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General information
Focus



• Aligns with overall MFA policy on Human Rights

• Focus on Freedom (FoF) is a part of the broader Focus policy framework for cooperation 
with CSOs

• Total of EUR 85,000,000 for 60 months

• FoF responds to global pressure on freedom of religion or belief and equal rights for 
LGBTIQ+ persons through two sub-instruments and corresponding two objectives:

1. Promoting equal rights for LGBTIQ+ persons; 

2. Promoting freedom of religion and belief and protecting religious minorities.

Overall set-up of the grant policy framework Focus on Freedom



• An intermediary model with support partners as intermediaries
• Support partners work with in-country partners (primarily *local civil society organisations)

In-country partners:
➢ Lead locally led implementation
➢ Carry out service delivery and policy dialogue at local and national level
➢ Receive capacity strengthening from the support partner

Support partners:
➢ Do not implement country-level activities
➢ Only implement international advocacy (multilateral, international and regional level)

*Exception: international or regional CSOs may act as in-country partners, only where the support partner 
lacks a local network and coordinating capacity.

Overall set-up of the grant policy framework Focus on Freedom



1. Financing activities - implementation by in-country partners

• Service provision (e.g. legal aid, training, psychosocial support, protection) - implemented by 
local civil society organisations

• Dialogue with authorities and relevant societal actors – implemented by local civil society 
organisations

• Coordination and support – implementation by international or regional CSOs, where applicable

2. Capacity strengthening – implemented by the Support Partner or third parties

3. International advocacy – implemented by the Support Partner only

Types of core activities of the Support Partner



Threshold Criteria



• The applicant (support partner) must be a civil society organization (CSO) submitting a grant 
application independently.

Note

• Types of organisations like the UN or commercial entities not eligible (even if non-profit intention)

• No consortia

D.1 Type of organisation



In the 2022 – 2024 period, an average of 
at least 25% of the applicant’s total 
annual income came from sources 
other than the Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. 

This criterion does not apply to specialist 
organisations and small southern 
organisations as referred to in section 
3.2. (See section 3.2 for a detailed 
explanation of criterion D.2).

Note:

If you choose to submit as a specialist or 
small southern organisation but you do 
not meet the requirements, your 
application will be excluded from 
qualitative assessment.

D.2 Financial independence



D.3 Track record

a) The applicant has at least 10 years 
of demonstrable experience in providing 
financial- and capacity strengthening 
support to local CSOs in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs). This 
experience must have been acquired 
within the past 15 years, reference date 
1 October 2025.

b) The applicant must have at least 5 years of demonstrable 
experience in:

• all policy objectives and themes of the sub instrument to 
which the grant application relate;

• for applications under the LGBTIQ+ sub-instrument: the 
region(s) targeted by the application; or

• for applications under the FoRB sub-instrument: the 
geographic cluster(s) targeted by the application.

This experience must have been gained within the past 10 years, 
reference date 1 October 2025.

Note:

- Track record must reflect the applying legal entity’s own experience; wider network experience can only be included if the 

applicant’s direct role is evidenced.

- Applicants must demonstrate a min nr of years of experience, this does not need to be one single 5 or 10 year project.

- For D3.a: country overlap with the proposal is not required.

- For D3.b: experience must be relevant to the theme + region/geographic cluster of the proposal (not the specific countries)



D.4 System for selection, 
monitoring and risk management 
of in-country partners

The applicant has an established policy 
and system in place (applied in the 
five years preceding 1 October 2025) 
for selecting and monitoring the in-
country partners it supports. This 
system must include procedures for 
managing risks relating to finance, 
governance and integrity in connection 
with the implementation of activities 
and the (financial) support provided to 
those partners.

Note:

It is not required, but also not prohibited, 
to already indicate which in-country 
partners you intend to work with. 
However, this information is not part 
of the assessment criteria. 



D.5 Maximum remuneration

As of the start of the grant period, the 
gross remuneration of each individual 
member of the applicant’s 
management and governing bodies 
does not exceed the annual maxima 
(see Annex 8)

Note:

the remuneration ceiling applies only to 
those persons who are members of 
the management and governing 
bodies of the applying legal entity.

So not all staff.



