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I. Introduction: 

Civil society organizations (CSOs) make a difference in international development. They provide 

development services and humanitarian relief, innovate in service delivery, build local capacity and 

advocate with and for the poor. Acting alone, however, their impact is limited in scope, scale and 

sustainability. CSOs need to engage in government policy processes more effectively. By acting 

alone, however, CSO impact is limited in scope, scale and sustainability. History has shown that, 

ultimately, effective states are vital for sustained developmental progress. Progressive government 

policy and effective implementation matter. But there is mixed progress across the developing 

world towards meeting the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Work remains to be done to 

make policy and practice more pro-poor.  

 

The last 15 years have seen significant changes in the contexts affecting the relationship between 

CSOs and policymakers. Challenging political contexts continue to constrain the work of CSOs. But 

with globalization, democratization, decentralization, reductions in conflict and advances in 

information and communication technologies (ICTs), there is potential for progressive partnerships 

in our country, Ethiopia (with the public and private sector). CSOs have become aware that policy 

engagement can often have a greater impact than contestation. Moreover, policy advocacy by CSOs 

can spur more widespread benefits than their service delivery effort alone. The problem is that 

CSOs are having a limited impact on public policy and practice, and the lives of poor people. Despite 

evidence of more open and accessible policy contexts, assessments highlight that CSOs are often 

failing to influence policy processes in Ethiopia. This limited impact was highlighted by CSOs 

themselves in different workshops. This implies scope for more effective and sustained policy 

impact. 

 

Why are CSOs having limited policy influence? The evidence in this paper suggests that this is partly 

to do with political factors in our country, but that part of the responsibility also lies with CSOs 

themselves. All too often, CSOs appear to act on their own, leading to questions about their 

legitimacy and accountability. Many also query the policy positions put forward by CSOs 

researchers question their evidence base and policymakers question their feasibility. This paper 

argues that better use of evidence by CSOs is part of the solution to increasing the policy influence 
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and pro-poor impact of their work. Better utilization of research and evidence in development 

policy and practice can help save lives, reduce poverty and improve the quality of life. Although 

some CSOs use research effectively, there is a concern that others ignore or abuse evidence in their 

policy engagement. Others are unaware of the importance of using evidence well. In order to have 

a greater impact, civil society must improve their interaction with, and effect on, public institutions, 

actors and policies and do so based on rigorous evidence. 
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1. History of Ethiopia’s Civil Society 

1.1. Historical Brief of Ethiopia’s Civil society 

Somewhat modern civil associations began to emerge in Ethiopia during the 1930s as a factor of 

urbanization and economic development. A law meant to recognize and codify these groups was 

passed in 1960. Civil society entities in general, however, were slow to take root under the empire 

and then severely restricted during the Derg period (1974–91). During the last decade and a half of 

Emperor Haile Selassie’s reign,5 professional groups such as the Chamber of Commerce and 

National Bar Association formed, played somewhat credible roles, and enjoyed relative autonomy. 

That autonomy completely evaporated under Mengistu’s long reign of terror, however, and 

virtually all these organizations effectively became tools of the state or ceased operations entirely. 

Many of those remaining in existence lost credibility, professionalism, and, ultimately, much claim 

to legitimacy. 

 

NGOs themselves—both national and international began to appear around 1960, when neither the 

various self-help groups found in all levels of Ethiopian society nor the government was able to 

meet the growing demands of the population. The then current efforts of the emperor to 

“modernize” the national education system had resulted in a more widespread awareness that his 

government was failing to provide what people needed for advancement and development. NGOs 

began in a small way to help fill the perceived void. 

 

1.2. NGOs Focus on Relief Operations 

International NGOs trace their Ethiopian roots to the catastrophic famine crises of 1973–74 and 

1984–85. The NGOs of those years were overwhelmingly focused on emergency relief operations 

and were largely foreign entities. Local church-affiliated agencies also played a very significant role 

in these operations. NGOs were instrumental in preventing even greater loss of life during both 

catastrophic episodes as,6 for various reasons, neither the emperor’s government nor the Derg was 

well prepared to respond to the convulsions spreading across the country. During the famine crisis 

of 1984–85, many international donors insisted upon channeling relief aid through 

nongovernmental groups because of well-founded suspicions of the policies of the Mengistu 

regime. Some donors were also involved in cross-border operations,7 despite bitter resistance and 

resentment by the Derg authorities. 
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During these crises, NGOs were catapulted into highly prominent roles—a prominence harshly 

resented by Derg authorities—as they visibly provided hundreds of thousands of people with the 

means of survival. Mengistu’s government struggled to keep these groups under tight control 

because the NGOs reflected Western values and economic abundance. By 1984, control was harder 

to maintain as the number of NGOs increased dramatically, their expanded operations became ever 

more critical, and their presence became the clear key to securing international assistance. The 

government was forced to allow an increasing number of NGOs to operate more broadly. This was 

particularly important because the government was attempting to curb the spread of the famine to 

retain a semblance of legitimacy and order at a time when it was under increasing pressure from 

armed resistance groups. 

