seek improvements from programme participants, 
systematic and consistent feedback mechanisms must be developed and utilised

�� The visibility of civil society organisations must be increased at the grassroots level. 
As a result, it can be expected (and should be accepted) that Welthungerhilfe’s 
 visibility at grassroots level will decrease 

11  See Guidelines: Outcome and Impact Orientation in the Projects and Programmes of Welthungerhilfe,  
Part I and II, and www.theoryofchange.org

http://www.theoryofchange.org
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Cooperation with Civil Society4
4.1  Welthungerhilfe’s Perspective

Welthungerhilfe’s vision is a world in which all people can exercise their right to lead a 
self-determined life in dignity and justice, and free from hunger and poverty. Civil  society 
contributes to this objective, as well as to human rights and a commitment to poverty 
 reduction. Welthungerhilfe supports such civil society efforts in programme countries, 
learns from common experiences and contributes to solving worldwide development issues. 
Welthungerhilfe is convinced that only development actors themselves can bring about 
social change and sustainable development in programme countries. This requires civic 
participation, and meaningful and effective cooperation with stakeholders, at all levels. In 
this process, Welthungerhilfe takes up the role of a facilitator.

Civil society is one of the core forces that drives socio-political change. Consequently, its 
support is crucial – though this depends on the respective socio-economic and  political 
 circumstances and pre-existing coalitions. The support of partner projects and hence, 
 partner implementation, is given priority: “… therefore, Welthungerhilfe will act as  project 
implementer only in cases of significant comparative advantages”,12 even though direct 
 implementation might be justified in specific situations. There is no one-size-fits-all 
 approach.

Through the strategic project, Cooperation with Civil Society, Welthungerhilfe also  supports 
social change. One way to achieve this is through needs-oriented capacity development 
measures for CSOs. The competences to be enhanced should be identified through 
 dialogue, mutual commitment and prior consent, at every stage of cooperation. Partnership 
agreements can be useful for formalising cooperation, as well as for agreeing on roles and 
responsibilities and the allocation of funds. 

For civil society strengthening, two approaches are currently applied by Welthungerhilfe:13

�� Capacity Development of CSOs within joint projects of the Welthungerhilfe sector portfolio

�� Empowerment of partners and grassroots organisations to fulfil their roles as civil society 
actors in Welthungerhilfe’s programme countries

4.2  Definition of Partnership 

According to its mission and in line with the strategic project, Cooperation with Civil 
 S ociety, Welthungerhilfe seeks long-term partnerships with common and mutual benefits, 
and responsibilities. The overall objective of these partnerships is the empowerment of 
 marginalised populations, through independent civil society organisations acting as agents 
of change. This cooperation is characterised by mutual respect, trust, appreciation,  honesty, 

12  ibidem, Compass, 2025, p. 9
13  Welthungerhilfe (2012). Position Paper “Promotion of civil society in partner countries”, Bonn, p. 2
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4accountability, and transparency. The interventions must be jointly planned and monitored. 
Hence, partnership can be understood as a relationship in which parties agree to cooperate 
to advance their mutual interests, in particular, in order to achieve their development goals.

Source: Weische / Welthungerhilfe

Civil society partnership cooperation in Welthungerhilfe primarily targets not-for- profit and 
non-governmental organisations, in other words, CSOs with strong roots in local  communities. 
The guiding principle of ‘helping people to help themselves’ also serves the development 
of all types of civil society organisations. While Welthungerhilfe has traditionally focused 
its work on local communities, regional and national-level CSOs may also be considered for 
partnership (e.g. networks of farmers’ organisations).

Cooperation with other actors, such as governments or governmental institutions, the private 
sector or universities, may be conducive to the creation of an enabling environment for civil 
society. Governmental institutions are crucial cooperation partners with regards to policy 
development, e.g. ‘right to food’ or ‘right to water’ and for initiating and  consolidating 
 structural change. Private sector companies play quite different roles. They develop 
 innovations and foster economic growth as potential employers, whereas research institutes 
support development and provide evidence from a scientific perspective. Welthungerhilfe 
can also play an important facilitation role in the development of new alliances (e.g. with 
the government and the private sector).

International non-governmental organisations (INGOs) within a consortium (e.g. the Alliance2015) 
are also commonly referred to as partners. During the years of cooperation, their partner-
ship may have grown into a relationship characterised by mutual trust and appreciation. 
Even though partnership features might be different from those between organisations of 
the North and South and more ad hoc, they will still have the justification to be labelled 
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4 as such. Typical features of such partnerships include the granting of support in times of 
shortages (e.g. staff or equipment), or training in sectors where one organisation has better 
capacities and expertise than another.

4.3  Partnership Principles

Partnership is of paramount importance since successful and sustainable  cooperation with 
CSOs can only be built on solid local understanding and respect of the various  particularities 
of civil society partners. Flourishing relations will create leeway for  further civil society 
 engagement, and gain momentum. Local partner organisations need to be self- determined, 
and cooperation has to be context-specific and appropriate to their needs. Those who  engage 
in CSO cooperation have to be aware of power relationships. “ Organisational  autonomy 
is essential for equitable partnerships. Equitable partnerships result from  deliberate 
 attitudes and actions, by all partners, to counterbalance inequalities in power. The role of 
 external CSOs is to enable, rather than dictate, and to amplify, not substitute, the voices of 
 developing country CSO actors”.14

Before embarking on any type of cooperation scheme, both sides have to clarify mutual 
expectations, understand each other’s working principles and accept weaknesses. Both 
 parties need to develop ownership, share leadership and create trust for the planned 
 activities. A clear picture of mutual responsibilities, expectations and competences can 
lead to a balanced partnership.

