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Even the power  
of a single voice  
can spark change

“ Even in the darkest hour, there’s hope. Even  
in the most repressive or unjust situations, 
people create sparks that can ignite a fire.”  
Fire needed to inform people, ensure their 
voices are heard and mobilize social change. 
Fire that can ensure authorities and  
businesses uphold their human rights  
responsibilities and implement policies that  
do not solely benefit some, but the many.  
It is our civil society partners in this report  
that show the persistence, braveness and 
flexibility to light that fire and keep it burning.

We live in a fast changing world. A world in 
which prosperity is a distant prospect at 
best for too many. We are faced with 

major challenges: growing conflict and instability, 
extreme poverty, climate change and shrinking civic 
space. The Covid-19 pandemic has exposed and 
accelerated the prevailing inequalities and injustices 
and brought to light the vulnerabilities of our world. 

No country is immune to these vulnerabilities: we are 
all more connected than ever before. Whether from a 
sense of shared humanity or sheer self-interest, we 
must look further than our own backyards. We must be 
driven by the norms we hold dear, and often take for 
granted in the industrialized world: of being free from 
want, free from war, and free from fear to speak up an 

out. We invest in a brighter perspective for people 
elsewhere because we care. We protect their human 
rights because their rights are as good as ours – and 
must be honoured. We believe that a global drive for 
prosperity, peace and dignity will benefit all of us, as 
humankind. With the Sustainable Development Goals 
as our guiding light, we strive for inclusive development 
that leaves no one behind. And we cannot achieve this 
without civil society. 

The need for a strong and diverse civil society has 
never been more urgent. The space to be informed, 
participate and speak up in society – both online and 
offline - is shrinking in many countries. Journalists and 
citizens are being silenced, hate speech and internet 
shutdowns are increasingly more common, fundamental 
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freedoms are being curtailed and the rule of law is set 
aside. Under Covid-19, attacks on fundamental 
freedoms are increasing, exacerbating marginalization 
and inequalities, and undermining human dignity and 
human rights. This is not a reason to let our head 
down. It is a call to keep our heads up and let our 
voices be heard – loud and clear – and push for a better 
world. We can speak on behalf of those that are not 
heard. We must speak on their behalf. A world which  
is socially just and sustainable can only be achieved if 
all of us are freed from oppression.

This e-magazine shows the results of the Dialogue & 
Dissent programme and provides an inspiration to its 
successor, the Strengthening Civil Society policy 
framework. I am proud that we are able to continue 
partnering with civil society organisations in this new 
programme. An independent civil society and the 
protection of civic space are crucial for our common 
future as humanity, and our common home called 
Earth. This magazine celebrates those that have stood 
up for what matters, those that have spoken up on 
behalf of those that no longer could, those that worked 
hard toward a better world, those that brought hope 
when rights where trampled upon. I celebrate your 
courage and willingness to make difference. To fight for 
what is right. You have shown the world the true 
meaning of progress. 

“The best gift in life is to work hard, at work worth 
doing”. What you have done in the past years matters 
hugely. To individuals, local communities, societies and 
humanity at large. With dialogue and dissent, by 
showing solidarity, by respecting rights and celebrating 
diversity in all its forms, you brought hope and new 
perspectives to many. And you stayed the course, 
showing persistence even when the fire got hot. 

I am grateful to our Dialogue & Dissent partners.  
You lift my spirit in trying times. 

Kitty van der Heijden

Director General International Cooperation 
Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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INTRODUCTION 
Some highlights of five years Dialogue & Dissent

2014 2015 2016 2018 2019 2020 2021

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs made a leap in thinking with the policy framework  
Dialogue & Dissent. Under Dialogue & Dissent civil society organisations would be  

strengthened in their lobby and advocacy capacities to address root causes of inequality  
and injustice. The Ministry would not solely be a donor, it would engage in strategic  

partnerships to strive towards shared goals for inclusive and sustainable  
development and call for the protection of civic space.

25 strategic partnerships 
with consortia of civil society 
organisations are selected. 

In total around 60 
organisations are included.

Start of Dialogue & Dissent! 
The strategic partnerships 

support 1335 organisations 
in over 65 countries in their 

capacities.

The Dutch government invested a total of 925 million euros in the  
25 strategic partnerships Dialogue & Dissent Theory of Change.

6,069 organisations are 
now more effective lobbyists  

7,000+ initiatives to place 
inclusive and sustainable 

development on the agenda.

The IOB evaluation on strategic partnerships showed great  
ambitions and results. Some of the lessons learnt for the future: autonomy  

and complementarity between civil society organisations vis-a-vis the  
Ministry of Foreign Affairs as partners should be balanced; embassies play  

a strategic role with the right capacities present; local power and  
ownership should be leading for impact.

December
End of programme.

January
Start of the succesor  

policy framework  
Strengthening  
Civil Society.

What makes the Dialogue and Dissent policy framework unique?

    Working in strategic partnerships 
between the Ministry and civil 
society organisations based on 
added value and complementarity, 
resulting in larger impact and 
equality. 

   It sees civil society organisations 
as independent and autonomous 
actors and not merely as  
instrumental channels for  
development aid.

     It focuses on a long-term,  
context-specific approach,  
which builds on capacity building, 
mutual learning, trust and local 
ownership. 

    As capacity building and  
advocacy strategies need to be 
flexible and adjusted to internal 
and external changes, the  
strategic partnerships work  
with Theories of Change.

    There is room for dissent in 
each partnership.
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What does Dialogue & Dissent entail?

25 STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS 
Alliances between Ministry and civil society 
organisations to strengthen civil society organi
sations’ capacities to raise citizen’s voices and 
hold authorities to account on a wide variety  
of themes in over 60 countries.

ACCOUNTABILITY FUND
Embassies directly support local civil society 
organisations in their capacities to lobby and 
advocate.

VOICE FUND
Nothing about us without us! Special fund for the 
most marginalised and discriminated groups to 
ensure everyone is heard.

LEADING FROM THE SOUTH
A consortium of leading women’s funds from around 
the world collaborated to resource women’s rights 
activism in Latin-America, Africa, the Middle-East 
and Asia. 

CIVICUS and ICNL
International partners that strengthen civic action 
and protect civic space. Through research, capacity 
strength ening of organisations, monitoring of civic 
space and awareness-raising.

Under Dialogue & Dissent Dutch civil society organisations and a wide range of civil 
society partners — journalists, human right defenders, climate activists, youth, 
LHBTI communities, religious groups, labour unions — in Africa, Middle East, Asia 
and Latin America are supported in their capacities to lobby and advocate. 

Capacity strengthening through information on rights, research and 
peerlearning provide civil society organisations with skills, knowledge 
and the support to represent and protect the needs and rights of people 
often excluded, stigmatized or marginalized. The organisations inform 
citizens, connect to other groups nationally, regionally and inter
nationally and discuss ways to protect their rights and needs. 

Through lobby and advocacy initiatives organisations bring issues such as 
climate justice, corruption, working conditions, gender equality and human 
rights violations to the attention of authorities, companies and the general 
public. This happens by raising awareness, building coalitions, dialogue  
with authorities, companies and religious leaders, providing evidence, 
demonstrations, public campaigns or media attention.  

Governments, companies and local authorities adopt laws, change 
regulations or alter social norms such as perspectives on the role of 
women in society, as a result of advice or pressure from civil society 
organisations. The changes in laws, regulations and norms contribute to 
inclusive and sustainable development. As such, more people have their 
rights, access to services and opportunities ensured.
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THE THEMES AND CIVIC SPACE CONTEXT

CIVICUS 
Monitor ratings: 
• Closed

• Repressed

• Obstructed

• Narrowed

• Open

• Undefined
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security
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rights
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rights
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equality  
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rights

Water & 
sanitation

Trans- 
parancy & 
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ability

Freedom 
of pressSRHR

Security  
& rule of 

law

Inclusive 
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economy

Health 
system 
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Climate

https://monitor.civicus.org


CIVICUS is an international partner of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
engaged in strengthening people's power. The CIVICUS Monitor is a 
participatory research platform that tracks the fundamental civic  
freedoms of association, peaceful assembly and expression around the 
world. It operates through a global partnership with over twenty  
research oriented civil society organisations with regional expertise and 
includes data on 196 countries categorised as either closed, repressed, 
obstructed, narrowed or open. 

CIVICUS

Civic Space is being increasingly constrained
Civic Space is the bedrock of open and democratic societies. When civic space is open, people and 
civil society organisations are able to organise, participate and communicate without hindrance.  
In doing so, they are able to claim their rights and influence the political, economic and social  
structures around them. This can only happen when a state upholds its duty to protect, respect 
and facilitate the exercise of fundamental civic freedoms of association, peaceful assembly and of 
opinion and expression. CIVICUS tracks the fundamental civic freedoms of association, peaceful 
assembly and expression around the world.

Today, civic space is being constrained in  
multiple ways by repressive state apparatuses 
and non-state actors such as corrupt business  

enterprises and extremist groups seeking to suppress 
information about abuses or prevent positive actions 
that support inclusion, justice and rights. A wide range 
of tactics are being used to silence activists and civil 

society organisations including by repurposing  
security concerns. Arbitrary detention of protesters,  
use of excessive force against them, censorship, and 
attacks on and intimidation of human rights activists 
and journalists are rife. Digitalisation has enabled the 
exercise of civic freedoms but has also brought 
increased risks from online abuse and surveillance 

tracking. Additionally, restrictive laws are being used 
to impede the ability of civil society organisations to 
raise vital resources for their work and subject them  
to excessive state control.  

Sadly, the number of people living in countries  
with significant civic space restrictions continues to 
increase year on year. According to the most recent 
findings of the CIVICUS Monitor, 87 per cent of the 
world’s population now live in countries rated in the 
bottom three categories of ‘closed’, ‘repressed’ or 
‘obstructed - an increase of over 4% from last year. 
Over a quarter of people live in countries with the 
worst rating, closed, where state and non-state actors 
are routinely allowed to imprison, injure and kill people 
for attempting to exercise their fundamental civic 
freedoms. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had a dire impact on 
civic freedoms globally. In times of crisis, space for open 
and constructive dialogue between governments and 
civil society, as well as access to prompt and reliable 
information, are fundamental. However, research 
shows that some governments have taken a different 
path and are using the pandemic as an opportunity to 
introduce or implement additional restrictions on civic 
freedoms. 

Undeterred by restrictions, human rights defenders and 
civil society organisations continue to operate, adapt 
and resist. Massive protests were often the key factor 
that led to positive changes in 2020. In Chile, mass 
protests forced the government to hold a referendum  

to change the constitution. In the USA, some states 
pledged to undertake structural reform of their police 
forces following Black Lives Matter protests. While in 
Malawi, months of protests led to a historic rerun of the 
presidential elections and a transition of power. 

In times when democratic institutions are being tested 
even in established democracies, it’s clear that civic 
freedoms are needed more than ever to create 
inclusive societies. It’s thus crucial that democratic 
governments work closely with human rights defend-
ers and civil society organisations to stem a down-
ward spiral, push back against authoritarian forces 
and guide the way to just, equal and sustainable 
societies. •

Learn more:

•    People Power Under Attack 2020 
•    Solidarity in the Time of COVID -19
•    CIVICUS Monitor 
•  State of Civil Society Report 2020

WHAT CIVICUS 
HAS ACHIEVED
CIVICUS exists to defend people power. As a growing global alliance of civil society activists and 
organisations, we work together to monitor violations of basic civic freedoms, call out the perpetrators 
of violations and strengthen the power of people to organise by supporting a more accountable, 
effective and innovative civil society.

20
research 
products 

and reports  
published by CIVICUS 
– plus 204 published 

media outputs, including 
articles, blogs and 

interviews

48 154
facebook fans

21 600 
Twitter followers 

600 000  page views

13 
restrictive 
initiatives  
were defeated with 

CIVICUS’s support – 10 
of which involved the 

release of human rights 
defenders 

141 
countries  
where CIVICUS has 

supported or worked 
with partners engaging 
in civic space activities 

9 938
members  

around the world that 
CIVICUS worked with to 
strengthen their efforts 
to defend and enable 

civic space  

Where do people live?
•  A growing number of people are living  

in ‘closed’, ‘repressed’ and ‘obstructed’ 
countries listed on the CIVICUS Monitor 

•  Top violations include detention of 
protesters, censorship and attacks  
on journalists

•  Freedoms of peaceful assembly, opinion 
and expression, and association further 
deteriorated during COVID-19 
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Africa civil society Plaform. © Jaime Lopes/UnsplashICNL
International Center for-not-for 
Profit Law (ICNL) is an inter
national partner of the Ministry  
of Foreign Affairs of the Nether-
lands. It works to improve the 
legal environment for civil society, 
philanthropy and public partici-
pation around the world through 
research and monitoring,  
capacity strengthe ning, aware-
ness raising and upholding 
inter national norms.

Building a safe digital space in East Africa
Civic space is tightening across East Africa with increasing attacks on civil society  
organisations, journalists, human rights defenders, and others exercising their civic  
freedoms. ICNL provided a safe space for over 70 organisations to exchange best- 
practices and protect civic freedoms, kick-starting new initiatives with lasting impacts.

In September 2019, ICNL and the East Africa Civil Society 
Organisations’ Forum (EACSOF), joined local partners to 
launch the Protection of Civic Space in East Africa 

Platform. The platform’s goal is to facilitate collaboration 
among members of the media and civil society from across 
the region. It provides a safe space for members to reflect 
on emerging trends, share best practices, and build 
solidarity to navigate increasingly restrictive legal  

environments. With over 70 organisations, it has formed a vibrant 
regional community focused on protecting civic freedom. 

When COVID -19 began its global spread, governments from 
across the region used the pandemic as justification to further  
limit civic freedoms. Measures included bans on public gatherings, 
restrictions on access to information and freedom of expression, 
broad surveillance practices, and limited redress for victims of 

human rights violations. During this time, the platform 
became an essential tool for East African civil society.

In June 2020, upon the request of the Protection Platform  
community, ICNL and EACSOF mobilized a digital conven-
ing to discuss pressing issues facing civic society in East 
Africa and the emerging impacts of government pandemic 
responses. The event brought together diverse actors from 
Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, Ethiopia, 
South Sudan, as well as partners from Europe and the US. 

The collaboration resulted in new initiatives that will have 
lasting impacts. This includes the creation of a regional 
Gender-Based Violence Working Group. The pandemic 
has fueled an increase in domestic and gender-based 
violence while reducing the capacity of organisations to 
support survivors. This working group aims to establish 
permanent regional mechanisms that can mitigate the 
effects of crises like the pandemic on gender-based 
violence and ensure that survivors can continue to access 
the support they need. •

Learn more:

•  https://www.icnl.org/
•  Resources on issues shaping the leagal environment for 

civil society, philantrophy and public particiaption
•  Coronavirus and Civic Space: https://www.icnl.org/corona-

virus-response

https://www.icnl.org
https://www.icnl.org/resources#resourcecollections
https://www.icnl.org/resources#resourcecollections
https://www.icnl.org/coronavirus-response
https://www.icnl.org/coronavirus-response
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Fighting for gender equality and inclusion 
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Girls Advocacy Alliance

Gender-based violence and the economic  
exclusion of girls and young women remain 
prevalent, worldwide. Violence against girls and 
women is, in fact, one of the most pervasive of 
human rights abuses. The Girls Advocacy Alliance 
(GAA) works for the protection of girls and young 
women against violence and for their economic 
empowerment. The GAA is an initiative of Plan 
International Netherlands, Terre des Hommes 
Netherlands and Defence for Children - ECPAT 
Netherlands.

Sierra Leone
According to Civicus obstructed.

Gender 
equality  

& women’s 
rights

Inspiring girls and 
young mothers in  
Sierra Leone
Through training courses, the Girls Advocacy  
Alliance (GAA) strengthened young women in 
Sierra Leone in their ability to lobby for the  
improvement of their position in society. Isatu tells 
us how she - with the help of the programme -  
is standing up for the rights of teenage mothers.

Across the African continent, Girls Advocacy 
Alliance staff facilitated training sessions for 
young women (15-24 years) to help them  

challenge gender injustice and socio-political exclusion. 
With the help of the programme, Isatu is standing up 
for the rights of teenage mothers. 

Facilitating young women to challenge  
gender injustice
The training sessions covered gender and girls’ rights, 
advocacy and communication skills, social media and 
resource mobilisation. Girls Advocacy Alliance also 
helped girls groups develop and implement their 
advocacy plans and facilitated joint learning initiatives 
with feminist and women’s rights organisations. The 
groups did not solely consist of girls. Boys and young 
men were also involved as strong allies, who strength-
ened the girls’ capacity. 

A platform for vulnerable girls
Isatu is passionate about the rights of young women. 
The self-proclaimed feminist from Freetown wants to 
change the lives of school leavers, pregnant girls, 
teenage mothers and prostitutes by changing their 
mindset. She intends to erect a platform where 
vulnerable girls can come together to share the 
problems they are experiencing at home, at school  
or in their communities. “Thanks to the safety of this 
platform they’ll be able to say what’s bothering them,” 
Isatu explains. “I can help them think about picking up 
the strings of their life again and convince them that 
there is still hope. Becoming a teenage mother doesn’t 
have to mean that your life has suddenly lost all value. 
No way! These girls have to believe in themselves and 
be strong. However bad your problems may seem, 
there is light at the end of every tunnel.”
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Reducing the number of teenage pregnancies
Isatu has ample experience as a lobbyist and activist. 
She is chairperson of Mirror Africa, an organisation that 
also champions the rights of girls and young women. 
Furthermore, as a reporter for a radio station for young 
people, she is well positioned to influence the hot topics 
in her own community.

Isatu’s main objectives are to reduce the high number 
of teenage pregnancies and child marriages in Sierra 
Leone. She also wants girls to be given the same 
opportunities and treatment as boys. “Girls must be 
allowed to decide about their own future, given equal 
rights and no longer be discriminated against.” She 
relates an event that both illustrates what she means 
and makes her very angry. “Two friends of mine, a boy 
and a girl, graduated from the same university and 
then applied for the same job. But the boy was taken 
on because it was just assumed that a girl would be 
too weak.”

Raising awareness
Together with other young people in her network 
group, Isatu regularly goes door-to-door, making 
people aware of the importance of education for  
girls so they receive a fair chance in the job market.  
She does occasionally encounter resistance. “People 
sometimes don’t understand how someone wearing a 
hijab can be a feminist. They’ll ask me how I reconcile 
my conviction that the role of young women must be 
strengthened, with Islam’s teachings that girls should 
be married off as soon as they start menstruating.  
My response is to explain that in addition to my faith,  
I also have a dream and a purpose in life. I want to 
show other girls that they too can make something of 
their lives.”

Learn more:

Website Girls Advocacy Alliance

The Girls Advocacy Alliance on YouTube

© Ilvy Njiokiktjien

© Ilvy Njiokiktjien

Linking the local, national and international 
levels
Through utilisation of a diverse range of advocacy 
strategies (petitions, marches, media campaigning, 
lobby), girl-led groups have positioned themselves as 
active and visible actors in decision-making spaces at 
the local, national and international level. In Sierra 
Leone, groups formed their own national-level advoca-
cy coalition, and they increasingly participate in 
national political spaces.

The Girls Advocacy Alliance's mid-term review showed 
that smaller-scale engagement with the local private 
sector in Sierra Leone was necessary. After the 
mid-term review, the GAA also adjusted their Theory  
of Change to make the link between the local, national 
and international levels more explicit. While focusing 
on local level support and mobilisation of girls and 
young women, the alliance links them at the national 
level to mainstream civil society, and through their 
international network they connect their actions to  
the regional and international levels. •
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Capacitating Change

Over the past 5 years Cordaid has implemen-
ted the Strategic Partnership Capacitating 
Change: Restoring the Social Contract in Fragile 
Contexts. Across 6 countries – Afghanistan, 
Burundi, CAR, DRC, Nigeria and South Sudan 
- Cordaid and its partners have worked on a 
multidimensional program that aims to  
reinstate the social contract between states 
and citizens. The Partnership pursues its goals 
by developing the capacities of local civil 
society organisations to defend the rights of 
their constituencies, lobby and influence policy 
makers and engage with authorities at all 
levels to advocate for security, justice, accoun-
tability, health care, equality and equity, and 
transparency. 