 

During the initial famine of 1973–74, various groups engaged in relief operations formed what 

became known as CRDA (Christian Relief and Development Association), the first NGO umbrella 

organization in Ethiopia. CRDA was organized by a coalition of Catholic charities; other religious 

affiliates and a few outside, secular NGOs. 

 

1.3. Portrait of the NGO  

Its formation also marked the first organized cooperation between the government (that of Haile 

Selassie) and the NGO sector in the country. That cooperation was channeled through the Relief 

and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC), established in March 1974 to coordinate the response to the 

crisis. The original RRC is now known as the Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission. 

CRDA also played a pivotal role in coordinating relief activities during the more acute crisis of 1984–

85. It continues its operations in Ethiopia today, as discussed below, and now lists more than 140 

members. 

 

The experience of the NGOs in the dual crises of 1973–74 and 1984–85 resulted in an overwhelming 

focus on relief operations. The sheer size and critical nature of NGO relief operations created a 

momentum that carried forward when some involved saw the need for a shift to long-term 

development priorities and a more balanced relationship between local counterparts and the 

international NGOs. A significant result is the dominance of the sector by international entities that 
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have lingered well into the current period and frame some of the tensions found within the sector, 

and between the sector and the government. 

 

Another dynamic in effect during this period stems from the radically different experiences of NGOs 

operating on opposing sides of the preexisting lines of military control as civil war raged across 

Ethiopia. Within government-controlled (Derg) sections of the country during the 1984–85 famine, 

relief operations were basically the province of large and resource-rich international NGOs (some 

working in collaboration with local church- affiliated entities) and United Nations (UN) relief 

agencies. Local NGOs were decidedly junior partners in these operations. On the other side of the 

lines of control, however, the humanitarian wings of the rebel movements were for all practical 

purposes the only relief agencies operating. Thus, the Relief Society of Tigray (REST) and Eritrean 

Relief Association (ERA) and, to a lesser extent, Oromo Relief Association (ORA)8 were managing 

increasingly large volumes of food and other emergency assistance in sophisticated operations not 

being orchestrated by either the central government or international agencies. And they were doing 

so in regions where the famine was most acute and the business of delivering relief commodities 

most complex. 

 

Cross-border operations refer to the direct provision of relief assistance to the humanitarian wings 

of rebel groups then engaged in pitched struggle against Mengistu and the Derg. This assistance 

was largely channeled to REST and ERA. Lesser amounts went through ORA. The size and the critical 

nature of these cross-border operations effectively forced internal capacity building and self-

reliance upon these groups at a critical early stage in their development. Also, important and lasting 

bonds with the local population were forged. Thus, today, a group such as REST (ERA is no longer 

relevant to this discussion, and ORA is a much smaller and marginal operation) displays advantages 

stemming from its historical legacy, including its lack of operational dependence on external 

partners. REST’s early autonomy from international counterparts sets it apart from other national 

NGOs—as well, perhaps, as do its seemingly close ties with political leaders in Mekelle (a city in 

northern Ethiopia) and Addis Ababa. 
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1.4. Emerging Civil Society in Ethiopia 

When the Derg rather precipitously collapsed in 1991, civil society groups and NGOs emerging from 

the wreckage left behind were weak, disorganized, and without either significant resources or 

constituent bases. The pronounced emphasis on relief activities demonstrated by international and 

local NGOs as the national transition of 1991 began was nothing other than an accurate reflection 

of the dire circumstances of the country during the Derg era: recurring food emergencies, 

involuntary displacement of large numbers of people, civil war, a totally dysfunctional economy, 

and massive starvation. 

 

People perished in large numbers, and without the work of the NGOs, the calamity would have 

been considerably more widespread and severe than it was. Local NGOs functioned mostly in the 

wake of savvy international relief groups who had been waging warlike efforts against famine and 

massive population dislocation for almost 20 years. Humanitarian wings of the various political 

opposition movements stand apart from this assessment. For the most part, NGOs that formed or 

surfaced immediately after the Derg overthrow was ill prepared to have much impact.  