The partnership principles of Welthungerhilfe

�� Shared vision, goals and projects: Welthungerhilfe’s partnerships are based on the 
 common vision of a world without hunger and poverty, and sustainable and innovative 
contributions to this end. This goal is reached through the implementation of projects 
in close proximity to, and according to the needs of, the people Welthungerhilfe assists 
and, to an increasing degree, to programme, lobbying and networking activities

�� Dialogue and mutual learning: Welthungerhilfe and its partners achieve successful 
 collaboration through open dialogue. Sharing and analysing experience, information and 
know-how is as crucial as contributing skills, in order to reach consensus on objectives, 
expectations, desirable changes and activities

�� Community participation: Welthungerhilfe applies a participatory and community-oriented 
(community-led) approach to its work. The active participation of programme  participants 
in decision-making, designing, implementing and evaluation, further intensifies efforts 
towards sustainability

�� Accountability,  integrity and transparency: Partners,programme participants and  donors 
are accountable towards each other. Accountability implies transpa rency with  regards 
to  resources, the  commitment to honour  agreements and to conflict  resolution.  
 
 
 

14  Open Forum for CSO Development Effectiveness, Putting the Istanbul Principles into Context, p. 54
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Thus, accounta bi lity is based on trust and is supported by shared responsibility. 
 Transparency and accountability builds trust  between partners. Trustworthy partners 
are well-suited to representing civil society interests in national and international 
 committees, in the fight against hunger and poverty

�� No discrimination: Unequal access to resources, structural and historical inequalities, 
gender inequities, and women’s exclusion results in discrimination and disparities in 
capacity. Together with CSOs, Welthungerhilfe assures that nobody is discriminated 
against on the basis of their gender, religion or sexual orientation. All partners commit 
themselves to the equal participation of women and men

�� Quality orientation: Cooperation with civil society organisations serves to establish 
high-quality standards for effective, sustainable and successful project and programme 
implementation

4.4 Civil Society Partnerships in Welthungerhilfe 

Civil societies are vibrant and dynamic. They come in many shapes and include a wide range 
of actors. NGOs – local, national, and international – are part of civil society, but so too 
are small grassroots organisations, self-help groups, associations, and village  committees. 
 Welthungerhilfe is aware of these colourful manifestations and perceives CSOs in a quite 
 differentiated way: they do not all focus on the same approach and their backgrounds, 
as well as their organisational structures, are diverse. Many of them work at regional and 
national level and others voice their concerns in grassroots organisations at the community 
level. They all share proximity to communities / people at grassroots level.  Welthungerhilfe’s 
 Strategy 2012 – 2016 attributes utmost importance to cooperation with civil  society in 
 programme countries and is committed to strengthening their  competences. This  cooperation 
manifests in partnerships covering a wide range of areas, such as  programme work,  policy 
dialogue, knowledge sharing, networking and alliance building, capacity  development, 
 advocacy,  resource mobilisation and facilitation.

Welthungerhilfe’s four civil society partnership options 
The challenging task for Welthungerhilfe – as for any organisation engaged in the field of 
development cooperation – is to identify the potential for partnerships with various kinds of 
organisations operating at different levels, and fostering their strengths. To provide  optimal 

Partnerships

are built on trust.

Source: art-engel
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4 support to CSOs according to their needs, size and organisational structure, the  following 
four partnership options may be established – they are, however, not limited to the  examples 
provided: 

�� Community-based organisations (CBOs): Community development groups, women’s groups, 
credit and savings groups, farmers’ groups, youth clubs

�� Civil society groups: Water user committees (assuring the provision of irrigation water for 
vegetable and fruit production, in all watersheds of the programme)

�� Non-governmental organisations: A food security programme may be independently 
 implemented by one or several local NGOs

�� Advocacy partners: The cooperation with the NGO network AIPE to monitor the 
 implementation of Right to Food in Bolivia, and lobby for its incorporation into the 
 Bolivian constitution

For further information concerning the four partnership options for civil society cooperation, 
please see: the Orientation Framework, Civil Society Cooperation – A Valuable Partnership, 
Part II, Tool No. 2.

4.5  Civil Society Cooperation for Development

Civil society cooperation for development aims to:

�� Empower and strengthen partners for the long-term

�� Link them to efforts aimed at sustainably improving the living conditions of the 
 programme participants 

�� Foster ownership

Based on the strategic project Cooperation with Civil Society, Welthungerhilfe focuses on 
project implementation by partners, wherever possible. Welthungerhilfe’s staff, as well as 
the staff of partners, must be competent in performing their specific tasks and possess the 
 appropriate (technical) expertise. This not only includes specialised knowledge, but also 
 personal qualities, such as personality, sensitivity and judgement. Thus,  capacity  development 
plays a crucial role in accompanying the process of shifting from direct  i mplementation 
to partner implementation. Welthungerhilfe understands capacity  development “…as 
the strengthening and promotion of the individual, organisational and societal skills and 
 capacities, of people who work with and for the partner organisations for the fulfilment of 
(their) own development objectives”.15 Apart from the development of human resources,  
organisational development is certainly a core thematic focus of capacity development. 
Since organisations are dynamic, they should preferably build and improve their  structures 
and develop their professionalism, either continuously or periodically. Organisational de-
velopment is predominantly sustained by qualified staff, professional management and 
effective leadership. 

15  ibidem Position Paper, p. 2
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4A wide spectrum of capacity development measures are available, depending on the demand, 
size and type of organisation, as well as their potential. These can be classified into: 

�� What organisations can do on their own 

�� What organisations can do jointly

�� What organisations can do with external support

For further details of capacity development measures, please see: the Orientation Framework, 
Civil Society Cooperation – A Valuable Partnership, Part II, Tool No. 4.