Security  
& rule of 

law

Central African Republic
According to Civicus closed. 

Female lawyers combating abuse 
in the Central African Republic
Under the Strategic Partnership Restoring the Social Contract, Cordaid 
financed a community centre in Bangui, the capital of the Central African 
Republic. The centre was set up by the association of women lawyers of 
the Central African Republic (the AFJC) and is run by lawyer Chimène  
Endjizekane.

Sexual violence is rampant in the Central African 
Republic. Most victims do not obtain medical or 
psychosocial care. Seeking justice is even harder. 

Fighting a corrupt system
What victims of gender-based violence need is medical 
post-rape treatment, psychological support and the 
means to seek justice and prosecute their abusers.  
It’s on these three fronts that Ms. Endjizekane and her 
sisterhood of lawyers and psychosocial professionals 
are fighting an uphill battle. With the law on their side, 
but with barely enough means to fight a system in 
which corruption, sexism, and violence go hand in 
hand. Over 200 women lawyers in the Central African 
Republic fight the same battle in different corners of 

the country and different segments of civil society and 
government. Once a month they gather to discuss 
cases and campaigns. 

“Gender-based violence is more than rape or violence, 
it’s also psychological, economic and social abuse,”  
Ms. Endjizekane says. “Parents force young girls to 
marry men who have money. Then the husband starts 
denying his wife - often still a girl - everything. She 
can’t go to school, she can’t go to the hospital. He 
bullies her, he hits her, and he rapes her. Sometimes 
she is strong enough to leave her husband, but forced 
to leave her kids with the abusive father. Often she only 
has her parents to go back to, and chances are they 
will not accept her.” 
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Helping victims seek support
The centre also has four paralegal community workers. 
“Our community workers go into villages, make people 
aware of the possibilities to seek justice, to find legal 
and medical aid,” Ms. Endjizekane explains. “They help 
people who have been abused to step out of the shade 
and seek support.” Of all the struggles the victims 
experience, the search for justice might be the most 
tricky one. “When legal aid is needed, I step in. We 
document the facts, get certificates - like medical rape 
evidentiary documents, and we file complaints at the 
prosecutor’s office and try to start criminal cases 
against perpetrators.” 

It’s tough because fighting for the rights of individual 
women goes hand in hand with fighting the shortcom-
ings of governance and justice systems. “All too often,” 
Ms. Endjizekane explains, “we see that abusers who 
committed horrible crimes are released soon after 
they’ve been convicted. They know the right people, 

pay them and walk out. It’s called corruption, and it’s 
lethal. We only have one lawyer to file cases and to 
follow up on them.” 

Restoring the rule of law
Bit by bit, with the support of Cordaid and others,  
the centre and the association of women lawyers are 
aiming for systemic reforms. “We are giving gen-
der-based violence and gender equality courses to 
judges and others in the justice system. But we can’t  
do it alone. Gender equality needs to be prioritised at 
the highest levels. The government needs to tackle 
gender-based violence on all fronts,” Ms. Endjizekane 
points out. 

“Ms. Endjizekane and her community centre hold 
governments accountable and work on common 
agendas for justice. Slowly but surely they bridge 
divides and restore trust,” says Flora Kwizera of 
Cordaid. “And they don’t let go. Once they file a legal 
case, they follow up and keep knocking on every door. 
This is about more than individual cases. It’s about 
building a country and restoring the rule of law,”  
she concludes. 

Changing abusers’ behaviour
Change does not come overnight. “I know former 
abusers, who now help girls and women find their way 
to our centre. They came to our meetings, learned new 
things, changed their thinking and their behaviour,” 
says Ms. Endjizekane. “We overheard men saying 
‘Guys, don’t beat your wives, because the women 
lawyers will go after you’. We are frightening abusers 
and rapists because they know we will go after them. 
It’s a good sign.”

Lessons learnt
•  Context matters: Fragility was the core of the 

programme, but also affected implementation  
and shaped outcomes. Context analysis is key, 
accounting for its effects and linking expectations 
with realities on the ground.

•  Cross-country exchanges helped partners in 
different countries learn and enriched implementa-
tion. Programmes need to expand opportunities to 
exchange between countries.

•  Information sharing and joint strategizing between 
lobbying and advocacy efforts at national and 
international level is crucial to creating strong  
linkages between those efforts and creating real 
advocacy impact. •

Learn more:

•  Website Cordaid
•  Making Civic Space Resilient: The status of civic 

space in 10 countries
•  Diverse Pathways to Justice for All: Supporting 

everyday justice providers to achieve SDG 16.3
•  Tackling Sexual Violence in Central African  

Republic: Insights from the Women, Peace and 
Security Barometer

•  Women’s Perspectives on Security in South Sudan: 
Results from the Women, Peace and Security  
Barometer

Dialogue & Dissent  |  Capacitating Change

https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/making-civic-space-resilient-updates-on-civic-space-in-face-of-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/making-civic-space-resilient-updates-on-civic-space-in-face-of-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/diverse-pathways-justice/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/diverse-pathways-justice/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/tackling-sexual-violence-in-central-african-republic/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/tackling-sexual-violence-in-central-african-republic/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/tackling-sexual-violence-in-central-african-republic/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/womens-perspectives-security-south-sudan-results-wps-barometer/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/womens-perspectives-security-south-sudan-results-wps-barometer/
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/womens-perspectives-security-south-sudan-results-wps-barometer/


© Health Action International

Health Systems Advocacy
Every year 5 million women, young people 
and children die as a result of preventable 
diseases. A strong healthcare system and 
educated healthcare workers are needed to 
tackle this problem. The engagement of civil 
society with this issue is crucial to ensure 
that global initiatives are aligned with specific, 
local needs. The Health Systems Advocacy 
Partnership is a consortium of African Centre 
of Global Health and Social Trans formation 
(ACHEST), AMREF Health Africa, Health 
Action Inter national (HAI) and Wemos.
Together they work on innovative practices 
that combine advocacy, research and civil 
society engagement to strengthen health 
systems from the bottom up.
 
Uganda
According to Civicus repressed. 

Health 
system 
streng-
thening

Ending unnecessary suffering of pregnant 
women and families in Uganda 
In Uganda, the multi-stakeholder space that  
Dialogue & Dissent facilitated offered the opening 
to develop a strategy to tackle pre-eclampsia.  
As a partner of Health Action International (HAI) in 
the Health Systems Advocacy (HSA) partnership, 
the Coalition of rHealth Promotion and Social  
Development (HEPS) worked on improving  
access to knowledge and information.

For Ugandan women, a diagnosis of pre-eclampsia 
can result in becoming one more of the many 
preventable deaths caused by pregnancy-related 

complications. 

Using evidence to advocate for better care
Magnesium sulphate is the main treatment for  
pre-eclampsia recommended by the World Health 
Organisation (WHO), but availability of this medicine  

in Uganda is poor, mainly due to frequent stock outs in 
public health centres and high prices in the private 
health centers.  HEPS used evidence of poor access to 
treatment to raise awareness and advocate for policies 
that have led to better care for women. 

Community engagement is key
“One of the first steps in our journey was to organise 
media orientations about the condition, along with a 

Dialogue & Dissent  |  Health Systems Advocacy

https://www.wemos.nl/samenwerking/hsa-partnership/
https://www.wemos.nl/samenwerking/hsa-partnership/
https://www.achest.org
https://www.achest.org
https://amref.org
https://haiweb.org
https://haiweb.org
https://www.wemos.nl


community visit so the media could see firsthand the 
terrible toll pre-eclampsia can take, and how it can be 
avoided,” Denis Kibira of HEPS-Uganda says. Jackie 
Mutimba, assistant coordinator HSAP at HEPS- 
Uganda, adds: “Community engagement was key in 
our pre-eclampsia advocacy and it was amazing to 
see how communities took up the issue with passion.  
For example, in Lira district we started with a symposium 
where we sensitised the public about the condition  
and the response was positive. Community leaders  
are now becoming the champions in the fight against 
pre-eclampsia.” 

Involving politicians
With increased media attention, Members of Parliament 
(MPs) and politicians started to take notice. The HEPS 
team provided policy-makers with evidence, and took 
them for a field visit to Kawempe Hospital to further 
emphasise the implications of a lack of medicine for 
Ugandan women and families. 

With momentum and evidence, MPs presented a  
paper at the Parliament highlighting the challenges 
that Kawempe Hospital encounters in managing 
mothers with pre-eclampsia. The challenges discussed 
included frequent stock-outs of essential medicines, 
such as magnesium sulphate, oxygen cylinders and 
poor access to incubators. The Speaker of the Parliament, 
Rt. Hon. Rebecca Alitwala Kadaga, took notice and 
directed the Ministry of Health to conduct investigations 
into this previously overlooked issue, and to provide 
increased funding for magnesium sulphate. Members 
of Parliament even signed a commitment pledging to 
become advocates for better management of pre- 
eclampsia. 

The power of building partnerships
These outcomes have been incredibly exciting for  
the HSA Partnership. The work done in Uganda has 
demonstrated the power of building partnerships with 
communities, local civil society, and national and 

international private and public sector actors in the 
Dialogue and Dissent space, to create meaningful and 
tangible change. But far more importantly, it has meant 
that women diagnosed with pre-eclampsia may no 
longer have to become another statistic in the  
thousands of pregnancy-related deaths. •

Learn more:

•   Photo essay: Working together to end the suffering  
of pregnant women and families

•   Connecting voices: Creating space for civil society 
engagement in the Global Financing Facility

•   Health Systems Advocacy Partnership Digital  
Magazine

© Health Action International
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PRIDE

The Partnership for Rights, Inclusivity, Diversity 
and Equality (PRIDE) is aimed at streng
thening LGBTI communities and LGBTI  
lobbying and advocacy activities in the  
Caribbean, in the MENA (Middle East and 
North Africa) region, in South and South East 
Asia and in East and West Africa. COC  
works together with in-country partners  
in 16 countries.
 
Pakistan
According to Civicus repressed

Translating the Transgender  
Protection Act in Pakistan
The Partnership for Rights, Inclusivity, Diversity and Equality  
(PRIDE) reached out to Khursand Bayar Ali, a trans woman from 
Pakistan, to help disseminate the Transgender Protection Act in 
her country. This act provided the foundation to ensure the rights 
of transgenders are implemented. The work of PRIDE has been  
a catalysator for community growth.

“Ibelieve that no one is a born activist,” Khursand 
Bayar Ali says. “My own journey of becoming a 
very vocal activist took years. I was always 

behind the curtains, because I did not want my family 
or friends to find out. But when I saw the sheer 
discrimination and noticed how blatant and deliberate 
it was, I developed the courage to be an activist. It took 
a couple of years of learning how to be a contributor, 
how to serve my community and how to take pride in it.”

Learning about issues in the community
“My connection with COC was very organic in nature. 
The Sathi Foundation reached out to me for the 

translation of the legislative draft of the Transgender 
Protection Act into Urdu. I passed their selection and 
was given the responsibility to translate the act both 
into the formal Urdu language for official purposes,  
and into the informal Urdu so the general public can 
understand it. I learned a lot about colonial law, the 
18th amendment and India’s influence on this bill. With 
the consent of some transgender community members, 
we added explanations for very formal Urdu words. 
We also added simple drawings, such as a house to go 
along with the topic of inheritance. The whole process 
made me aware of deeper issues in the community,  
it was a learning experience for me.” 
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Holding the authorities accountable
“The Transgender Protection Act has provided us with 
the foundation to fight and make sure the rights of 
transgenders are implemented. I have been involved  
in the dissemination of the bill in larger and smaller 
cities alike. We even appointed a spokesperson for  
the transgender community, spreading awareness in 
remote towns, villages and the suburbs of the cities. 
They went from door to door, distributing and explaining 
the draft and what it means to the community. It has 
helped me to hold the police authorities accountable 
and to school them after an incident where a friend 
from the community was sexually assaulted and 
denied her inheritance. It has helped me to volunteer,  
to connect with parliamentarians, the health depart-
ment, with the commission in status of women and  
the feminist collective, and with civil society as a 
whole.” 

Disseminating the bill to a broad public
“To say that this bill has been revolutionary for the 
transgender community would not be wrong. They  
now know about their rights, and they know that the 
authorities are bound by law to help them. Remote 
areas like Kasur, Kot Radha Kashan, Sahiwal and 
Raiwand have been a top priority in the dissemination 
process. If even fifty percent of the community from all 
those underprivileged areas learned about it, I would 
call it a massive success. When they have reassurance 
of the ownership of their space and they are aware  
of their rights, they will also be aware of their duties 
towards their spaces, their community and their society. 
A lot of laws are passed but the difference here is the 
massive effort to disseminate it to as broad a public  
as possible.”

Establishing a new initiative to help  
sex workers
“Being a part of this project supported by COC, who 
helped organise Trans Remembrance Day and being 
given the opportunity to write narrative reports and be 
actively involved in every stage of the process gave me 
a push to establish a new initiative. With my team I 
decided to go to smaller community spaces of sex 
workers to teach them about their rights under this act. 
They keep themselves hidden because they fear 
backlash. We have conducted sessions in three 
locations, about safety and health protocols, safety and 
health rights and duties, the Transgender Protection 
Act, their right to their inheritance and the importance 
to report any kind of physical or sexual assault. We 
taught them how to report to the authorities, and the 
right way to safely do so. We were invited to conduct 
the same session in a religious school of the transgender 
community. The Sathi Foundation in collaboration with 
COC has played a part in helping us run these projects.” 
 

Shift in mindset
“By involving society and minorities the civil society 
organisations have empowered minorities like us more 
in the last three years than ever in the past. Projects 
like this should take place more often because they are 
turning out to be catalysts of the community’s growth.  
I have noticed that people became more vocal about 
negating and protesting against wrongs and injustice. 
The overall shift in mindset has been tremendous to 
say the least.”

PRIDE's contribution to the Dutch and local 
agenda on LHBTI rights 
As one of the largest LGBTI civil society programmes 
worldwide, PRIDE made a significant contribution to 
agenda of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 
promoting equal rights for LGBTI people and reflected 
the importance of the Ministry and COC Netherlands in 
the LGBTI grant-making and advocacy spaces. PRIDE’s 
flexibility and partner-led approach met partners 
where they are, resulting in contextualised responses 
to local issues. Despite working in narrow and high-risk 
contexts, PRIDE was able to create a strong sense of 
solidarity and accompaniment, and work with in-country 
partners to support the protection of and strengthen 
often vulnerable LGBTI communities and activists to 
advocate for their rights and needs.•

Learn more:

•   Website PRIDE
•   COC stories of changeBr
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Partnership for Garment Supply Chain Transformation

In many industries workers are faced with sexual exploitation, long 
working days and underpayment. The Strategic Partnership for 
Garment Supply Chain Transformation strengthens labour unions 
and civil organisations to stand up for their rights and improve 
labour conditions in South and Southeast Asia and East Africa.  
By connecting factories, brands, labour unions and civil society 
organisations change in the garment industry is achieved.  
The programme is a partnership between Fair Wear Foundation, 
Mondiaal FNV and CNV Internationaal.
 
India
According to Civicus repressed.

Battling systemic violence and harassment 
in India’s garment industry
To help the fight against sexual harassment in the 
garment industry, and to change the perception that 
verbal or even physical abuse against women is 
normal, Fair Wear Foundation (FWF) established a 
Violence and Harassment Prevention Programme  
as part of its Workplace Education Programme 
(WEP). Since its initiation in 2012, the programme 
has been conducted in 50 factories throughout India, 
providing training for factory workers, management 
and supervisors. 

Sexual harassment is part of the daily reality of the 
millions of Indian women working in the garment 
industry. Violence against women is a systemic 

problem in India, and most women working at Indian 
garment factories have experienced some form of 
harassment. Sexism and gender-based violence are 
heavily connected to social status,making it a particularly 
complex issue.

Creating platforms to speak up
The trainings increased the awareness on genderbased 
violence and sexual harassment at the workplace. For 

female workers, the training provided a rare occasion 
to reflect on gender roles and sexual intimi dation and 
abuse. Each three-day training ended with the election 
of the Internal Committee (IC). This offers the needed 
platform for women to address sexual misconduct and 
stand up for their rights. 

Mousumi Sarangi, FWF India Programme Manager, 
explains: “Female workers normally work long days, up 
to 12 hours per day. When they go home, they have no 
time to think about what happened; they are too busy 
preparing meals, doing laundry and taking care of their 
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children. For many women this is the first time they can 
reflect on harassment.” The effect of the training carries 
further than the workplace, as Suhasini Singh, FWF 
country representative to India, illustrates: “When a 
neighbourhood boy was peeping at her daughter who 
was in the bathroom showering, the mother decided to 
speak up and reprimand him in public. She acknowledged 
that she would never have done that before the training.” 

Men as advocates for women’s rights
Many men were hesitant to participate in the training; they 
think it is only for women. Their scepticism diminished 

during the training as they began to understand the 
issue better. One of the male participants at the 
training at Sneh Designs factory in Noida, Uttar 
Pradesh, stressed that he would now certainly inter-
vene if he witnessed an act of sexual harassment: “I 
would see the face of the FWF trainer in front of me 
and that will remind me of what I have learned.” 

Creating new spaces for dialogue
Training at production sites enhanced workers’ 
capacity to understand and stand up for their rights. 
The management becomes more approachable for 
workers, improving communication both ways.  
The training is not a one-time event: the FWF trainer 
often remains involved at the factory as an external 
representative in the IC. This means that the civil 
society partners and the factory management are 
building a relationship based on trust. This trust helps 
the civil society partners to bring up other sensitive 
issues and suggest improvements. 

Tangible results
FWF realises that the awareness of gender-based 
violence amongst workers and factories is only part of 
the solution: brands also need to take responsibility by 
reflecting on their purchasing practices and engaging 
in dialogues with the factories. FWF provides informa-
tion to brands to raise awareness on issues of sexual 
harassment at the factories they purchase from. FWF 
helped member brand Blutsgeschwister when the brand 
discovered that the IC was not functioning properly at 
one of its sourcing factories. FWF provided information 
on the local context and connected the brand to a local 
NGO, so that they could suggest a suitable external 
representative to participate in the IC. •

In 2013, the government of India passed 
the Sexual Harassment of Women at 
Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and 
Redressal) Act. This act mandates all 
workplaces to provide a safe working 
environment, free from sexual harassment 
for all women. The Act defines the different 
forms of harassment to women and provi-
des a civil remedy. It also prescribes the 
creation of Internal Committees (IC) at all 
companies with ten employees or more. 
Workers can contact the IC at their work-
place to complain about sexual harass-
ment. The committee should be made up of 
at least 50 per cent women, and the 
chairperson of the committee should 
always be a woman. In addition, the law 
stipulates that the IC should consist of 
workers of all different levels and functions 
and it should include an external represen-
tative. The partnership helped ensure the 
implementation of the Act.

Striving for better working conditions in true  
partnership in Vietnam
During the Dutch trade mission to Vietnam in 2019, the Nether-
lands gave shape to their role as strategic partner creatively.  
With the presence of the Prime Ministers of the Netherlands and 
Vietnam, the Dutch embassy 
and FWF organized a 
sustainable fashion show 
with a diverse range of 
models – old, young, people 
with disabilities, LHBTI 
people, Ministry staff. The 
Dutch Prime Minister Rutte 
used this occasion to call  
for the ratification of the ILO 
fundamental norms and 
living wage, which Vietnam 
did in the context of the EU-
Vietnam Trade agreement. 

Listen to the story of one of the garment 
workers helped by the partnership

Learn more:
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No News is Bad News  
In the partnership No News is Bad 
News, Free Press Unlimited works 
together with the European Journalism 
Centre (EJC) and local civil society 
organisations to make reliable news 
available to everyone, with the motto: 
‘People deserve to know’. The main aims 
are to strengthen the conditions for free 
press, further the role of journalists as 
advocates for citizens and their role to 
act as a watchdog for citizens and 
further the professionalism of journalists 
and media actors. 

Mali
According to Civicus obstructed.

Freedom 
of press

Human 
rights

Gender equality in the media in Mali
In Mali, women are barely visible in the 
media. Of all the people appearing in TV 
news bulletins and newspaper columns 
- as journalists, presenters, experts and 
witnesses who are interviewed - only  
14 percent is female. In leadership  
positions too, women are conspicuous  
in their absence.