 

With few resources, 6 Civil Society, NGOs, and Development in Ethiopia: A Snapshot View untrained 

staff, and limited exposure to the nonprofit world, many demonstrated minimal comprehension of 

their proper role. Despite sometimes marginal effectiveness, however, the new NGOs were led by 

honest men and women sincere in their efforts to address the vast social needs of the country. 

While there were exceptions to this characterization, examples of credible charges of fraudulent 

behavior were extremely rare. 

 

Donor organizations found working with local NGOs to be slow and difficult because of limited 

capacity in strategic conceptualization, service delivery, and financial accountability. Many NGO 

leaders acknowledged the deficits and sought training and technical assistance. The sector as a 

whole, however, suffered from divisions along social, political, and ethnic lines and encouraged a 

perception of NGOs as extraneous to the daunting development agenda facing the nation. Most 

attempts to nudge the international NGOs into capacity-building partnerships with the emerging 

local groups were fruitless. 
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Soon, the new government began to exercise greater control over national and international NGOs 

and to lob accusations that the groups, primarily the international ones, were spending too much 

on overhead, that their efficiency was overrated, and that they were bloated and out of control. 

Fears of “briefcase NGOs” were also raised, as were concerns over created dependency on the part 

of targeted populations. The registration process was restructured and became more complicated 

as the government began to squeeze out those it considered questionable or marginal—or 

bothersome, it appeared. In particular, advocacy groups, such as the Ethiopian Human Rights 

Council, were singled out and denied registration status. 

 

Increasingly, the government became critical of what it saw as the welfare orientation of many 

groups and their lack of a long-term development focus or strategy. It was determined to break the 

country’s famine cycle and saw some NGO activities as perpetuating an unnatural dependency on 

relief assistance. 

 

1.5. Relief-to-Development Shift 

Altering the mind-set of NGOs away from emergency relief operations was an early priority of the 

new government as it began to outline a national development agenda and implement strategies. It 

viewed the international NGOs in particular as loose and unregulated power centers that steered 

valuable resources into activities either contradictory or irrelevant to the strategies being put into 

place. Further, the government saw a number of NGO activities as fostering a dependence it 

abhorred. One government survey from 1994 declared that only a little more than one-fifth of NGO 

activities in the country were centered on long-term development objectives. 

 

The government also seemed to harbor a belief that NGOs were somehow capturing official 

development assistance funds that might otherwise be coming directly into its own coffers. At this 

point, the Guidelines for NGO Operations were put into place and the government began to more 

closely monitor and direct the work of NGOs. 

 

By 1995, the government provided Guidelines for NGO Operations to classify groups and provide 

guidance on the priority areas for NGO programming. The areas designated were broad and 

included agriculture, environment, education, health, women’s empowerment, infrastructure, and 
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the like. Relief and rehabilitation remained areas of sanctioned operations for NGOs, but the 

provision of relief commodities was subject to control. Regardless of the underlying intent, many in 

the NGO community perceived the guidelines to be little more than a manifestation of the 

government’s intent to control them. 

 

Regardless of the motivations one ascribes to the government for imposing the guidelines and 

tightening the registration process, the wisdom of steering efforts toward sustainable development 

activities seems logical and beneficial in its impact. The shift appears to be genuine, and there is 

now little resistance to this direction from the NGO community. Most observers applaud the 

evolution— and wonder aloud at the slowness throughout the 1990s of many UN agencies to make 

a similar move. 

 

Further pressure on the NGO community to demonstrate relevance and greater effectiveness was 

mounting by the mid-1990s. That pressure came from its own leadership, the government, and the 

donor community. In response, the first tentative sector capacity building interventions were 

witnessed. A series of workshops and seminars that addressed issues of concern to broad groupings 

within the NGO sector was convened by CRDA, IAG (the Inter Africa Group, an Addis Ababa–based 

Horn of Africa regional NGO and networking group), and others. The United Nations Development 

Programme sent a group of Ethiopian NGO officials to Zimbabwe, the Philippines, and South Africa 

to gain perspectives on government-NGO relations. 

 

The first NGO coalition groups beyond CRDA were being formed, such as CEVO (Council of Ethiopian 

Voluntary Organizations, which no longer functions) and SPADE (Society for Participatory 

Development). Various ad hoc training sessions were being conducted by donor agencies and 

others. Indicators of a new seriousness, strength, and quest for relevance were emerging from the 

sector. 