D.6 Thematic focus:

The proposed activities must align with: 

a) the overarching aim of Focus on Freedom: to provide financial and capacity support to 
local CSOs so that they can deliver services and engage in dialogue in order to make 
a direct contribution to the objectives of the instrument concerned (see b), and; 

b) the policy objectives and themes of the sub-instrument to which the application 
relates, as specified in the sub-instrument-specific chapters (see sections 8.1 and 
9.1), and; 

c) international advocacy at multilateral, international and regional level. 



D.7 Geographical focus and 
number of countries

The activities for which funding is 
requested relate exclusively to the 
number of countries and the 
geographical focus as specified in the 
sub-instrument-specific sections 8.2 
and 9.2.

Note:

- The term “relate” means that the 
proposed activities must take place in, 
and be directly relevant to, one or 
more of the eligible countries



D.8 Duration of activities

The activities for which the subsidy is requested have a duration of 60 months, 
calculated from the moment the grant is awarded. These activities will commence 
at the start of the grant period as indicated in the grant award decision.



D.9 Grant amount

a) The total grant amount requested must fall within the minimum and maximum amounts specified in 
the relevant sub-instrument-specific chapters (see sections 8.4 or 9.4).

b) The annual grant amount requested must not exceed the applicant’s average annual non-MFA income 
during 2022–2024, and the total grant amount requested must not exceed five times this average. This 
criterion does not apply to specialist organisations and small southern organisations as referred to in 
section 3.2, where a more detailed explanation of this criterion can be found.

c) At least 30% of the total grant funds that the applicant (support partner) intends to allocate to 
financing activities shall be used for service provision activities undertaken by local CSOs.

d) No more than 10% of the total grant funds that the applicant (support partner) intends to allocate to 
financing activities shall be used for coordinating/supporting activities.

e) A minimum of 12% and a maximum of 20% of the requested grant amount must be allocated to 
international advocacy activities carried out by the support partner at the multilateral, international 
and regional level.

f) No more than 20% of the total direct and indirect costs incurred by in-country partners shall be used 
for the financial management of the support provided by the support partner.



D.10 Number of applications 
per applicant

Individual applicants are eligible for a 
maximum of one grant under the 
Focus on Freedom grant. If multiple 
applications are submitted, only the 
first application received will be 
considered; all subsequent 
applications will be rejected. 

Applicants may submit applications under 
frameworks other than Focus on 
Freedom.

Note:

- For sub-instrument LGBTIQ+ persons 
each applicant may submit one 
application.

- For sub-instruments FoRB applicants 
may apply for one or two geographical 
clusters. An application for two 
geographical clusters counts as one 
application with two sub-applications. 



D.11 Ineligible activities

• Activities that involve or contribute to 
proselytism; 

• Activities that involve racism, stigmatising 
expressions, antisemitism, or any other form 
of religious persecution or discrimination that 
is punishable and/or prohibited under Dutch or 
European law; 

• Commercial activities; 

• Activities that, either directly or indirectly, 
already receive funding or a contribution from 
the budget of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or 
from the budget for Foreign Trade and 
Development Cooperation; 

• Activities aimed at influencing policy within the 
Netherlands; 

• Activities that support or facilitate any of the 
above.



In addition to these threshold criteria, 
applicants must also meet the 
requirements concerning 
organisational capacity and integrity 
policy. 

Note



Third parties

• allowed only as service providers

• not co-applicants, not joint proposals

• no limit in number

• not necessarily a CSO (could be e.g. 
universities, diaspora organisations, 
UN organisations)

• no re-granting by third parties

Note: Recruitment / selection / 
contracting of in-country partners

this is a core role of the support partner

cannot be outsourced to a third party



Sub-instrument 1: 
Promoting equal rights for LGBTIQ+ persons



Sub-instrument 1: Equal rights for LGBTIQ+ persons

• Ensuring equal access to rights, safety, employment and services is essential to effectively address 

violence, discrimination and marginalization faced by LGBTIQ+ persons.

• Support locally-led initiatives for direct impact and long-term change;

• Main objectives are:

1. Strengthening local CSOs and community-based organisations that work to promote the rights, 

protection and inclusion of LGBTIQ+ persons;

2. Improving access to legal and psychosocial support, a safe environment and protection for 

LGBTIQ+ persons;

3. Promoting economic and social participation by LGBTIQ+ persons;

4. Fostering inclusive dialogue with relevant actors to improve legislation and reduce social stigma;

5. Supporting advocacy efforts to combat discrimination and advance equal rights for LGBTIQ+ 

persons.