The statistics shocked Tidiani Togola, the CEO of 
media development organisation Tuwindi,  
which carried out the study. With support from 

No News is Bad News, Tuwindi launched the Gender, 
Independence and Professionalism (GIP) label, a quality 
standard for media companies with a proven commit-
ment to gender equality. 

A label for gender equality
As part of the No News Is Bad News Programme, 
Tuwindi reviewed 34 Malian media organisations on 
their performance in gender equality. Sixteen of these 
organisations met the requirements to receive the GIP 
label. Tidiani: “The three factors, gender, independence 
and professionalism are necessary for a sufficiently 
healthy media environment capable of bringing values 
that change our society.”

Obtaining the label does not come easily. Media 
organisations need to fulfil at least 21 of the 30 
requirements. For instance, women must represent  
at least 30 percent of a media company’s leadership. 
They also need to have the same income as men in 
similar positions. The purpose of the label is not to just 
point out the things that media organisations do wrong 
when it comes to gender equality, it is built as a support 
system to help organisations improve. Tuwindi assists 
and prepares them before they are audited.
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A lasting impact on gender balance
Due to the GIP label initiative, 16 media organisations 
now have an organisational gender policy in place.  
But the change does not just come down to gender 
equality. The confessional TV station CHERIFA even 
changed its editorial guideline after having received a 
GIP label. Before it was perceived as an Islamic TV 
channel, now it takes a more secular approach. Four 
organisations had to first sign contracts with female 
employees. Tidiani: “In many cases women working 
somewhere don’t get a contract, while the men do.  
This is such a shame.” In two cases, women were 
promoted to leadership positions to fulfil the GIP 
obligations.

Free Press Unlimited is very proud to see that the GIP 
label is not a temporary impulse of improvement, it is 
really making a lasting impact that is growing over 
time. Tidiani: “For decades in Mali, people have been 
signing documents making commitments to improve 
gender balance, but they never fulfil these commit-
ments. We decided to ask for proof from organisations 
that they are working on improving gender sensitivity.”

Monitoring gendersensitivity of media content
In the course of the years, the gender strategy of 
Tuwindi has become a very comprehensive approach, 
based on experimentation and lessons learnt. To 
establish a baseline of the gender-sensitivity of media 

content, a scan is performed of the media-productions 
of each participating media organisation (this is called 
media content monitoring). Based on the results, the 
media organisation gets tailored support. In collaboration 
with Free Press Unlimited, the Tuwindi Foundation 
developed an online platform for media content 
monitoring called Mediascan. This platform enables 
users to submit data through an online collection form 
or app and automatically presents the data in graphs.

Celebrating female journalists
A celebration was introduced to award female  
journalists, giving them more confidence and high-
lighting their importance. During the Mali Media 
Awards (or MaMA awards), awards are given each 
year for Mali’s best journalistic productions in seven 
categories including print, television and citizen 
journalism. A rigorous selection procedure ensures  
that only journalists who demonstrate the highest 
professional standards can win the accolade.  
Tidiani: “The MaMAs  promote high quality journalism  
in Mali. We want to have professional and independent 
content that really reflects the ethics and principles of 
journalists.”•

Learn more:

•  Website Free Press Unlimited
•   Ten Malian media organisations receive quality label  

for gender equality
•   Indonesian investigative journalism exposes exploitation
•  Safety training for journalists in Central America

© Suzanne van Gompel
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Fondo de Mujeres del Sur

FMS is a feminist fund that works to 
transform and improve the lives of 
women and LBTIQ+ communities that 
face discrimination within unfair  
realities. It is implemented in Latin 
American and the Caribbean the global 
initiative called Leading from the South 
(2017 – 2020); a groundbreaking 
partnership of southern-led feminist 
Women’s Funds (WFs) supported by  
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Netherlands.

Latin America
According to 
Civicus obstructed/
repressed.
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Climate Human 
rightsStrengthening women’s movements  

in Latin America
Women, girls, and trans people are critical 
civil society actors in the achievement of 
gender equality and human rights in  
countries in the Global South.

“Funding feminist organisations and networks 
and through them, movements, to advocate 
and lobby for the change and transformation 

of their communities is vital. Their work contributes to a 
well-functioning, inclusive society based on democratic 
values and the rule of law, and to the achievement of 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals.” 

Supporting women’s rights organisations 
and feminist movements
The role of Women’s Funds is becoming more and 
more critical in the current global context with the 
shrinking of civil society space in almost all regions and 
regressive forces pushing back progress on gender 
equality. Women’s rights groups in the Global South 
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are increasingly at risk because of the nature of their 
work and this means that they need to be supported 
more than ever.

The fact that the four LFS partners are based in the 
Global South means that they understand the context 
of planned interventions and the intersectional nature 
of their work in each region. Most significantly, the fact 
that this money flows directly to the Global South, via 
four managing Women’s Funds to organisations where 
women and girls are in control of what they do with it, 
is the only way to promote a real shift in power, 
changing the prevailing notion of who has the capacity 
and expertise to manage large pools of funding. 

Fondo de Mujeres del Sur
The work of Fondo de Mujeres del Sur within the 
Leading from the South consortium concentrated on 
several processes:
•  Multiplication and visibility of the diverse movements 

and feminist activisms.

•  Strengthening organisations and activists.
•  Reinforcing networking in Latin American Countries.
•  Fighting for legal, safe and free abortion.
•  Increasing visibility of the LBTIQ+ presence in the 

feminist movement.
•  Providing access to new sources of funding and 

resources.
•  Strengthening of intersectional feminist movements.
•  Articulating the different oppressions in order to 

confront the advance of neoliberalism.

Lessons learnt
Working as a consortium has shown how working 
together can leverage financial and human resources. 
The cross-learning, exchanges and linking partnerships 
among women’s organisations regionally and globally 
are crucial to strengthen women’s movements and to 
ensure that no country is left behind in the fight for 
gender equality.

Luz Aquilante, director of Fondo de Mujeres del Sur  
( FMS)  identifies six lessons learnt over the course  
of the Dialogue & Dissent programme: 
•  Uncertainty is not exceptional. This has become 

apparent with the global spread of COVID-19. 
Uncertainty shows us that rational logic, predictable 
results and linearity do not always work. We need to 
be prepared to adapt our plans to changing contexts.

•  Flexibility is part of the answer! A flexible  
methodological approach must be considered  
and integrated in programme designs. 

•  More than ever, we are part of an ecosystem! 
2020 made clear that it is not the individual who 
saves themselves, but it is the collective that makes 
a difference. We need to reinforce collaboration in 

order to work together in a changing environment. 
•  The movements have a large creative and 

resilient capacity. It has been amazing to see the 
capacity of groups to reinvent themselves, and to 
implement innovative strategies. 

•  Identify opportunities in the crisis. Some of the 
groups have highlighted the opportunities virtuality 
offers, which would have been near impossible in 
other contexts.

•  We can’t take anything for granted, the fight for 
Women Human Rights is permanent: As Simone 
de Beauvoir said: ‘Never forget that a political, 
economic or religious crisis will be enough to cast 
doubt on women’s rights. These rights will never be 
vested. You’ll have to stay vigilant during your whole 
life.’ During the COVID-19 crisis it has become clear 
that the demand and alertness for Women’s Rights 
must be permanent. •

Fondo Mujeres del Sur created a series of 
short videos. 
The videos tell the stories of LFS grantees in 
Latin America and the Caribbean.
•    Political Association of Mayan Women - Moloj
•    Red de Genero y Comercio

Learn more:
•   Website Fondo de Mujeres del Sur
•   YouTube channel Fondo de Mujeres del Sur
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International Indigenous Women’s Forum (FIMI)

Leading from the South (LFS) was a 
ground-breaking partnership between 
the Dutch government and a consortium 
of southern-led feminist Women's 
Funds. FIMI is one of the LFS member 
funds. The International Indigenous 
Women’s Forum/Foro Internacional de 
Mujeres Indígenas (best known as FIMI, 
by its Spanish initials) is a network of  
Indigenous women leaders from Asia, 
Africa, and the Americas. FIMI’s mission 
is to bring together Indigenous women 
leaders, and human rights activists from 
different parts of the world to coordinate 
agendas, build capacity, and to develop 
leadership roles.

Bangladesh
According to Civicus repressed.
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Promoting access to public services for  
indigenous women in Bangladesh
With support from the International Indigenous Women’s Forum (FIMI), the Bangladesh 
Centre for Human Rights and Development (BCHRD) protected and promoted access  
to public services for indigenous women by supporting grassroots indigenous human  
rights defenders.

The high and rising levels of violations & discrimi-
nation against indigenous women communities 
in Bangladesh are not adequately reported or 

responded to by authorities, and exacerbated by gaps 
in the laws and policies, and political instability. In this 
context, and amidst growing restrictions on access to 

public services, minority communities – who lack 
adequate political representation – require strong 
support from civil society organisations to address  
their rising marginalisation through holding public 
institutions accountable, affording better protection  
of their rights. 

Overcoming challenges takes time
One of the main challenges for indigenous women in 
Bangladesh is the country’s technical infrastructure, in 
which they face a negative attitude from different levels. 
Bangladesh currently does not have a democratic  
government. And in order to make a change, people from 

Dialogue & Dissent  |  International Indigenous Women’s Forum (FIMI)

https://monitor.civicus.org
https://www.facebook.com/bchrd/?ref=page_internal
https://www.facebook.com/bchrd/?ref=page_internal


Dialogue & Dissent  |  Naam betreffende club

the community need to be encouraged to participate,  
and trust needs to be created. This takes time.

BCHRD worked at the community level, involving the 
indigenous women. To offer the training, the organisa-
tion worked in association with the Bonpara Indige-
nous Women Association. Through this network, they 
could reach and work with the Santals, Pahari, Garo, 
Chakma, Marma, Lohar (kormokar), Kora, Bonuya 
Indigenous Women groups, and also indigenous 
migrant women, indigenous women garment workers, 
the elderly indigenous women & men, disabled 
indigenous girls, and children, widowed, deserted and 
destitute indigenous women.

Increased access to participation
BCHRD’s advocacy, lobby and political influence 
capacities have been strengthened. A positive attitude 
was developed among high level government officials 
and members of parliaments through a social safety  
net programme initiated by the government. This has 
resulted in increasing access to participation for  
indigenous women. 

A network of civil society organisations, human rights 
defenders and other stakeholders was developed and is 
now functional. Local-level actors are standing for their 
rights and are aware of public services. Mass awareness 
was created among indigenous women, the community, 
human rights defenders, government authorities, 
rapporteurs and civil society organisations regarding the 
rights of indigenous women and their access to public 
services and goods is promoted. 

A new generation of human rights defenders
A new generation of indigenous women human rights 
defenders and partnerships has been developed to 
address the issues of access to public services in the 
northern part of Bangladesh. Through the safety  
net programme, high-level government has to pay 
attention to the vulnerability of indigenous women 
minorities. In the long run, this encourages the  
participation of indigenous women in the decision- 
making process by building confidence in democracy 
and politics. Local governments are acting as resource 
centers for indigenous women to promote the social 
safety net programmes. 

Small groups of indigenous women are involved in 
dialogue with the government on issues regarding  
education, economic empowerment, leadership 
development and institutional development processes 
for their sustainable development.•

Dialogue & Dissent  |  International Indigenous Women’s Forum (FIMI)
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Right Here Right Now

Right Here Right Now (RHRN) is a  
partnership that advocates for the respect,  
protection and fulfilment of the sexual and 
reproductive health and rights (SRHR) of 
young people. It is a partnership between 
Rutgers, the Asianpacific Resource and 
Research Centre for Women (ARROW), 
CHOICE for Youth and Sexuality (CHOICE), 
Dance4life, HIVOS, International Planned 
Parenthood Federation African Region 
(IPPFAR) ans the Latin American and 
Caribbean Women’s Health Network 
(LACWHN), joined by over 130 partners 
from Bangladesh, Bolivia, Honduras, 
Indonesia, Kenya, Nepal, Pakistan, Senegal, 
Uganda, Zimbabwe and the Caribbean.
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Young people advocating for  
safe abortion, LGBTI rights and 
sexuality education
The organisations within Right Here Right Now worked together to provide 
young people with the capacity to advocate for their own rights. Three youths 
from across the world tell the story of how they advocated for safe abortion, 
LGBTI rights and Comprehensive Sexuality Education.

Safe abortion 
RHRN partners advocated for increased access to  
safe and legal abortion services and care. Through 
engagements with relevant decision-makers and 
institutions, partners contributed to the reinstatement 
of the Standards and Guidelines on reducing maternal 
mortality and morbidity due to unsafe abortion in 
Kenya. Beverly from Kenya shares: “Young girls are 
getting pregnant unwantedly and abortion is often 
unsafe. I fight for safe and legal abortion. A lot of 
healthcare workers do not have adequate capacity to 
perform safe and legal abortion services. Because of 
this, so many girls die each year in Kenya.” 
Watch Beverly’s full story

LGBTI  
RHRN advocated for the protection of rights of LGBTI 
people. Progress has proven difficult, as the topic is so 
sensitive in many countries. The organisations focused 
on increasing public support, creating space for young 

people, and engaging decision makers in discussion. 
This has resulted in more fact-based reporting by  
the media, inclusion of young people from LGBTI  
communities in national, regional and international 
decision-making spaces, and increased accountability 
between countries on the theme. “There’s a law on 
gross indecency which prevents any person from the 
same sex from even holding hands walking on the 
road”, says Jairo from Guyana. “I’m trying to fight these 
laws by community advocacy by political lobbying.  
Part of my work involves me going into the most 
homophobic communities in my country. I have to do 
this, for myself and for LGBT persons.”  
Watch Jairo’s full story.

Comprehensive Sexuality Education
Comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) is key in 
empowering young people so they can make informed 
choices about their bodies and speak out about their 
rights. RHRN advocated for the adoption of policies 
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that support the provision of CSE, increased integration 
of CSE in national curricula and/or in teacher training 
curricula and allocation of budget for CSE provision. 
Puspa from Indonesia explains that “the Penal Code 
criminalises the information of contraception. For 
example, if people give a condom, they will be jailed.” 
Puspa tries to fight this law. She continues: “One year 
ago we had a big demonstration against the Penal 
Code. It was really beautiful to see that so many young 
people were involved in the demonstration.”  
Watch Puspa’s full story

Lessons learnt
The partnership shares several lessons learnt  
over the last years.

Inclusivity 
Right Here Right Now: “Investing in diverse and 

inclusive partnerships has been a core principle of 
RHRN. Although this at times slowed down our 
advocacy work, it has paid off in terms of increased 
solidarity between different groups of SRHR activists 
and with other movements, increased resilience of 
organisations, shared resources, and shared access to 
decision makers or to spaces. We learnt over time to 
apply an intersectional lens to inclusivity and see the 
diversity within groups of for example young people or 
people identifying as LGBTI.”

Meaningful youth participation 
“Young people have agency over their own lives and 
should be meaningfully included in all decision-making 
affecting them. This has been part of the RHRN 
advocacy agenda and implementation. Young people 
have shown that they have the strength, courage and 
capacity to advocate for their rights.”

Accountability through linking with international 
advocacy 
“Engaging young advocates in international processes 
was challenging in the beginning of the program.  
Gradually, with increased capacity, more youth 
advocates took centre stage, engaging with their 
governments to improve SDG reporting and holding 
governments accountable. Developing joint shad-
ow-reports turned out to be the most effective tool for 
accountability and concerted advocacy in international 
spaces.”

Resilience and dealing with opposition 
“Opposition groups have become better organised, 
funded and outspoken. This threatens the work of 
advocates. By sharing learnings and developing  
clear safety and security protocols, activists adopted 
strategies to limit the influence of opposition and are 
better equipped in dealing with backlash.” •

Learn more:

•  RHRN Programme intro & animation
•  Right Here Right Now - Youth SRHR | Facebook
•  RHRN Resources & Tools
•  Tool ‘Localizing international agreements’
•  SO/GIE/SC Training
•  Tool ‘Working on SRHR in times of opposition’
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African Women’s Development Fund (AWDF)

Leading from the South (LFS) is a feminist philanthropic fund and alliance conceptua lised and 
managed by four leading women’s funds. It is financed by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. The African Women’s Development Fund (AWDF) is an LFS member fund. AWDF 
supports local, national and regional women’s organisations working towards the empower-
ment of African women and the promotion and realisation of their rights. By amplifying and 
celebrating African women’s voices and achievements, AWDF supports efforts that combat 
harmful stereotypes, and promote African women as active agents of change. As part of the 
Leading from the South Fund, AWDF works across Africa and in parts of the Middle East.

South Africa
According to Civicus narrowed.
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Feminist lawyering to shape the Africa we want
ISLA is one of the partners of the African 
Women’s Development Fund. ISLA is a 
feminist initiative that uses the rule of law 
and the power of strategic or impact  
litigation in African domestic and regional 
courts to advance women’s human  
rights and sexual rights on the continent.

South African lawyer and human rights activist 
Sibongile Ndashe is the founder and executive 
director of ISLA. The organisation works with a 

number of partners across Africa. They help design 
programmes and train litigators to operate within a 
feminist framework to protect those people who have 
their rights violated on the basis of their gender or their 
sexuality. 

Supporting feminist litigators
One of ISLA’s partner organisations, the Women’s 
Human Rights Network, has been the organisation’s 
main vehicle for developing a pool of skilled feminist 
litigators, starting in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. 
Ndashe: “Feminist lawyers exist. We just need to bring 
them together and support them in their efforts.” 

Dialogue & Dissent  |  African Women’s Development Fund
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Using the law for social change
It soon became clear for Ndashe that sexual rights 
work was an important area of focus that needed 
urgent intervention. ISLA started developing a network 
for litigating sexual rights, especially in terms of sexual 
orientation and gender identity and expression.  
“This network focused on empowering interest groups 
to use the law as a tool for social change, as well as on 
developing a pool of movement lawyers who would be 
willing and able to support these movements.” 

In 2017 ISLA was, according to Ndashe “viciously and 
violently” thrust into the spotlight when she was arrest-
ed alongside a number of her partners in Tanzania for 
“promoting homosexuality” while trying to challenge a 
ban on distribution of lubricants in public health 
institutions. Up until this point, Ndashe says, they had 
always tried to fly under the radar in order to protect 
their partners and their work. “Suddenly we were 
confronted by the most fundamental contradiction of 
the work that we do in using the law to bring about 
social change. We don’t own the law, we don’t own 
legal institutions, and the very same laws can be used 
to halt our own activities.” 

Benefits of the partnership
Partner organisations agree that ISLA has been a 
much-needed addition to the African human rights and 
women’s rights space over the past five years, infusing 
feminist legal perspectives into spaces that had always 
been male-centric. Rosemary Karoro from the  
Women’s Human Rights Network works with the legal 
and advocacy organisation Chapter Four Uganda. 
“Joining the network was useful because it helped push 
us as an organisation to rethink the cases we do and 
the manner in which they are done. Our organisation is 
feminist-leaning and this partnership has helped us  
put that in practice.” 

Seeham Samaai, the director of the Women’s Legal 
Centre in Cape Town, says the impact of ISLA’s work 
cannot be underestimated. “The existence of an 
organisation that supports mainstream public interest 
law firms in developing their feminist litigation skills is 
of critical importance in our current context.”

The initiative’s efforts, spearheaded by Ndashe, have 
been pioneering and groundbreaking. Impact litigation 
has moved from theory to practice. It has given sexual 
rights and the rights of women greater prominence on 
the continent, while securing tangible outcomes with 
real-world impact. 

Learning by doing and looking forward
ISLA will continue to challenge assumptions and ideas, 
including those within its own organisation. “We are 
constantly honing our expertise as we learn more 
about what works and what doesn’t when it comes to 
strategic litigation, and how we can best equip our 
partners to litigate strategically and understand the 
crucial role they can play.” The four priority areas going 
forward are: building partnerships for social change; 
strengthening capacity to litigate strategically; produc-
ing knowledge for strategic litigation; and then imple-
menting these partnerships, capacities and knowledge 
to litigate for social change. This strategy ensures that, 
when it comes to human rights and the rights of 
women in Africa, nobody is left behind.” •

Learn more:

•   Website African Women’s Development Fund
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Citizen Agency Consortium
In a country plagued by corruption, 
how can you prevent another toxic 
mining spill? Is it possible to end 
malnutrition without listening to 
everyone’s ideas, mothers’ as well 
as ministers’? Or propel women’s 
development when their needs are 
mere footnotes in energy policy 
planning? For this, you need to 
partner with courageous and 
determined civil society organisa-
tions. You need to support their 
efforts to ensure the voices of  
people whose lives are affected by 
persistent social ills are heard.  
In the Citizen Agency Consortium 
partnership, Hivos, ARTICLE 19 
and the International Institute for 
Environment and Development 
(IIED) work together to strengthen 
citizen agency. 
 