Principles for capacity development
Staff competences are the key to successful CSO cooperation. For this reason, the first 
steps have to be taken internally – within Welthungerhilfe and its teams abroad. There is 
a lot of deliberation and talk about Welthungerhilfe’s quality standards and this is  often 
related to financial procedures, monitoring and evaluation, and other technical skills. 
As  important as these may be, organisational standards will only be impactful if paired 
with staff’s  interpersonal skills, good communication and empathy. Since communication 
 reflects the fundamental attitudes and the thoughts of people, it is one key competence for 
successful cooperation with civil society. Engaging in capacity development, staff should 
be guided by the following principles: 

�� Strengthening, reaffirming and stabilising existing capacities 

�� Learning from experience – reflecting on similar situations in the past and lessons learned 

�� Working in equal partnership – having mutual respect and learning from each other. In 
 addition, staff should also be able to learn by doing and be given space for making mistakes 

�� Key values should be preserved (e.g. zero tolerance to corruption)

�� Challenging partners and being open to their challenges – this makes partnership  dynamic

�� Building competences is a long-term endeavour 

�� Capacity development strengthens individuals at all levels of the hierarchy, as well as 
institutions

�� Sustainability means that acquired skills and knowledge should be guarded like a 
 treasure. They may eventually become part of the organisational knowledge 

�� Act as a neutral, yet conscious and critical facilitator, in networking and multi- stakeholder 
exchange

�� Clarify what bonds each other as a network and what the added value of networking is

�� Be innovative, creative and think out-of-the-box

�� Never forget that one day Welthungerhilfe (and its resources) might be gone and our 
partners may have to independently run the show

�� Never forget that we are cooperating with people – they don’t deserve to be put into 
categories!
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4 Civil society partnerships for development
Within its development work, Welthungerhilfe cooperates with the following types of civil 
 society organisations, strengthening their capacities and competences. However, before 
signing a partnership, the potentials and strengths, as well as the weaknesses and gaps, 
should be analysed. This should be followed by the elaboration of a capacity  development 
plan, based on mutual agreement. 

For further information related to organisational  assessments, please see: the Orientation 
Framework, Civil Society Cooperation – A Valuable Partnership, Part II, Tool No. 1.

Community-based organisations: They are mostly engaged at community / village level and 
belong to the grassroots level. Their organisational structures are usually minimal and 
they often operate in a very informal way. CBOs can play a crucial role in programme 
 implementation at activity level, as representatives of programme participants, as well as in 
holding local government structures accountable, and in demanding improvements to the 
coverage and quality of public services provision.

Burundi: Reconciliation Committees

Decade-long conflicts between the Hutu and the governing Tutsi minority culminated in the 
genocide of the Tutsi in the 1990s. Having signed the Arusha treaty in 2000, Burundi has 
become fairly peaceful. Yet conflicts do still flare up time and again,  impeding sustainable 
reconciliation. As Welthungerhilfe is convinced that food security and peace are interde-
pendent, the Food Security and Promotion of Peace programme has been implemented in 
two provinces, through three consecutive projects. 

Within the framework of the programme, reconciliation committees have been promoted in 
nine communities. The committees represent all social strata, include different age groups 
and civil society interest groups, in particular. The committees were trained in  mediation and 
in assisting community members in peaceful conflict resolution. Prior to their  establishment, 
intensive discussions among all social forces were held. This was pivotal for the success of 
the committees. Indeed, the committees’ records suggest that more than 80 per cent of all 
conflicts can be solved. 

Reconciliation committees mainly deal with land dispute issues. However, they also deal 
with family disputes (particularly those involving second families). Inheritance and con-
flicts between neighbours are also considered. Communities acknowledge the work of the 
reconciliation committees and like to use their services, since advice is free of charge and 
the committees are politically and ethnically neutral. Local administration, police and legal 
institutions recognise the committees as competent partners at the local level, easing the 
burden on courts and on local administration. In addition, the committees are a dynamic 
factor in local social development. They join debates on community security development. 
In the run-up to the 2010 parliamentary elections, they were instrumental in preventing 
outbreaks of violence between rival parties and groups.
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4Reconciliation committees are now independent from external financial support. They  finance 
themselves through a range of activities, such as through solar stations for  charging mobile 
phones and rental fees from the hiring out of community centres. This has  enabled them to 
continue with their activities, even beyond the project period. In response to  growing state 
pressure on civil society, the committees formed a collective in 2013, in order to  resume an 
even more independent position to that of the provincial government.

Civil society groups: The term civil society group refers to a variety of groups formed by  citizens 
to address issues (e.g. of a social or environmental nature) which are not  sufficiently taken 
care of by other stakeholders (government, private enterprises etc.). Local initiatives often 
have their origin in community-based organisations. In cooperation with  Welthungerhilfe, 
civil society groups are partners with capacities and the know-how to implement parts of a 
programme at a result / output level. Civil society groups may or may not be registered. 

Afghanistan: Community Development Councils as Implementing Partners at the   
Village Level

Welthungerhilfe has been working in Afghanistan for more than twenty years and has 
gained vast experience, ranging from emergency aid to community-based  reconstruction 
 programmes. Since 2004, Welthungerhilfe has largely been  i mplementing its  projects 
via  legally  acknowledged Community-Development Councils (CDCs). The CDCs are 
a  representative body of the village people, which have gained legitimacy by being 
 democratically elected through  relatively transparent election procedures. They had been 
 initiated as  decision- making bodies for social and development issues, under the  umbrella of 
the nationwide  National  Solidarity Programme (NSP). CDCs are proposed for all  communities 
with at least 25  families. They have now been set up across almost the entire country. They 
are intended to carry out  rural infrastructure projects, as well as being the point of contact 
for all other development measures at village level – their scope now encompasses more 
than the initial NSP had envisaged. 

CDCs are seen as project partners at community level, responsible for the participatory 
 planning and implementation of projects. They are also accountable to the Afghan  authorities 
for the proper use of finances. They ensure compliance with the  specified quality standards. 
A financial contribution has to be provided by the programme  participants / CDC.

Welthungerhilfe supports CDCs in planning their community projects in selected  project 
areas and facilitates their implementation by lending expert advice. CDCs are the  focus 
for  Welthungerhilfe’s development projects at community level in  Afghanistan. CDCs also 
provide an entry point into the community for the Afghan state and other  international 
 governmental organisations. Cooperation with other donors does not usually take place 
 directly – this is generally arranged via the Afghan state or  non- governmental and interna-
tional organisations. 