Equal Rights for LGBTIQ+ Persons – Regional Focus

• A confidential country list has been developed and must be requested 
by the applicant; 

• An application must cover at least three and no more than twenty countries. 

• At least 50% of the selected countries must be drawn from the country list*. 
Other countries may be freely selected from the OECD DAC list, with the 
exception of Rwanda.

• Applications covering six or more countries must span at least two regions as 
defined in the country list. 



Equal Rights for LGBTIQ+ Persons – Budget

• The total budget for the sub-instrument Equal Rights for LGBTIQ+ persons is 
EUR 49,850,000 for a grant period of five years (60 months);

• The size of an application must be at least 33.3% (EUR 16,616,000) and no 
more than 50% (EUR 24,925,000) of the total budget available for this sub-
instrument;

• No more than 3 grants will be awarded under this sub-instrument.



Sub-instrument 2: 
Freedom of Religion and 

Belief 



Sub-instrument 2: Freedom of Religion and Belief

Everyone must be free to choose, change or refrain from any religious or 
philosophical belief without fear of repression or exclusion.

Objectives:

• Strengthening local CSOs and community based organisations that work to 
advance freedom of religion or belief and protect religious minorities;

• Promoting inter-, intra- and extra-religious dialogue and cooperation;

• Reducing tensions, polarisation and the risk of violent extremism in fragile and 
religiously diverse societies;

• Enhancing the inclusion of vulnerable groups, including women, young people 
and LGBTIQ+ persons, within religious communities;

• Supporting dialogue and international advocacy towards governments to 
reduce discrimination against religious minorities and strengthen their 
position.



Freedom of Religion and Belief – Regional focus 

• Two predefined geographic clusters under FoRB

o Cluster 1: Sub-Saharan Africa & North Africa

o Cluster 2: Middle East & Asia

• Activities must take place exclusively within selected clusters

• MFA has defined priority country lists per cluster

o Due to sensitivity, country lists are available upon request only

• Each (sub-)application must include at least 3 priority countries

• Up to 3 additional countries allowed per sub-application (must belong to the 
same cluster)



Freedom of Religion and Belief – Regional focus 

• One application may cover one or two geographic clusters

• Each cluster equals one sub-application

• Separate project proposal required per sub-application (including separate 
budget)

• Assessment and ranking are done per cluster



Freedom of Religion and Belief – Budget

• For the FoRB sub-instrument, the budget follows a fixed-amount structure per 
geographic cluster. Each cluster corresponds to 50% of the instrument budget 
of €34.895.000, which equals €17.447.500 per cluster. 

• Applicants proposing activities in both clusters must therefore request 
€34.895.000 in total.

• These amounts must be requested in full, in line with the structure defined in 
the SBK.



Frequently asked questions



Frequently asked questions – general framework

Are consortia allowed?

No. Applications may only be submitted by one support partner acting 
independently. “Sub-granting” occurs only between the support partner and 
it's selected in-country partners. Joint applications, alliances, or 
consortium-based proposals are not permitted.

Will other instruments under the Focus framework follow similar 
partnership rules?

All Focus instruments follow the policy principles in Chapter 1 of the overarching 
Focus framework. However, operational provisions, such as eligibility, partner 
roles, budget restrictions, and MEL requirements, are instrument-specific. The 
rules in Focus on Freedom apply only to this instrument with it’s two sub-
instruments.



Frequently asked questions – Threshold criteria and track-record

Must a specialist organisation meet both criterion 1a and criterion 1b for 
specialist organisations?

Yes. Under Focus on Freedom, a specialist organisation must meet both criteria:

• it must have been active in the thematic area of the relevant sub-instrument 
for at least 15 years (criterion 1a), and

• at least 80% of its annual expenditures must consistently relate to that 
thematic focus (criterion 1b).

Meeting only one of the two criteria is not sufficient.



Frequently asked questions – Threshold criteria and track-record

Must the required years of experience come from one project?

No. The required experience may be accumulated across multiple projects. Under Focus on 
Freedom, applicants must demonstrate at least ten years of experience in financing and 
capacity strengthening of local civil society organisations in low- and middle-income countries, 
gained in the fifteen years prior to 1 October 2025. This experience may derive from several 
different programmes. 