México
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Transparency platform takes on mining 
tycoon’s toxic spill
Open Up Contracting was one of the programmes carried out by the Citizen Agency  
Consortium partnership. The programme helped partner organisation the Project on  
Organisation, Development, Education and Research (PODER) in improving corporate  
accountability across Latin America. Using an online transparency platform called la  
Nueva Amenaza de Grupo México (Grupo México’s New Threat), PODER showed how  
the construction of a new dam would affect the population living nearby.

On August 6, 2014, residents in northern Mexico 
see the water of the Sonora and Bacanuchi 
rivers turning orange. Only the next day, 

officials at Grupo México report a massive failure of the 
tailings dam (wastewater reservoir) at their Buenavista 
del Cobre copper mine. The delay allowed 40 million 
liters of copper sulfate and other chemical waste, 
possibly including cyanide, to spill into both rivers. Tens 

of thousands of people living in seven municipalities 
nearby were affected. In the days following the disaster, 
schools closed, water was cut off and residents were 
left in the dark about plans to clean up the spill. 

A new dam
The toxic spill caused water and soil contamination, 
and affected communities suffered health damage, 
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loss of livestock and crops, and restricted access to 
drinking water as a result. Both the Mexican government 
and Grupo México were heavily criticised by several UN 
Special Rapporteurs and a UN Working Group on 
Human Rights. Yet the CEO of Grupo México, mining 
tycoon Germán Larrea (good for 15.6 billion euros), 
wants to build a new tailings dam that can store over  
2 million m3 of toxic waste, equal to 816,000 Olympic- 
size pools. At the same time, tens of thousands of 
victims of the 2014 spill are still waiting for  
compensation.

A powerful transparency platform helps 
local residents
Using the online transparency platform la Nueva 
Amenaza de Grupo México, PODER mapped all 

relevant information in a way that made it easy for 
residents to use to seek redress. Together with  
testimonies, pictures and videos submitted by affected 
residents, the platform also used a tool called Tower 
Builder. It visualised contracts between companies 
involved in Grupo México’s new project and the 
Mexican government. 

In total, the system tracked payments of 47 billion 
pesos (more than 2 billion euros) to 42 companies in 
1,327 contracts from 2009 to 2019. Tower Builder  
also identified 49 beneficial owners of the companies, 
such as natural owners and majority shareholders.  
The transparency platform also untangled a murky 
web of power and stakeholders beyond the mining 
mogul Larrea, who has yet to apologise or say  
anything regarding the 2014 disaster. 

Helping residents participate in the  
decisionmaking process
Collecting and analysing data on this scale can be 
painstaking work. Still, in a country plagued by 
corruption and inequality, making it available to the 
people directly affected doesn’t only help to hold 
companies and stakeholders accountable. It also  
gives these same people a say and lets them  
participate in the decision-making process.

People in the community have urged the  
government to publish their plans for the mega-dam, 
demanded that water quality be guaranteed during 
and after construction work, and that they be compen-
sated for the 2014 tragedy. PODER also provided legal 
representation to the residents and in this capacity 
attended press conferences of President López 

Obrador and the Ministry of the Environment and 
Natural Resources. At first, the questions PODER 
raised about the continuing lack of compensation  
were met by empty promises. However, in the last days 
of 2019, the Environment Minister committed to visit 
the area and talk to the people who fear the effects of 
Grupo México’s new project. The Minister also accused 
Grupo México of failing to provide compensation to the 
affected municipalities, and is discussing a fifteen-year 
development plan for the region. This should include 
new health facilities in the area and access to clean 
water.

At the forefront of open contracting
Hivos and their partners within the Citizen Agency 
Consortium partnership have been at the forefront of 
opening up contracting processes since 2016. They 
have learned that contracting isn’t and shouldn’t be the 
sole domain of the government. When more parties  
are involved, especially those directly affected, better 
services can be delivered. By sharing and analysing 
contracting information, we can save money, create fair 
competition for business and root out corruption.  
But these processes are costly, and change doesn’t 
come overnight, which is why the work of PODER  
has been so important.•

Learn more:

•  Reflecting on five years of citizen agency
• Learn more about the Open Up Contracting programme
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Shared Resources, Joint Solutions
 

To ensure the sustainable use of natural 
resources, there must be a balance between 
economic, environmental and social values. 
However, local communities and conser-
vationists are not always involved in  
decision-making processes regarding their 
natural environment, despite these groups 
having extensive local knowledge and being 
vulnerable to any changes in natural  
resource use. In the Shared Resources, Joint 
Solutions partnership, IUCN NL and WWF 
NL strengthen civil society organisations in 
16 countries to join forces with governments 
and business, and advocate for inclusive 
and green development. 

Paraguay
According to Civicus obstructed.Using public information to protect vital 

forest areas in Paraguay
Illegal deforestation is a serious problem in the Paraguayan Chaco. The Shared Resources, 
Joint Solutions partnership discovered that access to public information is key to protect  
the forest. Partner organisations Guyra, the Institute of Law and Environmental Economics 
(IDEA) and WWF Paraguay secured access to regularly updated geo-referenced datasets 
on licences and properties from government institutions. By linking these data to monthly 
satellite data on deforestation, they identified which deforestation does not appear to have 
a licence. Through collaboration with communities, governments and the private sector  
they were able to inform sustainable development of the area.

Cattleranching and soy production are  
threatening the dry forest in the Chaco eco-
region, covering parts of Argentina, Bolivia  

and Paraguay. Illegal deforestation is destroying the 
vegetation that is vital to protect fragile soils and water 
sources for local communities. Between 2012-2017, 
the Paraguayan Chaco lost native vegetation at an 
average rate of more than 540 hectares per day, or 
more than 200,000 hectares per year.

Climate
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Calling on authorities for access to  
information
To protect the vital areas in the Chaco, Guyra, IDEA and 
WWF Paraguay called on authorities to disclose 
information related to the cadastre and land use 
licenses. Combined with recent satellite images 
showing deforestation, this allowed the organisations 
to detect and report ongoing activities that might not 
meet the legal requirements.

Ezequiel Santagada, director of IDEA, explains: “This 
information gives us insight into which activities meet 
the legal requirements and to detect those who appear 
to not have a license. Comparing this public information 
on environmental licenses of the Environment Secretariat 

with property data from the cadastre and with monthly 
satellite images allows for reasonably accurate 
realtime indications of possible illegal deforestation.”

As a result of the lobby of the civil society organisations, 
the Paraguayan National Cadastre Service plans to 
further facilitate transparency by enabling electronic 
management of the files, making the documents 
provided by the private sector almost instantaneously 
available to the public.

Joining forces with the cattle sector
IDEA, Guyra Paraguay and WWF Paraguay intend to 
share this data with other stakeholders in the cattle 

sector, such as rancher associations, banks and 
slaughterhouses. Santagada: “Joining forces with the 
large number of compliant private sector players to 
take a collective stand against illegal practices would 
lead to an improvement of the sector’s reputation. 
Together we can protect the vital forest areas that 
nourish the fragile soils and water sources.”

Improved landscape management
IDEA, Guyra and WWF Paraguay have also brought 
together relevant parties to collaborate on sustainable 
development of the area according to a landscape 
approach. Together they work on land use planning 
that takes into account the needs of local communities 
and provides a habitat for vulnerable species. •

Learn more:

•   Artificial Intelligence helps conservationists tackle  
deforestation

•   Tackling deforestation in Paraguay: an unlikely  
partnership

•  Towards a more sustainable beef sector in Paraguay
•   Tackling uncontrolled deforestation in Paraguay by  

improving landscape planning
•   Better monitoring and enforcement to tackle  

deforestation in Paraguay
•   Livestock company in Paraguay held liable for illegal  

deforestation
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https://www.iucn.nl/en/updates/artificial-intelligence-helps-conservationists-tackle-deforestation
https://www.iucn.nl/en/updates/artificial-intelligence-helps-conservationists-tackle-deforestation
https://www.wwf.nl/wat-we-doen/aanpak/internationaal/lokale-bevolking/conservation-for-and-with-people/tackling-deforestation-paraguay
https://www.wwf.nl/wat-we-doen/aanpak/internationaal/lokale-bevolking/conservation-for-and-with-people/tackling-deforestation-paraguay
https://www.iucn.nl/en/updates/towards-a-more-sustainable-beef-sector-in-paraguay
https://www.iucn.nl/en/projects/tackling-uncontrolled-deforestation-in-paraguay-by-improving-landscape-planning
https://www.iucn.nl/en/projects/tackling-uncontrolled-deforestation-in-paraguay-by-improving-landscape-planning
https://www.iucn.nl/en/projects/better-monitoring-and-enforcement-to-tackle-deforestation-in-paraguay
https://www.iucn.nl/en/projects/better-monitoring-and-enforcement-to-tackle-deforestation-in-paraguay
https://www.iucn.nl/en/updates/livestock-company-in-paraguay-held-liable-for-illegal-deforestation
https://www.iucn.nl/en/updates/livestock-company-in-paraguay-held-liable-for-illegal-deforestation
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Fair Green and Global Alliance
The six members of the Fair, Green & 
Global (FGG) Alliance empower voices of 
people and communities all over the world. 
The alliance aims to expand civic space, 
stimulate movements and invest in mutual 
capacity development. Members: Action 
Aid, Both ENDS, Clean Clothes Campaign, 
Milieudefensie, TNI, SOMO. 

Palestine
According to Civicus repressed. 
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Palestinian women GROW own 
sustainable energy
With support from the Fair, Green & Global (FGG) Alliance via Friends of the 
Earth International, Friends of the Earth Palestine (PENGON) implemented 
renewable energy projects in Palestine. The aim was to develop the capacity 
of people, especially women, to manage their own clean energy sources.

As a result, a group of Palestinian women 
reclaimed sovereignty over their energy supply. 
They engaged with the Ministry of Energy,  

the Ministry of Women and the Ministry of Economy  
to advocate for the empowerment of women in the 
energy sector and for gender sensitive energy laws. 
This resulted in the Ministry of Energy launching a new 

project called ‘GROW’, meant to support initiatives  
by women in the area of renewable energy. 

No sovereignty over their energy supply
In Palestine, local communities have little sovereignty 
over their energy supply due to the conflict with Israel. 
Therefore, the energy has to be imported, and because 

of high prices more than half the population is not able 
to afford basic energy needs. The energy scarcity is 
mainly felt by rural women who experience this burden 
during both their domestic and their agricultural work. 
This leads to increasing inequalities.
 
Creating a civil society network for clean 
energy
PENGON created a civil society network for clean 
energy. It connects diverse women communities and 
women-focussed civil society organisations with  
actors in the energy sector. PENGON organised several 
capacity development workshops to prepare the 
groups to participate in lobbying meetings with the 
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government. They also cooperated closely with 
environmental specialists and the Ministry of Energy  
in order to develop a solar energy pre-master plan for 
Palestine. This plan was discussed with other ministries, 
the private sector, civil society organisations and 
donors in several meetings and workshops. 

PENGON’s project coordinator explains: “During the 
two workshops the women participated very actively. 
Before the capacity building programme, their skills on 
how to lobby and how to stand up for their rights were 
limited. Their language to engage in negotiations and 
dialogue developed quickly. As did their knowledge 
about the clean and dirty energy sector. They also 
gained more awareness on climate change and clean 
energy and environmental issues. We improved their 

knowledge on how they can benefit from clean energy 
projects and how to develop women community  
based organisations.” 

Empowering women
PENGON also organised successful lobbying meetings. 
They collaborated with women’s civil society and 
community-based organisations to develop a Resource 
Guide for mainstreaming gender in energy policies  
and programmes to support their lobby efforts. A staff 
member explains: “The Ministry of Energy has annual 
plans and there is a change in the chance for women 
to participate in their projects. There used to be no 
criteria in these projects to empower women, but this 
year they included criteria to support women in clean 
energy. They also encouraged women to invest in this 
sector. This was a result of our discussion with them 
about the challenges for women to be active in the 
clean energy sector.” This resulted in the Ministry of 
Energy launching a new project called ‘GROW’,  
meant to support initiatives by women in the area of 
renewable energy. 

An enabling environment for women
The network is currently the only national clean energy 
network in Palestine. This network provides a safe 
space for women to work without fearing the safety  
of themselves and their staff members. Safe spaces, 
inclusion and participation are aspects needed for an 
enabling environment. Civil society organisations need 
to be allowed to voice their views and concerns. 
Through their advocacy efforts PENGON convinced the 
Ministry of Energy to ensure the structural participation 
of women in their sector, thereby creating a more 
enabling environment for women. •

Learn more:

•  Website Fair, Green & Global Alliance
•  More stories from the alliance
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Green Livelihoods Alliance

The Green Livelihoods Alliance (GLA) is a partnership 
between Milieudefensie, IUCN National Committee of  
The Netherlands (IUCN NL) and Tropenbos International 
(TBI), working with more than 60 Civil Society Organisa
tions (CSOs) in our target countries. The alliance aims at 
the sustainable and inclusive management of tropical 
forests in Asia, Africa and Latin-America. In addition to 
their country-based work, they address deforestation 
through three global, thematic programmes: Agro- 
Commodities, Forest and Land Governance and Just 
Energy Transition.

Ghana
According to Civicus narrowed. Water & 

sanitation Climate

A vocal movement to protect a unique  
forest for water and biodiversity
The Atewa forest in Ghana is a haven of biodiversity and a vital water supply for 
over 5 million people. Extensive lobby and advocacy efforts to protect the forest 
have mobilised a strong opposition against plans to mine bauxite. A Rocha Ghana, 
in strategic partnership with the Green Livelihoods Alliance, successfully mobilised 
a variety of groups at the local, national and international level and set up a  
large-scale campaign to counter the one-sided message of the government  
regarding bauxite mining.

In 2016, a new government overturned its predeces-
sor’s decision to upgrade Atewa’s status to National 
Park. A Rocha Ghana and their partner organisations 

had to adopt a radical shift in strategy: from dialogue 
to dissent and from a science-driven interaction to a 
more rights based approach. Communi-
ties, civil society, media, private 
sector and other stakeholders in 
the area now regularly initiate 
their own lobby and advoca-
cy activities. Daryl Bosu of  
A Rocha Ghana reflects on  
the lessons the alliance 
learned over the last years. 
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Lesson 1: Show, don’t tell – visit to Ghana’s 
only functioning bauxite site 
Many local people had no idea how bauxite mining 
would impact the services and products provided by 
Atewa, nor about the wider implications of this type of 
mining outside the forest. “Telling them wouldn’t be  
half as convincing as showing them,” says Bosu,  
“so we organised a visit to the only functional bauxite 
mine in Ghana to find out how communities have been 
impacted, both negatively and positively. This first-
hand experience of the impact of mining on the 
landscape in Awaso and the communities around the 
mine was a true eye-opener to the participants.  
It turned bauxite supporters into anti-bauxite  
demonstrators.” 

Lesson 2: Vocal citizens are vital 
NGOs play an important role in holding their government 
accountable for its actions, but it’s the people with voting 
power that are most influential to government officials. 
To facilitate initiatives by local communities, the Green 
Livelihoods Alliance convened workshops about  

environmental rights for civil society 
organisations and members of 
community-based organisations 
near Atewa. Bosu: “People from the 
48 forest dependent communities 
surrounding the Atewa forest 
organised themselves in a dynamic 
local advocacy platform called 
‘Concerned Citizens of the Atewa 
Landscape’. This became the driver 
for most of the campaign work both 
locally and on the national level.” 

Lesson 3: Plan your campaign around  
publicity events
By working with so-called campaign windows around 
events, we ensured continuous media attention and 
public debate around the issue. “For example, during 
the high-level political forum on sustainable develop-
ment in July 2017 the hashtag #SaveAtewa4Water 
was a trending topic on Twitter,” Bosu says. 

Lesson 4: Apply innovative approaches to 
reach new audiences 
“In 2017, we approached a group of influential Ghanaian 
musicians and enthused them to become ‘Save Atewa 
Ambassadors’,” Bosu says. “They visited the forest and 
experienced its beauty, as well as the factors threatening 
it, first hand. Based on their experience in the forest 
range, they produced a catchy song called ‘Atewa till 
Eternity’. Thanks to their large fanbase the musicians 
were able to reach out to those parts of Ghanaian 
society that environmental groups cannot reach.” 

   
    Listen to the song produced by the Save  

Atewa Ambassadors

Increased transparency
“The sustained and growing civil society pressure has 
provoked the government and the Ghana Integrated 
Aluminium Development Corporation (GIADEC) to 
initiate contact with the media and provide responses 
and statements,” Bosu explains. “The Atewa pre-
dicament has become the talk of many international 
and national development dialogue platforms in the 
country and abroad. In Ghana, there is not one crucial 
platform where the bauxite development has not been 
debated.” 

The President and the government have made  
statements that Atewa Forest will not be damaged. 
Bosu: “Although the plan to mine is still in place, the 
government is clearly concerned about the mounting 
opposition.” •

Learn more:

•  Members of the International Union for Conservation  
of Nature (IUCN) overwhelmingly voted to adopt an  
international motion calling for ‘Urgent measures to  
safeguard the globally important Atewa Forest, Ghana’ 

•  TEEB study demonstrates high economic value of  
the Atewa forest

•  Concerned Citizens of Atewa Landscape (CCAL) embark 
on demonstration against plans to mine bauxite

•  International organisations caution Ghana again over 
Atewa

Watch this video by A Rocha Ghana to understand 
how bauxite is mined

Read the tweet
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ijUrA30aHEo&feature=emb_title
https://ghana.arocha.org/news/press-release-iucn-passes-resolution-calling-for-global-action-to-save-atewa-forest/
https://ghana.arocha.org/news/press-release-iucn-passes-resolution-calling-for-global-action-to-save-atewa-forest/
https://ghana.arocha.org/news/press-release-iucn-passes-resolution-calling-for-global-action-to-save-atewa-forest/
https://www.iucn.nl/en/updates/protection-of-ghanaian-forest-is-most-economically-beneficial-outcome
https://www.iucn.nl/en/updates/protection-of-ghanaian-forest-is-most-economically-beneficial-outcome
https://ghana.arocha.org/news/another-demo-hits-kyebi-against-atewa-forest-mining/
https://ghana.arocha.org/news/international-organisations-caution-ghana-again-over-atewa/
https://ghana.arocha.org/news/international-organisations-caution-ghana-again-over-atewa/
https://ghana.arocha.org/resources/video-dont-mine-bauxite-inside-atewa-forest/
https://twitter.com/LeoDiCaprio/status/1194300339442241536
https://twitter.com/LeoDiCaprio/status/1194300339442241536
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Voice for Change Partnership Programme
Through the ‘Voice for Change Partnership’ 
(V4CP) programme, SNV and IFPRI  
partners with national and international 
partners to support CSOs to foster  
collaboration among relevant stakeholders, 
influence agendasetting and hold the 
government and private sector accountable 
for their promises and actions. They tackle 
four issues – food and nutrition security, 
resilience, renewable energy, and water, 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH) – by also 
addressing gender balance and climate 
change mitigation.

Honduras
According to Civicus repressed.
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Civil society brings cleaner cooking 
to the table in Honduras
A group of civil society organisations in Honduras put cleaner cooking firmly on  
the government’s agenda as part of the Voice for Change Partnership (V4CP).  
The civil society organisation's united efforts to stimulate market demand by  
changing public opinion on the value of cleaner cooking. As a result of their  
advocacy work, a new National Strategy for the Adoption of Improved Stoves 
(ENAEM) has been agreed. This provides a clear route to promote cleaner cook-
stoves in Honduras for the first time. 