Within Welthungerhilfe’s new projects, CDCs monitor their own budgets. They  administer 
a block grant, allotted to them depending on the community size (number of families). 
 Financial transfers are facilitated and co-monitored by Welthungerhilfe.  Welthungerhilfe has 
achieved a higher acceptance for reconstruction and development programmes as a result 
of implementation partnerships with CDCs.
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4 Non-governmental organisations: NGOs are not-for-profit entities organised at local,  national, 
or international level and officially registered. Mostly driven by people / members with a 
 common vision and interest, they perform a variety of services and humanitarian  functions. 
They bring citizens’ concerns to governments, advocate and monitor policies and encourage 
political participation. In cooperation with Welthungerhilfe, NGOs independently  implement 
projects / programmes – partially or entirely. 

Ethiopia: The Partnership Approach

Welthungerhilfe has been following a partner-oriented approach in Ethiopia for more than 
two decades. Currently, Welthungerhilfe is working with five Ethiopian NGO  partners: 
the Afar Pastoralist Development Association (APDA), Action for  Development (AfD), the 
Gayo Pastoral Development Initiative (GPDI), the Organisation for the  Rehabilitation and 
 Development in Amhara (ORDA) and Wabe Children’s Aid and  Training (WCAT). Whereas at 
the early stage of the partner approach a mix of direct implementation and  sub- contracting 
was common, and German experts were placed in the partners’  organisations for close 
 follow-up and advisory services, nowadays,  partners are fully responsible for their projects 
– including technical and  methodological  implementation, and financial administration. 
Networking with government stakeholders at  different levels is done either by the partners 
or jointly with  Welthungerhilfe. The role of  Welthungerhilfe is strictly limited to the so-called 
“co-management” role – to provide advice on proposal and report writing (narrative and 
financial), new approaches, as well as monitoring and evaluation. Support is also granted 
to financial  administration, in order to ensure high standards, as per donor requirements. 
Advice is mainly  provided through the country office by its entirely Ethiopian team. For 
 assistance in  specific  thematic areas, Welthungerhilfe provides field advisors or short-term 
experts, in  addition to programme staff. 

In 2010 / 2011, the high commitment of the partners towards the communities, and their 
vast networks in the drought affected regions of Afar, Amhara, Oromia and Somali, enabled 
a fast response to the natural disaster.

Welthungerhilfe’s partner portfolio is composed of organisations which are still in dire need 
of capacity development, as well as well-established NGOs with huge numbers of staff, such 
as ORDA (950 staff). Cooperation with the well-established partners  focuses strictly on 
 piloting new approaches, such as community-led WASH,  participatory  forest management 
and urban sanitation approaches, for future scaling up by the  Amhara government. 

After two decades of partnership approach in Ethiopia, the overall lessons learned are that 
the excellent local knowledge of the partners and their high commitment to  communities, 
as well as long-term advisory services provided by Welthungerhilfe’s  expert staff, have been 
key to their overall success. 
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44.6  Civil Society Cooperation for Advocacy 

There are multiple definitions for advocacy and many ways of doing it. Advocacy, with 
respect to CSO development and effectiveness, can be broadly defined as a deliberate 
 process, designed to influence the policies and actions of those in power in order to achieve 
an enabling environment for an effective civil society.16 Fundamentally, advocacy is a set 
of organised activities designed to influence the policies and actions of those in power, in 
order to achieve lasting and positive change. 

Advocacy engagement within Welthungerhilfe
Advocacy aims to make decision-making processes more inclusive and ensure that policies 
designed to protect poor and marginalised populations are implemented. The advocacy 
work of Welthungerhilfe aims to: 

�� Give a voice to under-represented social groups

�� Exert influence on public and private actors to change policies, structures and practices 
– at all levels – to realise basic human rights, particularly the right to adequate food and 
nutrition

�� Cooperate with keen civil society partners, in order to enforce political agenda

Advocacy partners of Welthungerhilfe: Advocacy partners are officially registered NGOs, 
 foundations, universities or networks, engaged in influencing politics and structures, 
at different levels, in cooperation with Welthungerhilfe. They share common goals and 
 objectives. If private or government actors are identified as potential advocacy partners 
for specific advocacy issues, the potential of conflicts of interest should be considered 
and minimised. INGOs can also advocate as a critical mass for change, particularly when 
operating as consortia.

South America: Policy Influence and Advocacy

In South America, close cooperation with the thematic networks and platforms of  national 
and international organisations is a central part of Welthungerhilfe’s  strategy to  convene and 
influence policies. Networked organisations advocating for human rights and  sustainable 
 development have become strategic and important partners at different levels of  coordination, 
in order to engage in dialogue with policy-makers and assist national development efforts. In 
Peru, for example, Welthungerhilfe has been successfully collaborating with networks such 
as IDI, COEECI and ALDEHUS; and in Bolivia with AIPE and UNITAS, among others. 

16  www.cso-effectiveness.org

http://www.cso-effectiveness.org


28

Chapter

4 Representing their member organisations and civil society, these networks create space 
for debate, dialogue, reflection and the formulation of policy recommendations to  national 
governments. They promote constant dialogue with responsible ministries, participate in 
consultation processes and build on the practical experiences of its  members. A significant 
success was achieved through the Chronic Child  Malnutrition Initiative – comprising more 
than 20 national and international organisations, and  donors, in Peru. After pressuring 
presidential candidates and raising public awareness, public funding for the fight against 
chronic malnutrition increased substantially. These efforts also led to the creation of the 
Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion. 

Over the past decades, Welthungerhilfe has been strengthening the advocacy  capacities of 
civil society and partner organisations, as part of its projects and programmes in  Bolivia, 
Peru and Ecuador. As a result of intensive cooperation with different  advocacy partners, the 
political weight of joint messages and policy recommendations has  increased. Civil society 
and its networks in South America have been able to  influence public debates and political 
decision-making processes on sustainable food and  nutrition security, as well as the right to 
food, at different levels.