Additionally, the applicant must have at least 5 years of demonstrable experience in:

• all policy objectives and themes of the sub instrument to which the grant application relate;

• for applications under the LGBTIQ+ sub-instrument: the region(s) targeted by the application; 
or

• for applications under the FoRB sub-instrument: the geographic cluster(s) targeted by the 
application.

This experience must have been gained within the past 10 years, reference date 1 October 2025.



Frequently asked questions – Roles & Responsibilities

What are community-based organisations?

Community-based organisations (CBOs) are local organisations that cannot formally 
register due to security risks and risk of persecution. In-country partners can support 
them with technical and financial assistance. The CBOs contribute to service delivery 
and dialogue activities through the support of in-country partners

Can in-country partners be pre-identified?

Yes, they may be named in the application, but this is not required, and naming partners 
does not affect assessment. The formal selection process must primarily take place 
during the inception phase, following a transparent and objective procedure.



Frequently asked questions – Financial Rules

What is the 30% service delivery rule?

At least 30% of the total financing given by the support partner to in-country partners 
must be spent on service delivery activities implemented by local CSOs. These may 
include psychosocial support, legal aid, community education, training, safety support 
or similar direct services.

What is the 10% ceiling for international/regional CSOs?

No more than 10% of financing to in-country partners may be used for coordination or 
support activities carried out by international/regional CSOs, and only in one country 
per proposal.



Frequently asked questions – Financial Rules

Must budget allocations across countries be broadly balanced in multi-country 
programmes?

There is no requirement for equal or proportionate budget allocation across programme
countries. Support partners may allocate budgets according to contextual needs, partner 
capacity, feasibility considerations and the strategic rationale presented in the proposal. The 
MFA will assess whether the distribution of resources is justified, realistic and proportionate 
to the problem analysis and intended results

May part of the budget be allocated to strengthening the applicant’s own institutional 
capacity in areas such as financial management, digital security or monitoring?

No. Capacity strengthening funds can only be used to strengthen the organisational capacity of 
local CSOs. Support partners may budget for project-related staff time, project operations 
and risk-management measures, but may not allocate resources for their own institutional 
development. Any financial or operational strengthening must be strictly directed toward in-
country partners.



Frequently asked questions – MEL, Reporting & Inception Phase

Who conducts baseline, mid-term and end-term evaluations?
The MFA commissions a central baseline study and a mid-term evaluation covering all support 

partners under each instrument. Support partners provide data, cooperate with evaluators 
and ensure in-country partner participation. No end-term evaluation will be conducted.

What must be submitted at proposal stage?
Applicants must provide an initial MEL outline describing monitoring methods, outcome logic, 

assumptions, proposed indicators and how in-country partners will be involved in developing 
the full MEL system during the inception phase

What are support partner MEL responsibilities?
Support partners are responsible for continuous output monitoring, coordinating learning 

processes, updating context and risk analyses, and integrating feedback loops into 
programme steering. They must co-create MEL frameworks together with in-country 
partners during the inception phase, ensuring participatory and context-appropriate 
methods.



Frequently asked questions – Application & Assessment

How should applications be submitted under Focus on Freedom?

Applications must be submitted by email in PDF format, accompanied by the mandatory 
budget in the Excel format provided in Annex 4.2. Submissions must be sent to DMM-
FOCUS@minbuza.nl, with the email subject line clearly indicating that the message 
concerns an application for Focus on Freedom and specifying the relevant sub-
instrument. The detailed submission requirements are set out in Chapter 6 of the 
Grant Policy Framework.

Are applications reviewed on a first-come, first-served basis?

No. All applications submitted before the deadline indicated in the call for proposals are 
assessed equally to the same criteria. Early submission does not provide any 
advantage. The division of the available means takes place via a grant tender 
procedure, so on the basis of quality to be assessed according to the qualitative criteria 
laid down in the grant policy framework



Practical information



Practical information

• The Q&A page has been updated with over 130 preliminary frequently asked questions.

• Applicants are requested to first verify whether their question has already been 
addressed in this document before submitting a new query.

• Additional questions may be submitted from 17 December until 9 January 2026 to 
DMM-FOCUS@minbuza.nl. 

• A consolidated set of responses to all remaining questions will be published around the 
23 January 2026. Only questions that have not yet been addressed will be included in 
that compilation.

https://www.government.nl/topics/grant-programmes/documents/publications/2025/12/12/focus-on-freedom-2026-2030-questions-and-answers
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