Key to the success was the civil society organisation's 
initiation of the Inter-institutional Platform for the 
Development of Improved Stoves and other Clean 

Cooking Technologies. The platform became a powerful 
vehicle for advocacy and collaboration as it grew into a 
network with more than 20 members from government, 
civil society, academia and the private sector. 

A burning need for improved stoves
Many families in Honduras depend on firewood for a large 
part of their household energy needs. Yet burning firewood 
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for fuel is detrimental to human and environmental 
health, and the cost of collecting or buying wood has a 
huge impact on the social welfare of families. 

Since 1999, many have promoted the distribution of 
improved stoves in Honduras. However, they have 
been unable to achieve widespread change for 
numerous reasons, including a lack of evidence-based 
incentives to invest in improved stoves.  

Uniting stakeholders
In 2017, a group of civil society organisation partners in 
Honduras launched the Inter-institutional Platform for 
the Development of Improved Stoves and other Clean 
Cooking Technologies. They succeeded in attracting 
relevant private sector actors to the platform, as  
well as the government. 

The civil society organisations and other members of 
the Platform worked together to identify important 
knowledge gaps that needed to be overcome to design 

a new national strategy. The V4CP programmes’ 
partner civil society organisations, Asociación  
Hermandad de Honduras (HdH) and Fundación Vida, 
led the generation and dissemination of ten studies, 
working closely with other Platform members, including 
several state entities. The studies revealed that there 
was insufficient structured information available to 
build a solid national strategy that included the opinion 
and experience of the multiple actors involved in the 
development of the market and value chain.  

Participatory development
During the process of evidence gathering, the Platform 
began to attract organisations from across the entire 
value chain, all of which participated in devising a new 
national strategy for improved stoves. They gathered 
views on the challenges related to the construction and 
implementation of the national strategy and formulated 
which critical elements should be included and what 
the role of individual institutions should be. 

As a result of lobby and the suggestions provided by 
the Platform, the Government of Honduras approved 
the National Strategy for the Adoption of Improved 
Stoves on September 28, 2020. Platform members 
continue their advocacy, calling on the Secretary of 
State to lead on a swift implementation of the new 
national strategy. Representatives of the Natural 
Resources and Environment Secretariat (MiAmbiente) 
and the Health and Energy Secretariats have all 
expressed interest in promoting this initiative.

Towards the future
The ground-swell of support to promote improved 
cookstoves across Honduras has exceeded the civil 

society organisations expectations. Thanks to their 
incredible efforts and to the strong support from both 
government represen tatives and the clean cooking 
sector, a major milestone has been achieved. One that 
could not have been envisioned five years ago. 

In the upcoming months, with the continued support of 
the civil society organisations empowered by the V4CP 
programme, the Inter-institutional Platform will help 
steer the new strategy as it is rolled out. Not only will 
its implemen tation improve the health and household 
income for families across Honduras, it will also create 
an enabling environment for the construction and 
implementation of the Nationally Appropriate Mitiga-
tion Action (NAMA) for efficient stoves. This will help 
the country fulfill its obligations to reduce GHG emis-
sions by achieving a 39% reduction in the consumption 
of wood for fuel by 2030, while advancing progress 
towards the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals. •

Former Executive Director of HdH, Mr. Manuel Mejía, 
said: “The Platform is a space for participation and 
agreement where different actors come together.  
It is a space of trust where we work in a coordinated 
manner, participate in dialogues and discussions that 
increase collaboration and consensus, the quality of  
the information and the technical and evidence-based 
advocacy capacities.” 

Learn more:

•   The key advocacy successes of the V4CP programme 
in the area of renewable energy and the most effective 
approaches for improving the enabling environment 
in the Learning brief: Evidence- based advocacy for 
renewable energy. 

•   V4CP’s work in Burkina Faso, Rwanda, Ghana, Hond-
uras, Indonesia and Kenya in the Stories of Change.

•  Voice for Change Partnership.
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https://snv.org/cms/sites/default/files/explore/download/energy_learning_brief_final.pdf
https://snv.org/cms/sites/default/files/explore/download/energy_learning_brief_final.pdf
http://interactive.snv.org/v4cp#183355
https://snv.org/project/voice-change-partnership-v4cp
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Every Voice Counts
 
CARE Nederland’s Every Voice Counts 
(EVC) programme (20162020) aims to 
contribute to building effective and inclusive 
governance processes. The programme 
targets women and youth to promote their 
participation and influence in formal and 
informal decision-making processes. 

Pakistan
According to Civicus repressed
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Capacity strengthening in Pakistan
In Pakistan, Every Voice Counts (EVC) worked on the implementation of several 
laws to enhance the position of women and help them to claim their legal rights. 
The programme also strengthened the capacity of local authorities so that they 
could better support citizens. 

Violence against women and women’s social, 
economic and political marginalisation are 
crucial social issues existing in Pakistan’s Sindh 

province, as well as in Pakistan overall. Although laws 
designed to protect women exist, actions are needed 
for them to be implemented. 

Training public authorities on inclusive  
governance
As part of the EVC programme, public authorities  
were trained and coached on inclusive governance, 
decentralization, social exclusion issues, issues of 
marginalised men and women, and citizen participation. 
The trainings aimed to enhance the responsiveness of 
public authorities by increasing their knowledge on and 
implementation of gender-related policies and laws.  
By this, they can for example help reduce child marriage. 
In Pakistan, representatives of district-level Sindh 
government departments were trained in a series of 
sessions on gender laws and gender mainstreaming  
in the districts of Umerkot and Mirpurkhas. 

The trainings aimed to enhance the responsiveness of 

public authorities by increasing their knowledge on  
and implementation of gender-related policies and laws. 
The training sessions were interactive, containing group 
exercises, role play, and presentations that highlighted 
Pakistani and Sindhi women’s status in topics of 
education, health, income, and decision- 
making. Also, some sessions focused on building 
understanding of basic relevant definitions, frameworks, 
policies, and laws. The participants were given the 
opportunity to share their personal experiences and 
professional learnings. 

Omitting the gender difference
Afroza Chohan is the police officer in charge of the 
Women Complaint Cell for Mirpurkhas and Umerkot.  
She was trained on the implementation of the Sindh 
Child Marriage Restraint Act 2013: “The training 
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stressed the importance of implementing the existing 
laws and policies in the country. Through proper 
implementation, we can omit the gender difference in 
every field of life and encourage empowerment of both 
men and women equally for the betterment of our 
society.” 

Actions taken by public authorities
The Early Marriage Act was passed in 2013, but the 
Sindh government only took initiative to implement the 
act with the support of EVC. Departments including  
the Social Welfare Department, local government and 
district administration were then trained to improve 
their understanding of the role of social institutions  
in the formation of gender roles, and how gender  
discrimination impacts access to nutrition, health, 
education, income/resources and decision-making 
forums at all levels. Government officials said that EVC 
as a whole has increased their sensitivity and under-
standing about pro-women legislation and of community 
issues. Major actions taken as a result of this training 
included:   

•  The District Monitoring Committees required under 
the Sindh Child Marriage Restraint Act 2013 were 
finally made functional. 

•  Citizens’ perceptions about the responsiveness of 
public authorities on the issue of child marriage 
improved, with 99% of respondents agreeing that 
public authorities have become responsive on this 

•  Police have become more open to addressing the 
needs of Hindu community and tackling cases of 
forced and early marriage among the community. 

•  An awareness raising video was developed on child 
marriage for communities and government.  
The Social Welfare Department headed a major 
awareness raising campaign and launched this 
video at district level.  

Lessons learnt
The key lessons learnt as a result of this approach 
were: 
•  The support of government officials is crucial and 

can be obtained after prolonged effort.
•  A broad range of government officials must be 

on-board, including the judiciary, in order to make 
change happen.

•  The capacity strengthening of government depart-
ments at a lower tier must be improved as it is 
usually Director level officials who attend the 
training.•

Learn more:

•  Mainstreaming Gender Laws and Policies through 
increasing local governing capacities in Sindh

• Gom Chand, a beacon of change in Anwar Pathan
•  Learning Brief: Strengthening Capacity of Local  

Leaders to Improve Inclusion and Equality
• Website Every Voice Counts (Dutch)

issue. 
•  The number of citizens approaching these depart-

ments increased; in fact, 65 cases of child marriages 
from Mirpurkhas and 50 from Umerkot were 
stopped. 

•  The Superintendent of Police in Umerkot requested 
a staff training on the procedures and technicalities 
of the Sindh Child Marriage and Restraint Act 2013 
and started an awareness campaign for all the 
district police stations on its implementation. 

•  Women’s police stations, complaint cells and safe 
houses have been renovated to make services more 
responsive towards the needs of women under the 
2013 Law.
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Deputy Director of DSVP Hanoi visited Community based addiction treatment model in Khanh Hoa to learn  
© SCDI

PITCH  
The Partnership to Inspire, Transform and Connect the 
HIV response (PITCH) is a joint programme between 
Aidsfonds and Frontline AIDS. The partnership  
supports community- based organisations to uphold 
the rights of populations most affected by HIV and 
engage in effective advocacy, generate robust  
evidence and develop meaningful policy solutions.  
The programme is active in Indonesia, Kenya,  
Mozambique, Myanmar (Burma), Nigeria,  
Uganda, Ukraine, Vietnam and Zimbabwe. 

Vietnam
According to Civicus closed.
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Partnering with police to improve 
the lives of people who use drugs
In Vietnam, the Centre for Supporting Community Development Initiatives 
(SCDI), a partner in the Partnership to Inspire, Transform and Connect the 
HIV response (PITCH), worked closely with the police on a pilot scheme to 
improve the health and lives of people who use drugs while also enabling 
the police to reach public security goals. 

“We provided the police with information so they can 
see there are alternatives to punishment and they 
can be part of this solution,” says Khuất Thị Hải 

Oanh, Executive Director at SCDI. “When a police officer comes 
into closer interaction with someone who uses drugs, they will see 
them with different eyes, they will see them as a person and be 
more emphatic to them.”  

The consequence of detention 
Although drug use in Vietnam is classified as an administrative  
violation rather than a criminal offence, people who use drugs still 
face detention in the form of compulsory ‘rehabilitation’ for up to 
two years. Rehabilitation centres have been criticised for human 
rights violations, including indefinite detention, physical abuse and 
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torture. People generally suffer poor physical and 
mental health while detained and find their employ-
ment or study prospects are limited once they are 
released. Due to the intense police scrutiny they are 
under, they are also more likely to be arrested for  
petty crimes than other people. This discriminatory 
approach has trapped many people who use drugs  
in a damaging cycle of arrest and detention. 

Practical solutions
SCDI campaigned for access to voluntary, communi-
ty-based, person-centred harm reduction services rather 
than compulsory rehabilitation. With support from PITCH 
and others, SCDI generated practical evidence to show 
the positive impact this kind of community-based 
treatment can have, both for people who use drugs  
and wider society. 
SCDI facilitated a three-year pilot in Hanoi and Ho Chi 
Minh City. Police officers referred people who use drugs 

for an assessment of their health, legal and socio- 
economic needs, providing entry to a range of services, 
including methadone treatment, HIV testing and 
treatment, vocational training, legal aid, peer support, 
mental health services, and hepatitis and tuberculosis 
screening. By 2020, around 200 police officers were 
participating, and more than 600 people who use drugs 
had been diverted from detainment. Hanoi has expand-
ed the pilot to another district and three other provinces 
and cities are adopting the scheme.   
 
Convincing legislators to move towards  
public health   
Advocacy to convince policy makers to remove harmful 
sanctions for drug use and create a paradigm shift 
towards a focus on public health is ongoing. The pilot’s 
success comes at a crucial time. A populist narrative to 
recriminalise drug use in Vietnam has resurfaced, 
spurred on by events in the Philippines. “Recriminalisa-

tion is a real issue,” says Oanh. “People look at what 
has happened in the Philippines and it is creating 
momentum for people who want to recriminalise. At 
first we thought we didn’t need to worry about this, but 
the threat has become more real.” 

Advocacy to convince policy-makers to remove all 
sanctions for drug use is ongoing, but for this to 
happen two separate laws need to change. One of 
them, the Drug Control Law, is being reviewed by 
Vietnam’s National Assembly and is likely to be passed 
in 2021. Oanh is hopeful that the improving relation-
ship between people who use drugs and state actors 
such as the police – and the evidence the pilot and 
other community-based schemes are generating – will 
help convince legislators to move the law towards 
public health and away from more punitive measures.    

Investing in community advocacy
“The global network that PITCH brings together 
provides a kind of backup,” says Oanh. “Being part of  
a global movement for decriminalisation is very useful 
to support us and our actions.” 

In the future, SCDI can build on the lessons learnt 
during the pilot. Oanh: “We need community advocacy 
to continue constructively and to reach higher levels, 
and to do so it needs to work collaboratively with other 
stakeholders. Achieving this requires skills and experi-
ence, which needs investment. Our closer working with 
the police in recent years shows this is possible. But we 
are just at the beginning, we need police collaboration 
to become the norm. We are almost at the tipping 
point, but we are not quite there yet. My concern is that 
if we stop here, we may lose what we have achieved. 
We need to continue until we get there.” •

Learn more:

 •  Watch a 2 minute video explaining how community advocates 
have changed the HIV and AIDS response worldwide

•  Watch a video about activists from Hope and Trust who are figh-
ting for the human rights of women who use drugs in the Ukraine

•  Read the full story about improving the lives of people who use 
drugs in Vietnam

 •  Read how LGBTQI Kenyans are challenging the laws that have 
been used to criminalise and discriminate against them

• Learn how sex workers in Mozambique made their voices heard

600 

people who use drugs 
diverted from detainment

200 

police officers  
participating
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Conducive environments for effective policy

 

 
Within the Conducive environments for effective 
policy influencing programme NIMD and AWEPA 
and the work on enhancing and facilitating the  
dialogue between civic and political actors in  
Georgia, Indonesia, Benin, Kenya, Mali,  
Mozambique, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Honduras,  
El Salvador, Guatemala and Myanmar. 

Security  
& rule of 

law

Gender 
equality  

& women’s 
rights

Empowering a local leader to  
make a difference in Georgia

Through Democracy Schools in Georgia the partnership Conducive 
environments for effective policy influencing empowered people to 
become leaders in their communities and make effective changes 
in society. 

Madona Batiashvili is one of the more than  
500 NIMD Democracy School graduates in 
Georgia. She is the only woman Vice-Mayor  

in the country’s Kakheti region. It’s a platform Madona 
uses to make sure everyone’s voice is heard. Appointed 
in 2017, her first steps in office were to engage groups 
that are often marginalised from politics in Georgia: 
young people and women.  

The NIMD Democracy School
When Madona joined the School in 2016, she found 
herself in a melting pot of students from different 
backgrounds. Public servants, civil society representa-
tives, political party members, business representatives 

and academics gather in the schools annually. Over the 
five-month training period, these participants deepen 
their understanding of the key concepts of democracy, 
expand their analytical capacity and gain relevant skills 
that will help them make effective changes in society.

Georgia’s four Democracy Schools – based in the cities 
of Telavi, Gori, Kutaisi and Batumi – play an active  
role in enhancing political culture and building the 
capacities of civil society and political leaders at the 
local level. This is what enticed Madona to sign up  
for the Democracy School – she wanted to learn  
alongside people who shared her ambition to make  
a difference.

Georgia
According to Civicus narrowed.
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Enhancing skills and changing perspectives
When Madona first started at the School, she found it 
hard to work and learn together with people from 
different political affiliations. But she soon realized that 
interacting in such an environment was actually 
beneficial to her. The skills she learned help her today: 
“Before attending the Democracy School, I had never 
had the opportunity to work with people with different 
political convictions. Since attending the school, I have 
become more tolerant and sociable.”

Promoting inclusion in politics
Studying at the school made Madona realize that “a 
contemporary leader needs to be believed by people. 
We need more openness, as well as a different rhetoric.” 
This new perspective made a crucial difference when 
she started working in her new role as a public servant. 
She was determined to close the gap between politics 
and the public, calling for the inclusion of different and 
often excluded groups. In fact, one of Madona’s first 
moves as Vice-Mayor was to establish contacts with 
young people.

Youth engagement
Youth engagement in local government is very low in 
Georgia, and young people are often disenchanted 
with politics. That’s why, having reached out to youth  
in her region, Madona set about making amendments 
to the local budget, creating funds for initiatives by 
local youth organisations. 

Female representatives
Women’s political participation in Georgia is alarmingly 
low. Women hold only 16% of seats in the Parliament 
of Georgia, while less than 12-13% of elected officials 
at the local level are women. Men head 63 out of the 
country’s 64 municipalities, including the eight in 
Kakheti region.
In her new role, Madona is determined to do her best to 
ensure that women are given the opportunity to reach 
their full potential. And she has already taken action to 
make this a reality. In an attempt to offset the large 
number of men in politics, Madona has recommended 
several women as representatives of the Mayor in 
villages. She hopes that by bringing more women into 
these local roles they will be able to speak up and 
make a difference in their communities.

Making a difference by speaking up
Madona’s work with youth and women is underpinned 
by a strong conviction, influenced by her time in the 
Democracy School: “It is important to realize that when 
you dislike the way things work, or you disagree with 
somebody’s policy decisions, you have to start working 
on changing those decisions. I am glad that I came to 
that conclusion, because now I am a public servant  
and will do anything I can to make the local government 
function better.” Madona is determined to use what she 
has learned to make this difference. •

Madona firmly believes that the engagement of 
youth is vital to securing a prosperous future for 
her region. She hopes that the new funds will 
help young people engage in politics, realize  
their potential, find jobs locally and, ultimately, 
stay in Kakheti.

Learn more:

•  Read more about the Conducive environments for 
effective policy influencing programme.

•  Website NIMD.
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Partners for Resilience

Now You Hear Us: 
Catalysing local  
voices to strengthen 
resilience
Partners for Resilience ensures voices of local 
communities are heard from local to global levels. 
By supporting the work of local communities and 
civil society organisations and by strengthening 
their abilities to lobby and advocate, people are 
empowered to participate in development  
processes to enhance their resilience. Individuals 
gain confidence, experience and skills to  
influence decision makers and to contribute to 
sustainable changes in their communities. 

P artners for Resilience made four short films titled 
“Now you hear us”, showing how community 
members, civil society actors and decision 

makers interact. They narrate how support to civil 
society strengthened communities’ voices and fostered 
successful advocacy with tangible results.

Restoring degraded ecosystems in Haiti

“ Sometimes, when you are young, you can feel 
invisible. But not anymore.” 

Youth volunteers in Tiburon town in the Sud department 
of Haiti were empowered by the Haiti Red Cross Youth 
using the Y-Adapt training to, on the one hand under-
stand climate change and, on the other hand to take 
practical action to adapt to the changing climate within 
their own community. Young people present their plans 
for greening the eroded surrounding hills of Tiburon, 
and to get their plans approved and supported by the 
government.

Sustainable management of water  
resources in Kenya

“ If we do not speak, then who will speak?”

PfR partner MID-P assisted the Water Resources 
Users’ Association of Kuro Bisan Owo in Isiolo county 
to perform in conformity with their role in sustainable 
and responsive management of available water 
resources. The Isiolo Water Resources Authority was 
invited for a joint review of the sub-catchment  
management plan, including proposals for funding of 
water sources and management through the Water 
Service Trust Fund. 

Haiti
According to Civicus obstructed.

Kenya
According to Civicus obstructed.
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Partners for Resilience (PfR) is a global 
network of 50-plus civil society organizations, 
founded by the Netherlands Red Cross 
(lead), CARE Netherlands, Cordaid, the Red 
Cross Red Crescent Climate Centre and 
Wetlands International, working in ha-
zard-prone areas to strengthen people’s 
resilience in the face of rising disaster risks. 
PfR believes community resilience is the 
best way to deal effectively with disasters, 
and uses an Integrated Risk Management 
(IRM) approach to empower the most 
vulnerable people, support risk management 
inter ventions, and advocate for IRM- 
inclusive laws and policies, investments  
and practices.

Climate
Rainwater harvesting in Indonesia

“ I feel that the government is  
listening to my aspirations” 

PfR partner CIS Timor supported communities in the 
dry and drought prone Regency of South Timor Tengah 
to advocate for the allocation of government budget for 
activities addressing local needs, incorporating 
Integrated Risk Management and gender responsive 
principles. In Oekiu community, the allocation of  
funds for scaling the successful local invention of the 
‘injection well’ water reservoir was discussed with  
an official from the South Timor government.