The strategic direction of Welthungerhilfe has an increasingly international focus. In 
this context, the development of networks and alliances is of growing importance for 
the  organisation, particularly for the enforcement of policies, and for fostering enabling 
 environments for development engagement. Strategic partnerships are established  focusing 
on advocacy work in South-South and South-North cooperation. CSOs are able to address 
their issues and bring forward the concerns of disadvantaged groups. In cooperation with 
CSOs, Welthungerhilfe adheres to its main objective of reducing hunger and poverty. An 
enabling environment, where human rights are respected, people have voices and  enjoy 
democratic rights, nourishes these efforts. “Our advocacy approach […] focuses [on] 
 lobbying organisations, institutions and various levels of government to change practices, 
rules and regulations that deny people their right to adequate food or could do more for 
that right”.17 Asides from the Welthungerhilfe strategy, the socio-political conditions of a 
respective country strongly determine the scope of possible action and cooperation. The 
role Welthungerhilfe can and should play, must be determined within this framework. In 
order to empower local and national actors, Welthungerhilfe should step back and act as a 
facilitator in an advocacy process. 

Context-specific approaches are crucial
In light of the fact that national contexts are very diverse, no specific blueprint for  advocacy 
can fit every context. It is therefore necessary to define and develop context- specific forms 
and approaches to advocacy. A rights-based approach can be applied along a  continuum: 
from awareness raising at community level, to influencing political  decision-making 
 processes at an international level. Welthungerhilfe is aware of the balancing act between 
pressure on corrupt or ineffective governments and adjustment to the political context of 
host  countries. In repressive contexts, where civil society partners are weak or  almost non- 
existent,  activities may be restricted to the provision of basic  services at the  community 
level. 

17  Welthungerhilfe: Getting Down to the Root of the Trouble, Welthungerhilfe’s Advocacy Strategy  
2013 – 2015, p. 5



29

Chapter

4However, even in such contexts, strengthening civil society and  enhancing the  sustainability 
of  interventions can be possible. This can be achieved through  transparent information 
sharing, being  accountable to programme participants, as well as by  strengthening local 
organisations. 

Depending on the possibilities in a respective context, a further step in the advocacy 
 continuum may involve raising awareness and supporting the ability of people to reflect 
on their own situations, and enhancing their understanding of the underlying causes of 
poverty and hunger. Villagers, for example, could be informed about their basic rights and 
entitlements, and supported in analysing the main problems affecting their realisation 
by government agents, or other duty-bearers. Furthermore, CBOs could be strengthened 
to monitor and hold local governments or administrative structures accountable on their 
 delivery of basic services (e.g. health, water, food and education), and to make suggestions 
for their improvement. A further ‘level’ of advocacy work may involve supporting CBOs in 
mobilising each other for collective action aimed at influencing policies at a higher level. 
There may also be a need to strengthen the capacity of local administrative structures to 
increase the quality of their services. Wherever possible and deemed reasonable, CBOs, 
social movements and other civil society partners, should be linked to policy processes at 
the international level. 

Different planning steps for advocacy
Advocacy interventions are a sensitive issue. They require careful planning and risk analysis. 
Finding the right entry point for advocacy is crucial. Advocacy plans must ensure that 
nobody feels compromised or loses face. There is no set procedure – different countries 
require different procedures. Failure may result in security risks and a worsening of the 
working conditions for civil society. 

As a first step, the problem has to be identified and the desired outcome clearly defined. 
The steps to be taken require a thorough understanding of the cultural and political context 
of a country, as well as the identification of which players need to be addressed. The way in 
which they are addressed may also be crucial. Similarly, cultural sensitivity and adequate 
communication skills are of paramount importance. Understanding power relations within 
a society is also extremely critical – perhaps even life-saving.

The matter of who should be involved in the advocacy process also requires careful 
 planning. Should  sensitive matters be discussed during an open forum or face-to-face 
with a  government  official? Should issues be brought to the attention of the media? What 
is the risk of  generating trouble? Is it worthwhile to tear down barriers right away or are 
there  ongoing processes that might lead to a solution in the near future? Could there be 
severe  adverse  effects on communities or on particular individuals? Last but not least, 
 organisations ( including  Welthungerhilfe), activists and CBOs, must clarify their own 
 mandate and legitimacy.
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4 Sierra Leone: Land Policy Development

Since 2009, more than one fifth of Sierra Leone’s arable land has been predominantly 
leased to foreign companies for large-scale agro-business. The largest land acquisitions are 
for palm oil and sugar cane, for the production of ethanol (biofuel). The government has 
claimed that investments will help boost exports and employment opportunities. However, 
the drive towards large-scale agriculture has been criticised by civil society groups, warning 
that social tension arising from large land deals may lead to a return of violence.

In February 2013, the Bo District Council, in cooperation with the Welthungerhilfe Food 
 Security and Economic Development Programme, participated in a retreat to  consider  people’s 
aspirations for meeting their basic development needs and  examine the  current challenges. 
One concern raised by the participants focused on the  increasing trend of  large-scale land 
acquisitions by foreign investors in the country. They concluded that the District Council will 
have to ensure that such investments help reduce poverty – and not worsen it. Furthermore, 
it was considered that basic principles, especially those concerning the rural poor, must be 
established to govern the process of large-scale foreign  investments in agriculture – which is 
part of the government’s mandate of  increasing agricultural  productivity.

Further consultations brought together a cross-section of stakeholders from all levels. 
 Principles and processes to be followed by the Bo District Council were discussed to ensure 
investment would be made in a responsible manner. The workshop was only the first step in 
the advocacy process. It is now the responsibility of the District Council, along with the civil 
society committee formed, to take the process forward, and ensure that people’s concerns 
are acknowledged and their needs met. 