 

The renewed food shortages arising from drought conditions in parts of northern Ethiopia at 

present underscore the reality that relief operations are not necessarily in the country’s past. The 

evolution of NGOs to implementers of long-term development has clearly increased their reach, 

impact, and value in the eyes of government. These efforts and others collectively provided the 
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impetus for a maturing of the NGO sector that quickly accelerated and continues today. They also 

laid the groundwork for the gradual shift in the government’s view of the value of NGOs, which also 

continues at present. 

 

1.6. Critical Civil Society Actors 

1.6.1. Self-Help Groups and Networks 

There are different categories of civil society organizations relevant to understanding NGOs and 

development in contemporary Ethiopia. First is a cluster of various self-help networks that have 

existed in its traditional society for generations. These groups operate in multiple strata of society 

and perform different roles, but primarily exist to provide self-reliance for individuals, households, 

and the larger local community. Many are ethnic-specific. Detailed information on these groups and 

an understanding of exactly how they operate is hard to uncover and thus to describe, but their 

basic profiles are known. 

 

Debo is one such self-help system and its role is to provide mutual aid to member farmers. Ekub is 

similar to a savings and credit association, with a lottery component providing periodic rewards to 

participants. Some ekub are established for particular groups of individuals, such as women and 

merchants. An ezen is a self-help group that assists families after the death of a member. An idir is a 

larger group within this system that serves as a local neighborhood association, taking on various 

functions, depending upon the community. For example, an idir may provide emergency insurance 

assistance to its members. On occasion, it might take on functions that are usually political. Some 

idirs, for example, provided fuel to the revolutionary passions sweeping through Ethiopia in 1974. 

Idirs are known as mutual associations to many outside observers, who are impressed with their 

level of support in the local communities. 

 

There are believed to be in excess of 3,000 such groups officially registered in Addis Ababa alone. 

Some observers see these self-help groups as a logical starting point for various development 

interventions and as counterparts for international NGOs and donor organizations. Others, 

however, fear that such association would eventually corrupt and destroy these important social 

units. They underscore the point that the focus of such groups is not poverty alleviation, but social 

interaction, and believe that the self-help groups should basically be left alone. 
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1.6.2. National NGOs 

More traditional national NGOs first formed in Ethiopia in the 1960s, but emerged as potentially 

significant players in the nation’s development only after the 1991 fall of Mengistu and the Derg. 

After a slow start, the NGO community has of late demonstrated expansion in size and impact, as 

well as sector coherence. Of the 310 NGOs now registered with the government, more than half are 

indigenous entities. It is important to note that the number of NGOs registered does not constitute 

the total number of NGOs existing; any number of groups could be functioning to some extent 

while awaiting formal registration or appealing a rejected application. 

 

A majority of overall NGO projects in the country are rural-based, with a general focus on health 

and integrated rural development, though that balance is in part a reflection of the work of the 

international groups. At present, national NGOs are more likely to be found operating in Addis 

Ababa or other urban centers. Areas such as the Afar, Gambella, and Benishagul regions are 

particularly underserved by NGOs. There are no reliable data that can accurately portray the 

geographic and programmatic spread of NGOs in Ethiopia. The information available is kept in 

somewhat random and differing databases by local government authorities; it is seldom complete 

and does not differentiate between national and international NGOs. CRDA has information on the 

operations of its members, but that membership includes only about half the sector and relatively 

few—though now an increasing number—of the Muslim groups, which are particularly important in 

the eastern regions of Ethiopia and the Ogaden. 

 

A large bloc of local NGOs deals with the problems of street children, women, and youth. There are 

also a number that center on democracy and governance issues, such as civic education. Food 

security, health, and education are the common objectives of many. Vocational training is a 

common priority as well, and microenterprise credit schemes are increasingly numerous. A number 

of NGOs have gender issues on their priority lists, though the effectiveness of such efforts is often 

hard to discern. 
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1.6.3. International NGOs 

There are approximately 120 international NGOs functioning in the country today. The groups, from 

the United States, Canada, and the European countries for the most part, were critical in the 

spasms of famine and food emergencies sweeping across Ethiopia in the 1970s and 1980s. Most 

have increasingly focused on long-term development strategies as a result of the changed 

circumstances in the country and steady government pressure. 