Access to resources in South Sudan

“  As a community, we always need to  
make sure that we control the wetlands” 

In the Kinnaite Wetlands Working Group, initiated by 
PfR, several local civil society groups are empowered  
to join hands with local government in Torit State to 
address access to, and tensions over water and land 
resources, in the Kinnaite watershed area. The Torit 
State government endorses the Kinnaite Wetlands 
Management Plan, which incorporates issues of 
community access to resources, the safeguarding of 
ecosystems, and climate change adaptation. •

Indonesia
According to Civicus obstructed.

South Sudan
According to Civicus closed.

Learn more:

•   Read the Partners for Resilience Flagship Report  
‘Local Action, Global Ambition’

•   Watch a 3 minute video on how Partners for  
Resilience works with communities

•  Follow Partners for Resilience on Twitter
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Freedom from fear

Within the Freedom from Fear alliance, 
PAX and Amnesty International worked  
on conflict prevention facilitating peace 
processes, lobby and advocacy. 

Yemen
Civic space according  
to Civicus closed. 

Security  
& rule of 

law

Uncovering arms trade  
in Yemen
Civil society has a key role as watchdog towards authorities and 
businesses. Research can be a relevant tool to hold authorities 
and businesses to account for unjust regulations or human rights 
violations. In collaboration with PAX and the US-based University 
Network for Human Rights, Yemen-based Mwatana for Human 
Rights published a report documenting the role of US and Euro-
pean weapons in the Saudi/UAE-led Coalition’s ongoing military 
campaign in Yemen. Information from Mwatana’s report was 
featured in a CNN report titled ‘Made in America’.

Mwatana is an independent organisation that 
advocates for human rights through the 
documentation of violations, provision of legal 

support to victims, lobbying, awareness raising, and 
capacity building. PAX believes that the difficult and 
dangerous work that its partner Mwatana undertakes 
in Yemen is crucial to achieve justice and amplify the 
voices of those who have suffered from the war. 

Documenting a pattern of deadly attacks
Twelve children and three women were killed when  
the bus they were riding in was bombed. This tragic 
event took place in the fall of 2016 in Yemen and was 
covered widely in the international media. It is one of 
the many attacks in the war in Yemen described in the 
report of Mwatana, Pax and the US-based University 

Network for Human Rights, titled ‘Day of Judgement: 
The Role of the US and Europe in Civilian Death, 
Destruction and Trauma in Yemen’. 

Twenty-seven attacks documented by Mwatana for 
Human Rights between April 2015 and April 2018 
killed at least 203 civilians, including at least 122 
children, and injured nearly 750. These attacks involved 
weapons that were most likely produced in the United 
States and the United Kingdom. The attacks struck 
homes, schools, businesses, farms, a health clinic, a 
government administration building, and a celebration 
hall. “It is clear that Saudi and Emirati promises to 
minimise harm to civilians were empty,” said Radhya 
al-Mutawakel, Chairperson of Mwatana for Human 
Rights. “This report demonstrates a pattern of deadly 
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coalition attacks involving weapons provided by 
western states, particularly the United States.  
The report states that the US, UK and others should 
immediately halt arms transfers and all other forms  
of assistance to coalition forces for use in Yemen.” 

Civil society giving shape to its role as  
watchdog in the Yemini War
To be able to further justice and peace, PAX and its 
partners seek evidence and use documentation to hold 
authorities and businesses to account. The report of 
the civil society actors describes that since 2015, Saudi 
Arabia and UAE have led a military coalition against 
Ansar Allah rebels in Yemen. The report states that 
Western countries have has indiscriminately attacked 
civilians as well as civilian infrastructures, such as 
hospitals and schools, and blocked the imports of food 
and medical supplies. Western countries have played a 
crucial role in the war through supplying weapons. 
Despite ongoing coalition abuses, the US continues to 
sell Saudi Arabia and the UAE weapons for use in 
Yemen, in violation of domestic and international law.  
The UK, too, has continued arms sales in violation of  
its obligations under the Arms Trade Treaty and EU 
Common Position on military exports. In fact, the US, 
the UK and France have accelerated their arms sales  
to the UAE and Saudi Arabia during the conflict. From 
2013 till 2017, these two countries were the largest 
importers of US weapons. They also benefit from US 
logistical support and military training.

Lessons learnt
Mwatana’s on-the-ground research and interviews 
have been invaluable in highlighting civilian harm 
caused by aerial attacks. Moreover the research 

enabled linking bombed sites to the foreign suppliers  
of these weapons, and their governments, which had 
allowed for these arms exports. This documentation 
has further contributed to PAX work on the financial 
sector, showing the links between financial actors and 
the suppliers of weapons used in Yemen. •

The Netherlands stands for a restrictive export 
control policy in the conflict in Yemen

Dutch export control policy for both Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates is ba-
sed on a ‘Presumption of denial’. This means 
that no export licences for military or dual-use 
goods with military end use will be issued for 
these countries unless it can be incontrovertibly 
demonstrated that these goods will not be used 
in the conflict in Yemen. This more restrictive 
policy was prompted by the conclusion of the 
Group of Independent Eminent International 
and Regional Experts on Yemen that the armed 
forces of Saudi Arabia and the UAE can be held 
responsible for the violations of international 
humanitarian law in the Yemen conflict. The 
Netherlands regularly consults its international 
partners regarding their export control policy 
for these destinations and calls on its partners 
to adopt a similarly cautious policy. With regard 
to the peace process, the Netherlands provides 
support to UN-led peace process and facilitates 
dialogue and training aimed at inclusive conflict 
resolution between different groups in society.

Learn more:

Online magazine PAX in 2019
US bombs used in Yemen

Video: Does your bank benefit from war?
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Prevention Up Front
 
 
At the heart of any peaceful society is 
 a vibrant civil society. Yet, at this  
moment, civil society is not always fully 
included in decision making processes 
related to peace and security. The 
Prevention Up Front (PUF) Alliance 
strengthens the capacity of civil society 
organisations to advocate for conflict 
prevention by supporting member 
organisations in their advocacy for  
locally-grounded and inclusive  
approaches. The alliance is formed by 
the Global Partnership for the Prevention 
of Armed Conflict (GPPAC) and the 
World Federalist Movement-Institute for 
Global Policy (WFMIGP), in partnership 
with the Netherlands’ Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MFA) This Alliance brings 
together three civil society networks: 
GPPAC’s network (230 members) and 
two networks coordinated by WFM-IFP:  
Coalition of the International Criminal 
Court (2500 members) and the Inter   
na tional Coalition for the Responsibility 
to Protect (100 members).

Security  
& rule of 

law
Cameroon
repressed

Ghana
narrowed

Uganda
repressed

Global advocacy  
for local action  
on Sustainable  
Development Goal 16
With its specific focus on good and inclusive  
governance, peace and security, Sustainable  
Development Goal (SDG) 16 addresses the core  
of inclusive sustainable development. This is a 
shared priority for the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the Prevention Up Front Alliance  
(GPPAC & WFM-IGP), and a necessity for local 
peacebuilders.

Prevention Up Front supported peacebuilders in 
Cameroon, Ghana and Uganda to advocate for 
the localisation of the SDG 16 agenda at the 

national and sub-national level. This is where the most 
effective changes can be achieved. Civil society 
organisations are key in translating the agenda to local 
action. Yet, civil society is not always fully included in 
the decision-making space when it comes to trans-
lating the SDGs into action. Peacebuilders Justine 
Kwachu Ngum Kumche, Albert Yelyang and Patrick 
Bwire tell their story.

According to Civicus:
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Access to the decisionmaking space
Justine, Albert and Patrick work respectively for 
Women in Alte rnative Action (WAA) Cameroon, West 
Africa Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP) Ghana and 
Center for Conflict Resolution (CECORE) Uganda. 
While they work in three different countries, they have 
been able to collectively enter the SDG decision- 
making space both on a national and UN-level by 
conducting their own civil society voluntary national 
review (VNR) on SDG16. 

States are encouraged to carry out VNRs on the 
progress of the implementation of the SDGs. As the 
VNRs on the SDGs of the governments of Cameroon, 
Ghana and Uganda were up for review in 2019 and 
2020, Justine, Albert and Patrick led their own civil 
society VNR, with a specific focus on the level of 
localisation. This successful process opened doors for 
them with their respective national governments, but 
also with UN representatives on peacebuilding and 
conflict prevention issues. 

Influencing policy
In 2019, Albert and Justine had the opportunity to 
present their findings and recommendations at the 
High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) in New York. 

Following this, they received invitations to speak 
elsewhere and collaborate with various stakeholders. 
Albert was invited by a representative of the Ghanaian 
government to have a bilateral meeting about the 
findings. WANEP was also asked to join the Ghanaian 
civil society Coalition on SDGs, supported by the 
government. WANEP has already participated in 
several of the coalition’s events and provided input  
on policy documents and press statements related to 
peace and conflict issues. 

Dialogue with policy makers
In Cameroon, representatives of the government 
invited WAA to attend the final review workshop of  
the government’s voluntary national review and to 
submit recommendations ahead of the government 
sending their report to the UN. As a response to the 
report, WAA also started to organise several projects 
on the localisation of SDG16 to create more local 
awareness and ensure the sustainability of the 
process. 

WAA Cameroon was also one of the thirteen finalists 
of the global ‘Voices of SDG16+’ campaign. The 
campaign is organised by a network of civil society 
organisations, including Prevention Up Front member 
the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed 
Conflict (GPPAC). It brings the work of civil society on 
SDG16+, which is otherwise often overlooked, to the 
global level of discussions at the United Nations. As 
part of the campaign, some individuals are sponsored 
to attend the High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable 
Development and share their work with the UN 
community and policy makers. 

Leveraging global frameworks for local  
action
Inspired by the success of the VNR pilot in Cameroon 
and Ghana and supported by the exchange of  
experiences with WAA and WANEP, CECORE saw an 
opportunity to do the same for the VNR of Uganda 
during the 2020 High-Level Political Forum. CECORE 
was able to take part in the HLPF as a finalist of the 
2020 ‘Voices of SDG16+’ campaign. 

The civil society voluntary national review on SDG16+ 
is a unique tool to leverage global frameworks for local 
action and open up space to engage positively with a 
wide variety of national and international stakeholders 
on localised peacebuilding and conflict prevention. •

Sustainable Development Goal 16:
Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable  
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.

Learn more on the website of the Sustainable Development Goals

Learn more:

Read the reviews of SDG 16+ in Cameroon, 
Ghana and Uganda.
Check out the SDG16 toolkit.

Watch the Voices of SDG16+ videos by  
CECORE and WAA. 
 
Listen to the Peace Corner Podcast episode on 
the SDGs. 
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© Ali Idrissa

Towards a Worldwide Influencing Network
Civil society plays an indispensable role in 
realising inclusive, secure, equitable and 
sustainable societies. In ‘Towards a World-
wide Influencing Network’, Oxfam Novib and 
SOMO strengthen civil society to take up  
this role effectively. The program partners 
with more than 700 local organisations, 
movements and activists to raise their 
voices, assert their rights and connect to  
a global movement of millions. Listen to 
stories from Oxfam-SOMO partners on  
the Wall of Voices.

Niger
According to Civicus obstructed.

Human 
rights

Inclusive 
and sus-
tainbale 
economy

Food 
security

An uphill battle for civic space in Niger
In conflict-affected and fragile contexts, it can be very challenging for organisations 
and projects to mobilise people’s voices. Worse yet, it poses significant risks to those 
involved. The partnership Towards a Worldwide Influencing Network saw serious 
threats to organisations in Niger, including to long-standing partner Organization for 
Transparency and Budgetary Analysis (ROTAB).

Towards a Worldwide Influencing Network equipped 
ROTAB with antidefamation tactics and digital 
security tools, and piloted the creation of new 

narratives to counter polarisation and defamatory attacks. 
Despite severe set-backs, the activists in this bold organi-
sation continue their struggle for a just and safe society 
and were lead actors in civil developments in Niger from 
late 2017 to the present day. 

December 2017  March 2018
When Niger launched a new finance bill to provide 
corporations with tax incentives while overtaxing the 
already impoverished Nigeriens, ROTAB and colleague civil 
society organisations decided to organise peaceful protests. 
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Every Sunday from December 2017 until the end of 
March 2018, large numbers of people took to the 
streets.

Opening up conversations with the  
government
On March 25 the police arrested 26 activists, including 
key civil society actors such as ROTAB national 
coordinator Ali Idrissa. With the arrests, the Nigerien 
government severely limited citizens’ space to discuss 
and criticise their national tax system.

In immediate response, Oxfam representatives with 
ties to the European Union and the Dutch, French,  
and United States governments allied with other 
international organisations and supported the  

coordination of Nigerien civil society actors. The 
combined pressure from national popular protests 
organised by local civil society organisations –  
demanding the release  
of the prisoners – and international organisations 
– expressing concerns and advocating through other 
countries’ embassies – opened up conversations with 
the government.

July 24, 2018
The first leaders of the protesters were released on  
July 24, but the unjust financial laws that sparked the 
protest were still, in slightly revised form, implemented.

Advocating for improved legislation
In 2019, ROTAB, other Nigerien civil society organisa-
tions and international organisations continued their 
efforts to have all civil society leaders released. After 
the last leader finally got out of jail in November, civil 
society organisations started to advocate for improved 
legislation on the right to assemble and protest 
peacefully. Despite the influencing efforts, civic space 
was limited even further, when a law on ‘cyber 
criminality’ was passed in 2019 and a second law,  
enabling government agencies to survey tele-
communications, was passed in 2020.

March 1517, 2020
History repeats itself when in March 2020 and in light 
of Covid-19, again over 100 people were arrested 
during peaceful demonstrations, including six civil 
society leaders.

Rapid response by an international alliance
This time, a renewed international alliance readily 

responds with coordinated demands for the release of 
the arrested citizens and civil society leaders. Oxfam in 
Niger took the lead in high-level talks with the Prime 
Minister and coordinated advocacy efforts by the 
national civil society platform for the release of prisoners 
and the need for civic space. In addition, Amnesty 
International and Publish What You Pay (PWYP) 
focused on international media attention. After 37  
days of detention, three out of six civil society leaders 
were provisionally released.

In support of the remaining prisoners, a collective of 
CIVICUS, Amnesty International, Front Line Defenders, 
PWYP, Tournons la Page and Oxfam  published 
statements and moved senior US senators to write a 
letter urging US secretary of State Mike Pompeo to 
secure the men’s release. In Niger, ROTAB and the 
national civil society platform stood up for all citizens 
arrested. As a result of the concerted advocacy, the last 
three civil society leaders were released on bail on the 
29th of September.

Prepared for crisis scenarios
Unfortunately, the struggle for civic space continues to 
be an uphill battle. The charges against civil society 
have not been dropped, meaning that actors are faced 
with the prospect of more time in jail. ROTAB and other 
Nigerien civil society organisations relentlessly continue 
to fight the charges and to open up – little by little – the 
space to speak up. In this fight they are better prepared 
for crisis scenarios, have improved their digital security 
and are strengthened in their capacities to counter 
narratives. Furthermore, the developments in 2020 
demonstrate that an international alliance stands by to 
support and act in solidarity. •

Learn more: 

•   Narrative Power and Collective Action: Conversations with people 
working to change narratives for social good

•  Policy paper ‘Space to be heard’

Dialogue & Dissent  |  Towards a Worldwide Influencing Network
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https://www.booker.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/09.18.2020_Niger_Letter%20on%20Civil%20Society%20Activists%20Detained%20in%20Niger%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.booker.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/09.18.2020_Niger_Letter%20on%20Civil%20Society%20Activists%20Detained%20in%20Niger%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.pwyp.org/country/niger/
https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/narrative-power-and-collective-action-conversations-with-people-working-to-chan-621020
https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/narrative-power-and-collective-action-conversations-with-people-working-to-chan-621020
https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/space-be-heard
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Voice  
Implemented by Oxfam Novib and Hivos, Voice is an innovative 
grant facility that supports rightsholders and groups facing 
marginalisation and discrimination in their efforts to exert 
influence in accessing productive and social services and political 
participation. Led by the mantra Nothing about us Without Us or 
NOW-Us!, Voice stand for an inclusive world where empowered 
rightsholders are able to express their views and demand their 
rights for responsive and inclusive societies. These rightsholders 
include people with disabilities, women at risk, indigenous 
people and ethnic minorities, vulnerable elderly and youth and 
LGBTI people. Voice works to accelerate achievement of 
Sustain able Development Goal 10, which envisions “social, 
economic, and political inclusion of all, irrespective of age, sex, 
disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion, or economic or other 
status”. It also works to address SDG 3,4,5 and 8.

West and East Africa and Southeast Asia
According to Civicus obstructed and repressed and closed (Laos).

Trans- 
parancy & 
account-

ability

Inclusive 
and sus-
tainbale 
economy

Gender 
equality  

& women’s 
rights

Nothing about us without us
Since 2017 to date, Voice has supported a total of 400 grantee projects  
in ten countries in West and East Africa and Southeast Asia. This includes 
Influencing grants to foster policy and/or practical changes at community, 
local, national and regional level as well as small so-called Empowerment 
grants to bolster the voices of emerging groups, which have just started 
working together. To reinforce their grant-making Voice also has a Linking 
and Learning component which is on its way to become heir unique  
legacy.

Two voices within Voice
Two voices. Two very different organisations. Both Voice partners. 
One a regional network in Asia, the other a small association in 
Indonesia. Both showing the power of NOthing about us Without 
Us (NOW-Us!) in practice. The first group is the Asia Pacific 
Network of Sex Workers – APNSW, a multi-country Influencing 
grantee based in Thailand, and Yayasan Annisa Swasti (YASANTI), 
a small Empowerment grantee based in Indonesia. 
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Raising awareness on discrimination
APNSW was established as a sex-worker led platform 
to mobilise and unite. Over the years, APNSW has 
reached out to sex workers in over 22 countries in Asia 
promoting the health and human rights of sex workers 
in Asia and the Pacific. With a Voice Influencing grant 
APNSW has been able to strengthen its programme  
to raise awareness on how to strategically use the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of  
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) at national 
level, which includes research, documentation, advocacy 
and diffusion. 

Empowering women workers
YASANTI on the other hand is the first women-led  
NGO in Indonesia to empower women workers to 
stand up for their rights through formal and cultural 
ways. YASANTI has been engaged with Indonesian 
women and workers movements who have been 
struggling  under various political conditions creating 

different challenges and opportunities. A Voice 
Empowerment grant helped mobilise women porters at 
local markets to negotiate better working conditions, 
successfully. 

Linking and Learning
“The effects of the Linking and Learning Programme 
are good for us. Through joining the Linking and 
Learning Camp in Bali we learned how to organise a 
Photo Exhibition for YASANTI's anniversary. In Bali,  
we received valuable inputs from the participants and 
the facilitator. Moreover, we enjoyed the video and 
photo editing workshop. It was great and helped us to 
improve the quality of the documentation of Yasanti’s 
activities.”

Lesson learnt
•  YASANTI’s influencing was so successful in support-

ing the empowerment of the women porters that 
they started asking what’s next once their project 
ends. It created a desire and hunger among the 
women porters to do more of their own organising 
and influencing. Voice has responded by introducing 
a new (sub-) grant type called an Empowerment 
Accelerator or Graduation grants, open only to 
previous successful Empowerment grantees, to 
further support successful projects in deepening or 
broadening empowerment processes.