Advocacy work in fragile states
CSOs in development cooperation act in a wide range of roles. One includes that of an 
implementing agency – providing basic services to programme participants / communities. 
Welthungerhilfe’s experience of working in fragile states, however, suggests that in terms 
of sustainability, focusing on service delivery may only be a transitional approach / solution. 
The inadequate provision of basic public services is closely linked to poor governance, lack 
of tax revenues and a high level of corruption. The International NGO Training and Research 
Centre (INTRAC) believes that one of the biggest challenges faced by NGOs in fragile states 
is raising awareness of the link between poor governance and the lack of basic public 
 services for the population. To an increasing extent, a mixed approach geared towards good 
governance and the provision of basic services for citizens, is therefore being pursued.18

A major obstacle to advocacy work in fragile states is the attitude of governments towards 
the political activities of civil society actors. In many countries, advocacy work is far less 
 welcome than sector-specific work. This is especially true of authoritarian regimes, which 
see  criticism and demands for greater transparency and accountability as a threat to their 
own positions of power. In any case, any intervention strategy should be based on a  thorough 
analysis of the political context and aligned to the do no harm principle – to minimise risks 
for communities, partner organisations and Welthungerhilfe’s staff. 

18  Dowst, Michelle: Working with Civil Society in Fragile States, Policy Briefing Paper, Nr. 23, Oxford,  
INTRAC publication, 2009
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44.7  Enabling Environment

According to the considerations in the previous chapter, an enabling environment is 
 determined by the degree of freedom for engaging in advocacy and the degree of  expression 
granted to these efforts. The term ‘enabling environment’ refers to the socio-political 
 conditions in which individuals, groups or organisations may exercise their right to express 
their opinions without the fear of repercussion, and where the freedom of assembly exists. 
In this regard, Welthungerhilfe’s main task is to facilitate and support processes such as 
advocacy, fostering for and leading to an appropriate enabling environment.

During the preparation of CIVICUS’s State of Civil Society Report, 2013, key principles 
and minimum standards for an enabling environment of CSOs were identified. The Open 
Forum defines ‘enabling environment’ as a “deliberate process to influence the policies 
and actions of those in power to achieve an enabling environment for an effective civil 
society based on minimum standards agreed through multi-stakeholder dialogue wherever 
possible”.19

Based on the information mentioned above, these key aspects include the following:

�� Legal conditions have to be conducive to CSO activities. They must guarantee free 
 operation, communication and access to resources. The freedom of expression and the 
right to assembly must be granted to individuals and groups

�� The political and governmental environment has to ensure that civil society is  recognised 
as a legitimate social actor – with all the necessary support and willingness of  government 
bodies and institutions

�� Public attitudes towards civil society convey extensive trust and tolerance, which makes 
it easier for people to participate in civil society

�� CSOs have to be widely recognised for making every effort to be transparent and 
 accountable to their stakeholders, in particular, to those they represent. As an additional 
asset, they should even report on failures and thus introduce new civil society values – 
making their working environment even more enabling 

�� The environment in which CSOs act should have zero tolerance to corruption.  Government 
officials, and business and civil society personnel, must act accordingly – they should 
feel free to draw attention to occurrances of corruption. An enabling environment helps 
them reinforce these principles, which they require to be successful in their own work 

�� Their efforts also have to be collaborative – forging coalitions to pool resources and 
knowledge – and reach maximum impact

�� CSOs must have opportunities to access resources and implement activities according to 
local needs, not those defined by donors

19  Open Forum for CSO Development Effectiveness, Advocacy Toolkit, p. 8
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4 4.8 Risks and Challenges in Civil Society Cooperation

Cooperation with CSOs has a number of advantages and high added-value: CSOs are familiar 
with the cultural and religious customs of the communities which they serve, they have 
close proximity to programme participants and are able to converse with the programme 
participants in their own languages. In spite of all these advantages, the potential risks have 
to be envisaged and stated. Conflict patterns, and reasons for various shortcomings and 
dynamics in society, have to be clarified before considering possible cooperation. Sensible 
procedures are needed to support the development of a vibrant civil society – one capable 
of positively influencing development processes. 

Partnership not only comes with advantages and added-value, it can also bring  reputational 
and organisational risks for both Welthungerhilfe and local CSOs – albeit that INGOs and 
 local NGOs may face different kinds of risks. In order to minimise these, INGOs and  local 
NGOs should analyse the risks and potentials of partnership, including those  inherent 
in  implementing joint projects, programmes and advocacy efforts, before engaging in 
 cooperation (see Orientation Framework, Civil Society Cooperation – A Valuable  Partnership, 
Part II, Tool No. 5). In addition, an action plan should be elaborated on how to  mitigate, 
or at best, avoid these risks, and how to address the identified challenges, as well as 
 potentials. Risks can only be minimised if partnership principles are put into practice 
 effectively. Welthungerhilfe should not enter into high-risk partnerships.

Monitoring, as well as the periodic critical reflection of partnerships, is encouraged. Is the 
cooperation effective and efficient, and carried forward by trust and mutual understanding? 
Group dynamics are inherent and a change of environment or personal changes may lead 
to disappointments. The unexpected lack of resources for follow-up support or funding 
may also limit the scope of cooperation. This could lead to frustration, since issues of 
mutual  dependencies, future strategic plans, or even phasing out of a region or campaign, 
are crucial, and have to be addressed in time. Properly defined phasing out plans, and 
programme or project exit strategies, are mandatory. They can help avoid dependency on 
 Welthungerhilfe and are also useful in preventing animosity between parties, or feelings of 
having been used and left alone, after years of fruitful cooperation. 

4.9  Civil Society Organisations’ Involvement in Different Political Settings

The leeway of action for civil society organisations differs highly from country to  country. The 
actions of CSOs are largely determined by numerous factors, as illustrated in the  graphic 
chart in Chapter 1. These factors are relevant for every country, since they  directly and indi-
rectly influence civil society cooperation. Yet their importance and influence  depend on the 
 political settings in which they are encompassed. A factor which may be obstructive in one 
 situation, may indeed be relevant and conducive in a different political setting. For  example, 
networking is an important factor for cooperating with civil society. It can be supportive 
in a  democracy-friendly environment, however, in a repressive regime, networking can be 
risky. History is another relevant factor – it too, can play quite different roles in different 
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4 countries. For example, in Haiti, ancient structures of powers and rulers and  traditional 
belief systems, such as native voodoo cults, can hinder civil society for mation. Similarly, 
in India, the successful struggle for freedom in the 1930s still remains in the collective 
memory of the country, lending a supporting hand or driving force for civil  society. There is 
no blueprint: such factors have to be analysed within varying socio- political  circumstances. 
They must also be updated from time to time, since political settings and the roles of CSOs 
within countries may change, perhaps even for the better, as in the case of Myanmar.