•  What the APNSW project shows is the need to 
foster dialogue and dissent not just between civil 
society, governments and private sector but also 
within civil society itself. Many civil society organisa-
tions - including women’s rights organisations- still 
do not accept sex worker rights as legitimate or a 
feminist issue. It is however precisely the voices of 

groups such as sex workers who bring much needed 
nuanced solutions to social problems in order to truly 
leave no one behind. In response, Voice has sought 
to further “unpeel” the many intersectional layers 
within the five rightsholder groups and encourage 
more dialogue and amplification through specific 
Calls for Proposals and Linking and Learning 
activities. •

Learn more:

 CEDAW for advocacy
Only rights can stop the wrongs
The voices of sex workers also count!
 More stories from Voice

Video: Meet the women porters in Indonesia
Video: YASANTI shares stories at the Global 
Voice Inclusion Innovation Indaba, Voice’s annual 
learning event

 
Hearing from the rightsholders directly….
Four professional sex-work activists explore 
the use of the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) in their work. Read the stories of 
Sherry, Selvi, Simran and Kusum.  
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Women’s Fund Asia (WFA)

Leading from the South is a programme led by 
four women’s funds based in the Global South.  
It is financed by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Women’s Fund Asia (WFA) is an LFS 
member fund. It is a feminist donor organisation 
that supports the realisation of the human rights 
of Women, Girls, Trans, and Intersex people in 
Asia. WFA’s partners include individual women 
activists and human rights laywers, small and 
medium-sized women’s groups, as well as 
sub-national, national and regional networks in 
18 countries in South Asia, Southeast Asia and 
Mongolia.

South Asia, Southeast Asia and Mongolia
According to Civicus repressed, closed & obstructed

Gender 
equality  

& women’s 
rights

Climate Human 
rights

Advancing the reform of 
Muslim family laws in Asia
Musawah received a Leading from the South (LFS) grant 
from Women’s Fund Asia under the category Promoting 
Regional Feminist Agenda for the period 2019-2020. 
Musawah is a global movement that works to challenge 
the ways in which religion is used to justify discrimination 
against women, offering a rights-based discourse on 
Islam to advocate for equality and justice for Muslim 
women living in challenging contexts.

Through the Leading from the South grant, 
Musawah specifically intended to strengthen 
and mobilise women’s rights activists and stake- 

holders in South and Southeast Asia. They carried out 
a global campaign to advance the reform of Muslim 
family laws in 2020 to end discrimination against women. 

Forming a network of advocates
With WFA’s LFS grant, Musawah conducted a  
Regional Workshop on Muslim Family Law Reform 
with participants from nine South and Southeast Asian 
countries in October 2019, in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
The workshop led to the formation of an active, vocal 
network of advocates on Muslim family law reform in 
these sub-regions. At the workshop, network members 

strategised around the use of international platforms to 
advance family law reform at the national, regional and 
global level. 

An online campaign
Owing to the pandemic, in March 2020 Musawah 
effectively shifted their modes of operating and moved 
to online campaign and advocacy. As part of the grant, 
Musawah launched the Campaign for Justice in Muslim 
Family Laws online in May 2020. This campaign 
brought together advocates for family law reform from 
across three regions to build support at the national, 
regional and global levels for the urgency of reform 
towards equality and justice for women living in Muslim 
contexts. 
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Following the launch of the campaign, Musawah very 
successfully held an online Global Conference on 
Muslim Family Law Reform, from 23 - 28 November 
2020, which also forms part of this grant. The Global 
Conference brought together more than 60 activists, 
scholars, and policy makers from South and Southeast 
Asia, together with those from Middle East and North 
Africa, and Sub-Saharan Africa, working on issues 
pertaining to Muslim family laws in their respective 
countries and regions. This campaign served as a 
platform to build momentum and support for reform  
at the national, regional, and global levels. 

Strengthening partners 
Musawah has been able to successfully synergize 
efforts to create the necessary momentum to advocate 
for reform in laws related to Muslim women. They have 
specifically been able to strengthen the capacity of 

their partners from South and Southeast Asia so as to 
raise their demands with regards to equality within 
Muslim family laws at the national, regional and 
international levels, and engage with their respective 
governments. Some of the key engagements by 
Musawah and its partners to ensure greater state 
accountability: 

•  Musawah’s strategic and lobbying partners from 
South and Southeast Asia who were part of the 
regional workshop in October 2019, have engaged 
with regional processes and platforms such as  
the Asia-Pacific Beijing+25 Regional civil society 
organisation Forum. In particular, Musawah co- 
hosted a parallel event at the Beijing+25 Review 
Consultation in Bangkok, along with its network 
participants from Malaysia and Sri Lanka. 

•  As part of the Asia-Pacific Ministerial Conference  

on Beijing+25 Review process, Musawah lobbied  
for the inclusion of a paragraph on family law, 
developed by participants of the workshop, in the 
outcome document. 

•  Musawah advocates in the Maldives also success-
fully lobbied their Foreign Ministry to support the 
inclusion of family law reform in the Beijing+25 
Outcome document.

•  Musawah also supported a network partner to 
make an intervention at the CEDAW session with 
Pakistan in January 2020. As a result of the  
participation of their network partner, along with 
that of other activists from Pakistan, the CEDAW 
Committee made concrete recommendations in r 
elation to marriage and family matters. Musawah is 
now working with its partner in Pakistan to support 
its campaign on women’s right to a share of the 
matrimonial assets. •

Learn more:

•   Watch the explainer video of Musawah’s  
campaign

•    Visit Musawah’s campaign website
•   Read Musawah’s policy brief on fundamental 

arguments for Muslim family law reform
•   Visit the Women’s Fund Asia website
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Accountability Fund
 
Local and grassroot civil society organisations 
embedded in their communities have the legitimacy, 
knowledge and connections to effectively and 
often creatively protect the rights and needs of 
their communities and help the ones most in need. 
Through direct support to these organisations 
under the Accountability Fund, the embassies of 
Netherlands seek strategic collaboration to respond 
to identified challenges or arising opportunities, 
strive for inclusive goals and strengthen those 
groups most in need. 

Kenya
According to Civicus obstructed.

Reflections of the embassy of the Netherlands in Kenya: 

Why support to and collaboration 
with civil society is vital
The embassy of the Netherlands in Kenya together with its civils society partners 
worked towards improving legislation for women’s rights, youth and account-
ability and continues to focus on strengthening civil society. Carolyne Abong 
(Senior Policy officer Security & Rule of Law) and Johnstone Kuya (Senior Policy 
officer for Strategic Partnerships) share their reflections on direct support to and 
partnership with civil society organization under the Accountability Fund.

Why is direct support to civil society’s role in  
lobby and advocacy important to the embassy of  
the Netherlands in Kenya?
At the embassy of the Netherlands we constantly navigate the 
political context, opportunities and possible challenges relevant to 
the Dutch foreign policy. Strategic collaboration with civil society 
can help us to strengthen inclusive development and work towards 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals in Kenya. As such, 
the ability to directly support and collaborate with the Kenyan 
government the civil society partners with the greatest potential 
and legitimacy to act is crucial. 
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With the support of the Accountability Fund, the 
Embassy of the Netherlands in Kenya was able to 
strengthen civil society organisations and collabora-
tively contribute to shared goals on women’s rights, 
youth and accountability. For instance, we strategically 
engaged with local level civil society organisations to 
address various accountability issues in the gover-
nance sector; and forged even stronger partnerships 
with some local governments. 
 
In the process, partnerships between the organisations 
and the local governments led to the development of 
key policy frameworks for women and girls; persons 
with disabilities, public participation and human rights 
with meaningful impact.

With the Accountability Fund, the embassy was able  
to maintain its niche in supporting organisations in the 
governance sector and human rights organisations and 
maintain a vibrant engagement in these spaces. Also in 
other ways the embassy seeks ways to protect and 

promote a safe space for civil society. We chair the 
Civic Space (civil society and media) donor group and 
are also very actively involved in the Gender donor 
group in Kenya. We leverage on the work of our 
partners funded under the Accountability Fund to 
influence the discourse and agenda setting in these 
donor groups. As such, we are able to enhance the 
profile of the Netherlands in these areas of work.

What is a key result the embassy achieved 
with the Accountability Fund?
Major strides have been made in developing policy 
frameworks on gender-based violence response, 
prevention and the co-ordination of GBV services.  
As a result of lobbying and advocacy of civil society 
partners, public authorities have increased the resour ces 
for and have delivered more efficient services to help 
people against gender-based violence. We find it 
encouraging that the lobby and advocacy of our 
partners and their cooperation with the government 
have led to concrete changes in legislation. The Meru 
County adopted a county-level policy on sexual and 
gender-based violence, while a similar policy has been 
developed in the county Kilifi that is pending legislation 
before the county assembly.

What are the key lessons learnt for the  
future?
Though not all-encompassing, here are three we  
would like to share:
•  Lobby and advocacy can come with severe risks for 

civil society. For this reason, it is important to continue 
to invest in dialogue with all partners involved, 
including government partners as well as link civil 
society with safety and protection mechanism.

•  Local civil society organisations working in and with 
their communities have intimate knowledge of local 
issues and as such strong lobby and advocacy 
strategies to achieve meaningful results. Inspiringly, 
we have seen that their legitimacy and support by 
the community further increases as they implement 
their programmes. 

•  Where opposition sometimes is the way, we have 
seen that close collaboration with county govern-
ments - without compromising on civil society’s 
autonomy and independence - provides an environ-
ment that enables quick achievement of results. 
They have been made sustainable by entrenching 
them in government policies and processes. •

Some of the results achieved with the Accountability 
fund in Kenya:

•  Civil society have commenced strong engagement 
with the local level governments, are involved in 
decision making and have safeguarded their space.

•  For the first time in 6 years, the CSO Regulator 
released the State of NGO Report documenting  
the relevance and contribution of civil society to 
development, governance and to the economy.  
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THEME 4 
Promoting sustainable and inclusive  
resource management 
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Civic Engagement Alliance

Responsible business in Indonesia’s palm oil sector
Indonesia
According to Civicus  
obstructed.

The Civic Engagement Alliance (CEA) established 
a coalition of civil society organisations and labour 
unions that contributed to remarkable changes in 
Indonesia’s palm oil production industry. This has 
resulted in an improved quality of life and better 
economic perspectives for workers and smallholders. 
The coalition also advocated for children’s rights, 
promoting and supporting ‘child-friendly villages’. 

The growing palm oil industry in Indonesia 
causes conflict about land, water, food and 
monoculture between local communities, 

smallholder farmers, trade union members and 
non-palm oil grower communities. Many of the 14 
million smallholder farmers live in poverty. 

Civic space in Indonesia
Despite the severe pressure on civic space in Indonesia, 
civil society seeks to advocate and lobby for justice and 
human rights issues, also in the palm oil sector. There is 
a large network of civil society organisations, community 
based organisations and labour unions. Multi-stake-
holder platforms engage in social dialogue with 
government and private sector actors. It is clear that 

the impact of the lobby towards the palm oil compa-
nies increases when it is connected to national and 
international networks. The Indonesian government 
and multinational companies then feel the pressure 
from within and outside the national borders. 

Evidence is key
At the start of the programme it was clear that the 
alliance needed to carry out research to map out their 
lobby goals and target groups, in order to meet their 
inclusive goals. Strong evidence is key for effective and 
relevant lobbying. SOMO Netherlands carried out a 
study (commissioned by CEA and CNV Internationaal) 
on the violation of labour rights in the palm oil sector, 
resulting in the report ‘Palming Off Responsibility’ 
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(2017). The study revealed that two ‘Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil’ (RSPO) certified palm oil  
companies structurally violate the labour rights of their 
workers. The report ‘Palming Off Responsibility and 
Female Workers in Palm Oil’, carried out by INKRISPE-
NA, and supervised by local partners Hukatan and 
Gapki (2019) concluded that companies in Lampung 
province violate the rights of female workers. Both 
reports are now used in dialogue with palm oil compa-
nies and the government.

The importance of dialogue
The strategy of dialogue, involving different stake-
holders and working together in improving living and 
working conditions proved to be effective in Indonesia. 
The diversity in the CEA coalition, for example the 
cooperation between civil society organisations and 
labour unions, was innovative. Getting to know each 
other and building trust took time, but the fruits will be 
sustainable, also after the end of the programme.

The Civic Engagement Alliance has learned that 
engagement with international organisations makes  
a national network of trade unions more effective. The 
link between strategic civil society organisations and 
labor unions in the field, national and international 
players is seen as mutual interest by all stakeholders, 
also by the local partners involved.

Results
Over the last five years, civil society organisations and 
trade unions have reached important milestones 
towards a sustainable dialogue with the government 
and the private sector in Indonesia’s palm oil industry:

•   In 2018 four trade union confederations and nine 
other trade union federations merged in the  
JAPBUSI network, with approximately 2 million 
members. JAPBUSI was trained in lobby and 
advocacy strategies.

•  The lobby towards the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO) to include the labour movement 
was very successful. Hukatan was the first trade 
union to become a registered member of RSPO. 
RSPO agreed to engage more with labour unions.

•  A Business and Child Rights Working Group 
(BCRWG) was established, administered by the 
Indonesia Global Compact Network. The local civil 
society organisation PKPA was appointed as 
co-chair, making the voice of a locally basedcivil 
society organisation heard at a negotiation table at 
the national level, where big international compa-
nies like Nestlé, Unilever, Sinar Mas and Holcim are 
also present. 

•  Three partnerships were established to guarantee 
Child Rights in Business Practices (CRBP), including 
a toolkit for implementing CRBP in three palm oil 
companies in North Sumatra.

•  A joint video documentary was produced by civil 
society organisations, labor unions, and the palm oil 
companies Amal Tani, Wilmar (the world’s largest 
palm oil company), PT. Darmali, and Gapki. The 
video shows that effective social dialogue and 
collaboration between trade unions, civil society 
organisations and companies can improve the 
situation of workers and their families, providing 
them with health insurance, schooling for their 
children and increasing their income. The video has 
been publicly shared at the RSPO roundtable in 
Paris.•

The Civic Engagement Alliance is a  
joint collaboration between civil society 
organisations that advocate for inclusive 
development. The alliance is made up of 
trade unions, education and development 
organisations, rooted in the Protestant 
Christian tradition. The alliance seeks to 
strengthen the voices of local civil society 
organisations, in particular those of 
women, youth, small-scale farmers and 
workers, and people living with disabilities, 
so that they can influence government 
policy and follow its implementation with 
a critical eye. Alliance members: ICCO 
Cooperation, Kerk in Actie, Edukans, Wilde 
Ganzen, Prisma, CNV Internationaal.

Food 
security

Inclusive 
and sus-
tainbale 
economy

Learn more:

Training changes advocacy strategy in West  
Kalimantan
Taking a stand for palm oil workers
 CNV & SOMO report ‘Palming off responsibility’
Civic Engagement Alliance over the past 4 years

Child friendly villages on palm oil plantations
How to improve labour conditions in Indonesian  
palm oil plantation
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Watershed Empowering Citizens
 
 
The Watershed Empowering Citizens  
Programme 2016-2020 buids the capacity  
of civil society organisations (CSOs), at 
international level and in The Netherlands, 
for evidence-based lobbying and advocacy 
on Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) 
and Integrated Water Resource Manage-
ment (IWRM) issues. The programme is 
implemented by IRC, Simavi, Wetlands 
International and Akvo. In Uganda, the 
programme is supported by local partners 
HEWASA and Joint Effort to Save the 
Environment (JESE).

Uganda
According to Civicus repressed.

Water & 
sanitation Climate

Collaborative efforts for successful  
water management in Uganda
Limited levels of accountability and duplication of activities by water actors led to  
suboptimal results in the Albert Water Management Zone in Uganda for years.  
This trend has now been broken as government bodies, civil society organisations,  
communities and private sector players started working together and increased  
their efforts to jointly monitor water management interventions. 

The Albert Water Management Zone (AWMZ) 
covers approximately 56,600km2 – 1.4 times 
the size of the Netherlands – and stretches 

across 42 districts of Uganda. The AWMZ includes  
four main water basins and a significant number of 
river catchments, and proper coordination is of great 
importance. However, Lydia Biira, WASH officer at  

the organisation IRC Uganda, notes that stakeholders 
rarely worked together: “Initially, NGOs, civil society 
organisations, and the private sector, would work on 
their own. They would work in silos, they would never 
have a forum where they would meet, nor safeguard 
collaborative efforts together.”

Bringing actors together
Therefore, coordination and collaboration in the AWMZ 
have been key points for the Watershed Empowering 
Citizens programme in Uganda. The programme 
brought water actors together, improved the capacities 
of the Catchment Managemen t Committee (CMC)  
and supported the development of Catchment 
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 Management Plans. Richard Rwabuhinga, District 
Chairperson for Kabarole and head of the Mpanga 
CMC, explains the value of the programme: “District 
committees are not well funded, but Watershed 
supported us by bringing actors of the Mpanga 
catchment together, ensuring the coordination be-
tween the actors and supporting us with the develop-
ment and implementation of the Catchment Manage-
ment Plan.” The team leader of the AWMZ, Brian Guma 
adds: “We came to realize that we are serving the 
same people and we have transitioned to catch-
ment-based water resource management whereby we 
involve all the stakeholders in managing the water 
resources.” The coordination is now assured as the 
AMWZ will continue to chair the Catchment Manage-
ment Committee. 

Coordination and collaboration takes time
For the Watershed programme partners, increased 
coordination and collaboration took time and patience. 
Lydia Biira from Watershed partner IRC underlines that 

advocating for integrated water resource management 
requires a different approach: “Some of our advocacy 
work may sometimes look like it is attacking duty 
bearers, so we have to make sure we package our 
message very well.” She continues: “Most civil society 
organisations work in their own space, but now we 
had a space where we openly discussed work plans 
and aligned activities within the Catchment Manage-
ment Plan. We couldn’t do that without emphasis on 
coordination.” An infamous story that reminds of the 
past times is the loss of a District bulldozer as a civil 
society organisation tried to dredge a river without 
consulting the Catchment Management Committee 
and local authorities. The machine was never exhumed 
and remains a silent witness of the previous lack of 
coordination between actors in the AWMZ. 

Power to the stakeholders
The stakeholders have left these kinds of practices 
behind. Richard Rwabuhinga explains how  
collaborative actions now positively affect communities 

in the area: “We have worked together to confront  
the problem of riverbank management. For example, 
upstream [river Mpanga] we have been promoting 
good soil conservation practices and people who have 
been involved in stone quarrying are now in productive 
agriculture.” He attributes the changes to improved 
collaboration and coordination by the Catchment 
Management Committee and the Albert Water 
Management Zone. AWMZ team leader Guma smiles 
and says: “The advantage of catchment-based water 
resource water management is that we give the power 
to the stakeholders. Those who are using the water 
[decide on] how they want to use the water.” With this 
revived approach, structures like the Albert Water 
Management Zone and the Catchment Management 
Committees not only exist on paper or in offices, but 
actively and practically fulfil their water resource 
management mandate. •

Learn more:

Watch this 10 minute video to learn how  
communities, civil society organisations and 
government bodies around the catchment area of 
River Mpanga in Uganda are finding a much 
needed balance between water use and water 
conservation. 
Find out more about the Watershed  
Empowering Citizens programme.

Website Watershed Empowering Citizens. 

Photos are shot by Sander de Nooij of EyeOpenerWorks
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Advocacy for Change
 
 
With the Advocacy for Change 
(AfC) programme, Solidaridad 
increases civic space for farmers 
and workers to stand up for their 
rights and claim a better position 
in the supply chain. The programme 
applies a multi-stakeholder  
approach and is centred around 
economic development through 41 
projects. The Paisajes Sostenibles 
- Sustainable Land scapes project 
in Honduras and Nicaragua is one 
of them.
 
Honduras &  
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Fostering sustainable landscapes and gender 
inclusivity in Honduras and Nicaragua
Solidaridad’s Paisajes Sostenibles - Sustainable Landscapes (PaSos) project has been  
implemented in Honduras and Nicaragua since 2016. PaSos was geared at fostering  
sustainable landscapes and increased biodiversity in palm oil and cocoa. This was a  
challenge because the sectors were highly dispersed and in conflict. 

An important element of PaSos was finding 
common ground for those in conflict. PaSos 
was designed specifically to address the 

existing power imbalances and to increase the civic 
space of the producers involved. The project also aimed 
to create gender inclusivity and awareness, empowering 
women to participate, and improving their socio- 
economic position. 

A man’s world
Nicaragua and Honduras experience high levels of 
poverty, especially in the rural areas. Women, youth 
and indigenous groups are particularly affected.  
The palm oil sector is largely considered to be a  
man’s world, where women are traditionally only 
delegated few tasks that are not considered  
important.

A multistakeholder approach in 
sustainable landscaping
The PaSos project developed and implemented 
sustainability measures in the palm oil sector, bringing 
together a wide range of stakeholders, all playing an 
active role in the uptake of identified landscape 
solutions. PaSos introduced cocoa agroforestry to 
restore biodiversity and to provide alternative  
livelihoods to local communities. This resulted in almost 
200,000 hectares of mostly palm oil under better 
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management practices, and 148 companies meeting 
sustainability standards or Good Practices.

Women’s participation
The project also advanced women’s participation in  
the cocoa sector and improved their livelihoods, for 
example by supporting them to transform cocoa into 
artisanal products, such as chocolates and handicrafts. 
Women and youth received training in business practices, 
entrepreneurship, marketing and financial skills, as well  
as support in connecting with local markets to sell their 
produce. A good example is the establishment of the 
Cocoa and Chocolate Women Network of Honduras 
(REDMUCH). Fostering gender awareness and inclusivity 
in the communities also included training sessions for 
women and youth on increased knowledge of their rights, 
and personal leadership.

Fostering peaceful dialogue amidst conflict
The PaSoS project and the AfC programme have 
shown that a multi-stakeholder approach with 
inclusive dialogue is essential for increasing civic space 
and fostering peaceful dialogue, particularly amidst 
regular conflict between local communities and the 
private sector. 

Other important lessons learnt include:
•  ‘Boots on the ground’ and local ownership help to 

enhance trust and equality, and create space for 
open and inclusive dialogue;

•  We must continue to advocate for more inclusive 
and sustainable practices and production chains, 
whereby the interests of the producers - farmers, 
workers, miners - around the world are prioritised. 
After all, the contribution of these stakeholders to 
our society is essential.

•  More needs to be done to understand and tackle the 
underlying causes and socio-cultural structures that 
support or hinder (women’s) voices and change 
dynamics. To active participation of women in 
community dialogue needs to be fostered to avoid 
this dialogue falling back into the traditional realm  
of the ‘men’s world’.•

Sonia Maribel Ramirez, member of the 
Unified Peasant Movement of the Aguan 
(MUCA): “The biggest change I’ve seen in  
a life surrounded by oil palms was in 2017 
with the PaSos programme from Solidaridad. 
It is very difficult to agree with so many 
people, but we are talking and little by little 
we are finding things in common. We all 
agree that for everyone’s sake we must 
ensure better management of all our 
shared resources.” 

Learn more:

•  Smallholder oil palm production in Honduras:  
A model for sustainable livelihoods and landscapes

•   Website Solidaridad
Sonia Maribel Ramirez (second from left) during the 
multi-stakeholder meeting in Honduras

Women selling cocoa and chocolate artisanal products in  
Honduras
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Around the world, women and girls  
encounter violations of their right to water, 
food security, and a clean, healthy and safe 
environment. These violations of basic rights 
occur due to unequal gender-based power 
relations. The Global Alliance for Gender and 
Green Action (GAGGA) believes womenled 
community-based organisations are in the 
best position to propose solutions and 
alternatives to the problems they face, 
because they know the local landscape, 
language, culture and challenges of their 
constituencies. All GAGGA actors work 
together in a multi-level, cross-movement 
collaboration to strengthen movements,  
link and learn from each other, and lobby 
and advocate, with an emphasis on the 
participatory processes and shared  
leadership. GAGGA is an alliance led by  
the regional women’s fund Fondo Centro-
americano de Mujeres, in partnership with 
the global environmental justice NGO Both 
ENDS and the international women’s fund 
that supports feminist activism Mama Cash.
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Women in El Salvador are ensuring the 
recognition of water as a human right
The Colectiva Feminista para el Desarrollo Local (Feminist Collective for Local Development) 
supported efforts in El Salvador’s Suchitoto municipality to guarantee the human right to 
water through efficient, sustainable and gender-based community water management. 
This collective is a partner of the Global Alliance for Green and Gender Action (GAGGA).

In 2014 Colectiva Feminista para el Desarrollo Local 
initiated the Water and Gender Equity program in 
Suchitoto, integrating feminist and environmental 

justice principles into water management. While nearly 
all of Suchitoto’s 35 community committees for drinking 
water and sanitation included women, this did not 

necessarily translate to women’s equal participation  
in decision-making or access to water. The Water and 
Gender Equity program set out to reduce gender gaps, 
empower women in water management and promo-
tion, and influence public policies.

Global Alliance for Gender and Green Action
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Building the capacity of community committees
In the early stages of the program, the organisation 
focused on training and awareness-raising, building the 
capacity of the community’s water and sanitation commit-
tees to analyse water management using a gender lens. 
Thanks to the program, women have become more visible 
and vocal within the committees. There are now 10 
women serving as committee president, and more women 
actively participate as delegates and water users in the 
general assemblies.

Alongside its work with the water and sanitation commit-
tees, Colectiva Feminista para el Desarrollo Local organ-
ised advocacy campaigns and actions to raise public 
awareness in Suchitoto and beyond about the human right 
to water. The group advocated for adoption and improve-
ment of local laws and regulations related to water.

A Groundbreaking Referendum on Water  
as a Human Right
As part of GAGGA, Colectiva Feminista para el 
Desarrollo Local received financial support, accom-
paniment on women’s leadership and institutional 
strengthening and the opportunity to participate in 
exchanges with other groups and collectives in Central 
America on environmental justice, eco-feminism and 
sustainable community-led water management.  
This contributed to their plans of carrying out a public 
referendum in Suchitoto on the human right to water,  
a first of its kind process in El Salvador. Mirna Luisa 
Morataya of Colectiva Feminista describes the  
referendum as an important public participation 
mechanism. “We wanted to generate a consultation 
process and influence local policy,” she explains. 
According to El Salvador’s municipal law, the result  
of a local referendum must be honored by the  
municipal government. As a result of the referendum, 
Suchitoto officially became the first municipality in El 
Salvador to recognise drinking water as a human right. 

The municipal government must now prioritise the 
water rights of Suchitoto’s residents when considering 
activities that could interfere with the integrated system 
for water resources management, or water sustain-
ability in general. The results should contribute to a 
legal framework that ensures access to water for all 
the inhabitants of Suchitoto, with gender equity at  
its core.

An important message to national  
policymakers
Mirna of Colectiva Feminista shared the Suchitoto 
success story with GAGGA partners in the virtual 

seminar “We, Women are Water”. The group sees 
Suchitoto as exemplary, with results transcending to 
the national level. “In El Salvador, we are now facing  
a proposal for privatization of water by private  
companies… [This] would mean that women cannot 
have equal and equitable access to water.” The work  
in Suchitoto sends an important message to national 
policymakers.

Beyond the group’s work in Suchitoto, Colectiva 
Feminista has raised regional and global awareness 
about its efforts, including at the Women and Rivers 
Congress and the Alternative World Water Forum. 
Through GAGGA, the collective has built connections 
with other organisations in Central America, such as 
Xochitl Acal, with whom they are sharing experiences 
and methodologies to launch a Women’s School of 
Water Leaders. •

Learn more:

•  Read about the Feminist Collective in Suchitoto
•  Website Global Alliance for Gender and Green Action
• Website Colectiva Feminista para el Desarrollo Local
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Dalila Vasquez speaks during a community meeting to 
celebrate Madre Tierra’s anniversary (2019)

 Count Me In!

Guatemala
According to Civicus obstructed. 

Strengthening women’s land rights 
advocacy in Guatemala
Count Me In! (CMI!) member Just Associates (JASS) initated a feminist political 
education and leadership school in Guatemala. The school was created in  
response to the threats, violence and frequent isolation experienced by women 
human rights defenders.

Dalila Vasquez, leader of Asociación Mujeres 
Madre Tierra (hereafter Madre Tierra), was one 
of the first women to participate in the leader-

ship training. Madre Tierra is an organisation of 420 
women in Guatemala’s Indigenous community of  
La Lupita. The organisation demands equal access to 
and control over land and natural resources, a right 
that Guatemalan women enjoy on paper, but often lack 
in practice. Many barriers stand in their way, including 
cultural norms that put land ownership into the hands 
of men. 

Putting women’s land rights into practice
“You can join the meeting, but you can’t speak.” Those 
were the mayor’s words to Dalila Vasquez and other 
members of Madre Tierra when they attended a 
meeting in their own community. However, women 
activists facing this type of silencing are not backing 
down. Women like Dalila are at the forefront of 
environmental justice efforts to protect their communities 
from mining, oil extraction and other projects that are 

destroying the land, livelihoods and cultural foundation 
of communities in the name of “development”. In 
addition to pushback from men in their own communities 
and movements, these women land activists face 
threats and violence from state and corporate actors 
who accuse them of hampering development and 
stalling progress. 

The importance of acting collectively
During the three-year course at feminist school  
Alquimia, initiated by JASS and supported by Count  
Me In!, Dalila and the other participants explored the 
importance of acting collectively in the struggle for 
justice. When they finished the course, the participants 
had built such a sense of group solidarity that they 
decided to put into practice what they had been 
discussing in theory. 

Building a crossborder alliance
The women saw that individuals and single  
organisations could cause a ripple, but as a network, 
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they could create a wave. They formed a cross- 
border Mesoamerican Indigenous, Rural, and Mestiza 
Women’s Alliance. This collaboration has enabled 
Madre Tierra to document the damage and danger  
to women’s livelihoods and territory caused by the 
extractive industries in their communities and to  
share their findings with the UN Human Rights 
representative in Guatemala. 

In 2017, members of the Women’s Alliance participated 
in a “Regional Gathering of Defenders of Land, Territory, 
and the Environment”, a convening co-organised by 
CMI! members JASS and Urgent Action Fund-Latin 
America, along with others. This convening provided 
additional support to the cross-border alliance  
building process.

Recognising women’s leadership and  
land rights
During the meeting the women analysed the violence 
they face, formulated their demands and solutions,  
and created security strategies for their movements. 
On the following day, the members of the Alliance  
invited men from their communities to join them.  
They discussed how patriarchal norms and gendered 
power dynamics violated women’s rights and excluded 
them from equal participation in their communities.  
At the end of the convening, all participants – women 
and men – drafted and signed a pact recognising 
women’s leadership and land rights, and the need to 
equitably share domestic work and reject violence 
against women.

Building strong feminist movements
The work of Madre Tierra illustrates how feminist 
movements are working at many levels to secure 
change. Self-led women’s organisations in Meso-
america join together in alliances and movements  
to advocate at the policy level to protect their  
communities from corporate exploitation and state 
violence, while simultaneously working within their 
own communities and movements to demand change 
in patriarchal norms and men’s internalised machismo. 
CMI! understands the urgency of supporting feminist 
activists to strengthen their political analysis and 
advocacy, as well as their work to shift social norms 
within their own families and organisations to  
eradicate sexism and misogyny from social change 
movements. •

 
Indigenous and rural women, sex workers, 
lesbian and bisexual women and women 
with disabilities and HIV often have to 
confront multiple layers of discrimination. 
Yet they play an essential role in ending 
injustice and inequality across the globe. 
Count Me In! supports the voices and 
activism of women, girls, trans people and 
intersex people who are marginalised by 
their communities. Count Me In! isled by 
Mama Cash, and includes the sex worker-led 
Red Umbrella Fund, the Association for 
Women’s Rights in Development, CREA, 
Just Associates, Urgent Action Fund –  
Africa (representing its sister funds in the 
US and Latin America) and Dutch gender 
platform WO=MEN. 
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Learn more:

• Rural women lead the fight for land in Guatemala
• Alquimia: Feminist popular education school
• Feminist popular education

Participants during an Alquimia School (2015)
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Building Capacity for Sector Change
To make sustainable farming the norm, we 
need to strengthen partnerships within 
producing communities, throughout supply 
chains and across sectors. Therefore, in 
2016 UTZ, Rainforest alliance (now merged 
under UTZ) began the Building Capacity for 
Sector Change Partnership. The programme 
is active in nine different countries across 
the world within the sectors of coffee, 
cocoa and tea. It aims to bring about 
sector-wide change by strengthening the 
capacity of local organisations and suppor-
ting them to advocate for systemic changes 
around the issues of productivity, climate 
change, farmer group strengthening, child 
labour, living wage and gender. 
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The impact of the Sector Partnerships 
Programme in Ghana’s cocoa sector
Sandra Kwabea Sarkwah of SEND Ghana talks about the difference the Building  
Capacity for Sector Change Programme made for farmers in Ghana's cocoa sector.  
Cocoa is a highly political crop, and the Ghana Cocoa Board, which regulates the  
sector, is very powerful. 

Sandra Kwabea Sarkwah: “There are a lot of 
sustainability initiatives and interventions in 
Ghana’s cocoa sector, like trainings on Good 

Agricultural Practices for farmers. SEND has long- 

standing experience with evidence-based advocacy  
but focused on food crops. With this program, we 
looked at how we can transfer our experience to the 
cocoa sector.” 

State and importance of civic space
“The Ghana Cocoa Board, the government body tasked 
with regulating the sector, is very powerful. The Ghana 
Cocoa Board makes almost all the decisions when it 
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comes to cocoa in Ghana with little participation of civil 
society. We thought of establishing an avenue to have 
civil society actors on a shared platform to learn, 
debate and dialogue with the government on the  
cocoa sector issues. That led to the establishment of 
the Ghana Civil-Society Cocoa Platform. This platform 
unites civil society actors like cooperatives of small-
holders, media organisation GARDJA and civil society 
organisations.” 

Transformative process
“This collaboration with different types of organisations 
was highly strategic. SEND itself was trained on the 
cocoa sector and supply chain, to target the right actors 
and policies. SEND then built the capacity of individual 
farmers to undertake advocacy initiatives by themselves 
and also strengthened their leadership skills, especially 
of women farmers, to lobby at societal/ district level 
through to national level. Farmer cooperatives are 
influencing cocoa sector policies at national level.” 

“The collaboration with GARDJA - the media organisa-
tion - was crucial. Most media bodies in Ghana do not 
report on the cocoa sector because of two reasons; 
first, they know that cocoa is a very political crop so 
they are careful when it comes to what to say and how 
to communicate. Secondly, they also do not have much 
data and evidence to support their reports. SEND 
published a research report around persistent issues 
that affect farmers such as income and access to 
inputs. That research gave members of GARDJA a lot 
of concrete information they were able to use and a lot 
of media articles came out as a result. We really used 
the public debate to enter in dialogue with The Ghana 
Cocoa Board.” 
 

Gender issues
“Our research highlighted that licensed buying  
companies and their purchasing clerks that buy cocoa 
adjust analogue scales causing farmers to lose up to 
11% of their income. We also paid particular attention 
to gender issues highlighting women’s challenges in 
the sector. As a result, The Ghana Cocoa Board 
committed to introducing digital weighing scales as a 
mechanism to eliminating weighing fraud at the point 
of sale of beans by farmers; and installed a gender 
desk to mainstream gender in the sector policies and 
services. Our engagements with both The Ghana 
Cocoa Board and the parliament probably also helped 
understand the benefits of increasing farm-gate prices 
for farmers. The Ghana Cocoa Board – together with 
the cocoa regulator in Ivory Coast – announced a price 
for cocoa in October 2020 including a living income 
differential.” 

Key takeaways
“Rainforest Alliance could have chosen to support the 
different organisations that spearheaded sections of its 
Building Capacity for Sector Change Programme.  
However, the design of the programme brought us 
together as programme partners. We periodically 
reflected on the progress of the work, looked for ways 
to jointly leverage change. Most of the partners are 
members of the Building Capacity for Sector Change 
Programme. Apart from successfully influencing 
national and international level debate and policies, 
Building Capacity for Sector Change Programme is 
also recognised by the government. We have been 
given the opportunity to participate in national conver-
sations including the development of the African 
Regional Standard on cocoa (ARS). We want to hold 
on to this collaboration as a platform.”

“Another lesson learnt for us, is that gender issues 
were largely hidden in the sector. Through this  
programme, cooperatives have started implementing 
changes for women to catch up with men cocoa 
farmers, and more civil society organisations – for 
example working on capacity building - are now 
including gender. We saw some positive changes: 
women benefiting from capacity building are now 
leaders in their district for example, they coordinate on 
behalf of all the farmers in their district with the district 
agricultural officers what the farmers need in terms of 
inputs, training, etc. We need to get organisations and 
actors to do more though, and to do it better.” •

Learn more:

•  What is the Sector Partnerships programme?
•  Website Rainforest Alliance
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EPILOGUE

Looking back  
and reflecting 
forward

Dialogue & Dissent may have ended, its 
impact, the acquired relations and new 
insights have laid the foundation for the 
future policy framework. Civil society  
organisations will continue to be strategic 
partners in Dutch development coope-
ration policies, because for inclusive and 
sustainable change the world cannot do 
without them. However obvious this may 
sound to some, to many working in part-
nerships as donor and civil society is still 
a unique approach.

Within the limits of this magazine, stories  
of impact and lessons learnt of these 
partnerships have been documented.  

By engaging strategically with 25 consortia of civil 
society organisations, changes have been made for 
and in the lives of many people, especially women, 
youth and groups that are often marginalized. This 
work has not been without challenges and many have 
taken huge risks to strengthen others. Their hard work 
has not been in vain.  For those who like figures: in 
2018, 1481 laws, policies and social norms (indicators 
for results of this policy framework) were changed to 
ensure more people can now enjoy their rights and 
access services. This happened in a wide range of 
thematic areas: From climate resilience, fighting 
corruption, decent work, to protecting the rights of 
women and sexual minorities. 

Our Minister has therefore decided to continue this kind 
of strategic partnerships via the new policy framework 
for Strengthening Civil Society (2021-2025).  
The lessons learnt that are listed below will be key 
elements for our future work. 

Living up to being a strategic partner
This magazine shows the power of broad coalitions. 
Through diplomacy exchanging information, access to 
networks and facilitating linking and learning, civil 
society and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Netherlands have been working on jointly defined 
strategic goals.  

It requires time and trust to build a strategic partner-
ship. Seeking complementarity while respecting each 
other’s role and autonomy is what builds and ensures 

Podcast Jeroen Kelderhuis

Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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useful strategic relations. Clarity from the start about 
what can be expected from each player in a partner-
ship is key. Understanding and respecting each other’s 
added value should form the basis of a partnership.  
At the same, realism and honesty about limitations in 
capacity, time and priorities helps a great deal to avoid 
disappointments. 

In a partnership one can agree to disagree 
Another important lessons learnt is that partnership 
does not imply you necessarily see eye-to-eye. 
Diversity in visions and space for dissent should be an 
inherent part of partnership in dialogue. While not 
always easy, it keeps people focused, and sometimes 
challenging each other’s beliefs and decisions can 
produce the energy needed to bring about change. 

Ownership where it belongs 
The stories of our partners show that the legitimacy 
and efficiency of local and diverse organisations can be 
enhanced when they are supported and strengthened 
by good allies internationally. Questions of power and 
interests within partnerships should however not be 
overlooked. Efficient partnerships are based on equity, 
trust and complementarity, and are guided by the 
needs, expertise, and vision of the communities that 
they are trying to serve. Dialogue & Dissent taught us 
to strive for a co-creation process of decision-making 

on change-processes, policy formulation and distribution 
of funding from the start. This also requires to be 
self-critical, to be aware of certain biases and blind 
spots, and to sometimes take a step back to make 
space for the other. And sometimes it means taking 
informed risks. 

Learning, adaptation and innovation
In the fast changing and sometimes risky environments 
there is a vital need for reflection and adaptation.  
There is a tendency to stick to designed plans, strict 
requirements and target outcomes, but those working 
on social transformation know that change does not 
always follow a straight line. It takes persistence, 
flexibility and time. By working with a Theory of 
Change and making full use of the space for flexibility 
and innovation partners can adapt to arising oppor-
tunities and challenges. Innovation also means seeking 
new forms of collaboration, for instance with social 
movements, and responding to the fast increasing 
threats and opportunities that the digital world 
provides. Creating platforms for mutual exchange and 
learning helps agents of change to do so. 

Thinking big 
Much can be achieved by combining civil society 
actions and diplomacy: sometimes making headlines, 
sometimes behind closed doors. Neither one single 

country nor a civil society organisation on its own  
can change and transform inequalities and injustices 
worldwide. Strategic coalitions need to be made and 
beyond our own circles in order to make bigger 
differences. Being humble as a donor is a virtue,  
but not being ambitious has never been part of Dutch 
diplomacy. By working in partnerschip,  we can make 
an impact where it matters.

Jeroen Kelderhuis

Head Civil Society & Education Division
Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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