Three types of political settings can be distinguished:

�� Open societies run by governments with a democratic orientation – they provide the most 
fruitful setting for the development of efficient CSOs

�� Closed countries with more or less repressive structures which try to control CSOs (e.g. 
North Korea). Understanding the role of civil society in authoritarian states and its role 
in cooperation with governments is critical. 2011 was a year of global dissent, with civil 
society raising its voice in at least 88 countries (according to CIVICUS). Unemployment, 
economic crises and corruption – to mention just a few examples – were the reasons 
behind such protests 

�� Fragile states with governments and socio-political conditions which are functional to a 
limited extent

For Welthungerhilfe, cooperation with CSOs means dealing with the organisation as a 
whole. It is important to enter into an intensive dialogue which can lead to improved mutual 
 understanding, the appreciation of common goals as well as differences, and their creative 
handling. Civil society cooperation has to be designed as a dynamic process. It consists 
of more than just enquiries and ticking boxes in checklists. Questions from the field are 
central – they help understand core issues, shape dialogue and create an open process of 
discussion, in a respectful and self-critical way, as the following box highlights.

Questions from the Field: Civil Society in Haiti

Apart from structural analysis, we actually know very little about the  behaviour of  civil  societies 
in the respective regions. They organise themselves spontaneously to achieve  specific goals. 
But why are they rarely able to translate this short-term  engagement into a better  structured 
mid or long-term engagement? Is this a core issue of civil society  development? We  usually 
look at the impact of civil society development, not at the reasons behind it. What are 
the pushing and pulling forces? Why do they get together to achieve a goal? The strategic 
 direction is already set once they decide whether they want to achieve their goal peacefully 
or whether they are prepared to use violence – reform or revolution. What are the reasons 
behind one decision or the other? Isn’t this a fundamental decision? It’s actually only these 
organisations that we later deal with. How strong is their desire for change? Can change 
only be achieved jointly? If objectives can be reached without the community, we can 
 assume that there is little interest in getting organised. On the  contrary, if the individual is 
 helpless, community approaches may have a chance. In this case,  cohesion and trust within 
a  community must be taken into consideration.  Relationships  determined by fear and a lack 
of trust will be a difficult starting point for joint  activities. All the  aspects  mentioned above 
relate to each other. Their dynamics make it difficult to analyse the  situation. 
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4 Challenges for Welthungerhilfe

�� Welthungerhilfe must make more effort in engaging in cooperation and partnership 
with civil society organisations, in order to better achieve sustainability, contribute 
to an environment conducive to civil society cooperation and foster ownership

�� Dialogue, mutual commitment and prior consent between Welthungerhilfe and CSOs 
is required in order to identify capacities and competences for enhancement

�� Four partnership options are currently available to better address the specific needs 
of CSOs and communities. These partnership options must be appropriately utilised

�� The potential risks and challenges must be analysed and action plans on how to 
tackle them must be developed, before implementing activities with partners

�� Stakeholder mapping and organisational assessments – including a capacity develop-
ment plan – must be carried out

�� Welthungerhilfe must facilitate advocacy activities to improve operational conditions 
for CSOs and assure adherence to basic human rights for programme participants

�� Advocacy strategies must be based on a thorough analysis of the local political 
context in order to minimise risks for communities, partner organisations and 
 Welthungerhilfe staff

�� Project budgets must allocate funds for capacity development

�� Welthungerhilfe’s marketing department must become familiar with topics related 
to civil society in different contexts and adapt external communication accordingly 



35

Chapter

  

5Outlook
The importance of civil society cooperation has been reaffirmed in Welthungerhilfe’s  Strategy 
2012 – 2016.  Collaborative efforts to systematically analyse civil society in  programme 
countries and gain a comprehensive  understanding of its potentials are paramount. Partner 
orientation and strengthening civil society is a quality feature of Welthungerhilfe’s work. 
This is well-acknowledged by partners and donors. Welthungerhilfe itself has a civil society 
history and by its very nature, it stays connected to vibrant civil society partners, who enrich 
and also challenge development-related discourse.  

Opportunities for decentralised Welthungerhilfe structures
Within the restructuring of the Programme and Projects Unit in 2014, Welthungerhilfe’s 
Country Offices will be  further sensitised and strengthened. As a result, new  opportunities for 
the intensification of dialogue and networking will emerge. This will enable the  development 
of true relationships, based on strong partner reciprocity, in which development is placed 
in the hands of people, national civil society organisations and partners – however diverse 
or strong they may be. This process however, will not be achieved without risks, especially 
in fragile states. It will require stamina, long-term commitment and well-developed strate-
gies. Experiences of CSOs in changing societies still have to be analysed and new forms of 
collective efforts and programmes may result. Partners of the South will play the lead role 
in bringing forward advocacy and rights-based approaches, in their respective countries. 
 Welthungerhilfe will connect and follow up on these issues at a regional and global level, 
be they related to sustainable food and nutrition security, climate change, social justice, 
security or resilience. The Civil Society Academy, promoted by  Welthungerhilfe in Asia, will 
be instrumental in developing local capacities to this end. 

Asia: Civil Society Academy

In 2014, Welthungerhilfe commenced setting up the Civil Society Academy in Asia, 
 following a feasibility study involving both Welthungerhilfe’s partner organisations and staff.

The objective of the Academy is to improve the capacities of civil society  organisations and 
networks in Asia, in key competencies related to combating hunger and the  structural causes 
of poverty. Initially, the Academy will focus on the staff of around 70 partner  organisations 
and Welthungerhilfe’s offices in Asia. Following this, the  Academy’s engagement will be 
extended to other organisations and networks. The Academy will focus, in particular, on the 
following:
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5 �� Training courses: high-quality training courses will be offered to improve key  competencies 
related to programming, advocacy, organisational development and the development of 
civil society. The main courses will be offered to small groups of individuals, over a 
 period of four months. They will include a residential phase, mentoring during the project 
 implementation phase, as well as a final evaluation 

�� Networking and conferences: at least one conference will be organised every year, aimed 
at addressing the key issues related to civil society organisations in Asia.  Interaction 
will be further facilitated through the development of an active alumni network

�� Regional support and knowledge management: an online resource, learning and 
 collaboration platform will be developed for the Academy’s participants and alumni. 
In the future, the Academy may also directly support programmes and  organisational 
 development processes in Asia

The challenges of increasing societal fragmentation
Welthungerhilfe’s vision is “a world in which all people can exercise their right to lead 
a self-determined life in dignity and justice, free from hunger and poverty”, whereby 
 Welthungerhilfe adheres to actions guided by the conviction of the equality of people, the 
inviolability of their rights and their right to self-determination. Welthungerhilfe adheres 
to non-violence – this belief is channelled into countries with an increasingly violent and 
oppressive track record, where forging alliances, organising and facilitating community 
voices, and reaching the ultimate poor, are preconditions for overcoming such challenges 
in the long run.

There is an undoubtedly increasing societal fragmentation in many programme countries – 
disparities are increasing, and people’s willingness to organise and join movements is  fragile, 
and less predictable and promising. States and their elites are less supportive of genuine 
poverty eradication and the emancipation of the poor. Long-term commitments, rather than 
mere fast-track and isolated project funding, are required. Long-term  cooperation should 
be more integrative – directed towards, and rooted in, civil society organisations, as well as 
central and local governments.

Civil society – a powerful driving force for change
The management of civil society cooperation is a mutual undertaking and learning 
 experience. Trust, understanding and common values, are essential. However, preparedness 
and the willingness to explore the unknown, to switch positions, readjust to new political 
realities, and throw obsolete habits and principles over board, are also important. Self- 
criticism and periodic critical reflection is a must, alongside monitoring societal change 
and pursuing a development agenda.
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5Another aspect relates to civil society itself. From a neoliberal perspective, civil society exists 
outside the state, providing a space for self-determination to citizens. Social  movements of 
the 1960s and 1980s – mainly in Latin America and Eastern Europe – referred to a united 
civil society, as a means to radically change the political orientation of their countries. In 
other words, civil society is a powerful instrument against unpopular governments. Recent 
developments in Arab countries demonstrate that democracy does not always prevail once 
unrest has ceased. Thus, civil society development does not necessarily mean that a society 
is ready to embrace democratic change. However, it is apparent, that the conditions for civil 
society engagement have changed and that citizens have become more self-confident. As 
Martina Blank states, “… social projects fought for by civil society also need to be realised 
in the economic sphere”.20 If civil society commitment has economic impact and people’s 
lives improve, if poverty is reduced and adequate food is available, it will constitute a first 
step towards empowerment, equality and dignified lives.

Last but not least: Welthungerhilfe will have to continuously deal with changes – just as 
much as CSOs. “The world is rapidly changing. We want to keep pace – and help to shape 
it, based on our experiences, those of our partners and on our values and guiding principles 
as stated in our mission statement. In order to cope with the changes, Welthungerhilfe will 
have to change itself – on a continuous basis”.21

20  Martina Blank: Zivilgesellschaft, 2012, p. 335
21  ibidem, Compass 2025, p. 3
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Glossary

Annex

A
Advocacy  is a set of organised activities designed to influence the policies and actions of those in 

power, in order to achieve lasting and positive change.

Advocacy partners  are officially registered NGOs, foundations, universities or networks, trying to influence 
politics and structures at different levels.

Capacity development  encompasses the strengthening and promotion of the individual, organisational and societal 
skills, and capacities of people who work with, and for, the partner organisations for the 
fulfilment of their own development objectives.

Civil society  is the arena outside of the family, the state and the market, which is created by individual 
and collective actions, organisations and institutions, to advance shared interests.

Civil society groups  refer to a variety of groups formed by citizens to address issues (e.g. of a social or 
 environmental nature) which are not sufficiently taken care of by other stakeholders 
( government, private enterprises etc.). Initiatives often originate in community-based 
 organisations. In  cooperation with Welthungerhilfe, civil society groups are partners with 
the capacities and know-how to implement parts of a programme at a result / output level. 
Civil society groups may or may not be registered.

Civil society  complement governmental actors and the private sector by playing a significant role in
organisations  development assistance and in shaping global public policy. 

Civil society  cooperation in Welthungerhilfe primarily targets not-for-profit and non-governmental
partnership  organisations – in other words CSOs with strong roots in local communities.

Community-based  are mostly engaged at community / village level and belong to the grassroots level. Their 
organisations  organisational structures are usually minimal and they often operate in a very informal way. 

In cooperation with Welthungerhilfe, CBOs can play a role in programme implementation 
at activity level, as representatives of programme participants, as well as in holding local 
government structures accountable and in demanding improvements to the coverage and 
quality of public services provision.

Empowerment  refers to the strategies and approaches that aim to increase the autonomy and self-deter-
mination of people in the programme countries – enabling them to independently represent 
and shape their interests and rights.

Fragile states  are those states in which the government is not willing or able to fulfil their basic functions 
in the areas of security, law and basic services. The populations of fragile states often suffer 
from poverty, violence and arbitrary political power.

Non-governmental  are not-for-profit entities organised at local, national, or international level and  officially
organisations   registered. Mostly driven by people / members with a common vision and interest, they 

 perform a variety of services and humanitarian functions, bring citizens’ concerns to 
 governments, advocate and monitor policies, and encourage political participation.

Partnership  is a relationship in which parties agree to cooperate to advance their mutual interests, 
in particular, in order to achieve their development goals. It is characterised by mutual 
 respect, trust and appreciation, honesty, accountability, and transparency.
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