 

The international NGOs vary widely in their interest in and in skill at constructing mutually beneficial 

partnerships with local counterparts. CARE, Catholic Relief Services, World Vision, and Save the 

Children are United States–based examples of the larger international relief and development 

groups carrying out programs in the country. Many are increasingly forging partnerships with 

various national NGOs and supporting efforts to increase the institutional capacity of these partner 

groups. They are perhaps mindful of the words of Prime Minister Meles Zenawi: “The government 

expects them to partner with local grassroots organizations to develop local capacity. They have to 

understand they are here to work themselves out a job someday. They must have an exit strategy.” 

 

1.6.4. Development Associations 

In Ethiopia today, the various development associations, formed with encouragement from the 

government and occupying a niche somewhere between governmental and nongovernmental in 

their essential makeup, are operating with a substantially different profile from traditional NGOs. 

The more established development associations are the Amhara Development Association (ADA), 

Tigrayan Development Association (TDA), Southern Ethiopian Peoples’ Development Association 

(SEPDA), and Oromo Development Association (ODA). 

 

These entities are supported by contributions from large membership bases and also receive 

project funds from the government to carry out various developments NGO Country Profile, 1998 

Portrait of the NGO Sector schemes. Their activities sharply reflect central and regional government 

development strategies. In addition, the groups are ethnic-based. 

 

The scale of operations undertaken by these associations is impressive. In some cases, they act as 

umbrella organizations for local development associations and organizations. They also promote 
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rather sophisticated fund-raising drives, including telethons, and generate publicity for their 

activities on a scale not remotely realized by the smaller NGOs. Operational linkages between the 

development associations and local NGO sin some cases, with the right safeguards put into place 

could be explored as a means of expanding the reach of the smaller groups as part of the ongoing 

dialogue within the NGO community and between it and the government. 

 

1.6.4.1. Relief Society of Tigray (REST) 

In between the traditional NGOs and the development associations is REST, identified above as the 

humanitarian wing of the TPLF during the armed struggle against the Derg. Today, the group 

occupies a unique position in the country due to the long-standing personal and political ties 

between its leaders and those of the national government. REST, however, underscores its 

nongovernmental nature and independence and is quite active in the NGO community. REST is 

considered the largest NGO in Africa. It employs more than 1,000 people in three main 

departments: environment and agriculture, water management, and emergency aid. It engages 

more than half a million people in its various programs. 

Last year, REST’s massive microenterprise credit program spun off to become a free-standing entity. 

 

1.6.4.2. Development and Interchurch Aid Commission (DIDAC) 

Another player of note and increasing potential is the Development and Interchurch Aid 

Commission (DIDAC), the development and relief arm of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which was 

established in 1972. Its focus is largely on integrated rural development, food production, 

reforestation, water, and health. Due to the immense position of power and influence of the 

Economic Opportunity Commission (EOC) in the country and DIDAC’s ability to raise significant sums 

of money, this organization could become increasingly important. 

 

2. Building Capacity for NGOs in Ethiopia 

The modern history of Ethiopia the lack of development under the empire, the role played by 

international relief agencies in recurring national emergencies, the squashing of civil society under 

the Derg—dictated that its national NGO sector would evolve from a decidedly modest starting 

point. But forward movement is now readily apparent, and the determination within the sector for 

increasing capacity is palpable. Capacity building for the Ethiopian NGO sector is central to realizing 
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its potential to contribute to the country’s long-term development. The NGO sector is vigorously 

and effectively pursuing that goal. 

 

Institutional capacity building refers, of course, to training and technical assistance, but also, 

ultimately, to much more. Capacity building in this context implies an accretion of skills, knowledge, 

and authority on the part of national NGOs and other civil society actors that will allow them to 

move front and center as the country strives to meet its development goals. It means taking the 

steps necessary to empower them to participate in all phases of the development process and, on 

occasion, to fail along the way—like all the other contributors to the process. 

 

Building the capacity of local NGOs to play such a role means facilitating a gradual transfer of skills, 

trust, and authority to them to conceptualize, implement, monitor, and evaluate various 

development interventions and welcoming a corresponding devolution of roles for international 

counterparts. This is a process that is more easily described than implemented, and more gradual 

than immediate, but it is ultimately required if development strategies are going to achieve their 

most fundamental goals. The process has to be transparent, with the objective of local ownership of 

the development agenda being clearly and consistently followed. 

 

Central to this objective are the training, technical assistance, exposure, access to funding, and 

networking required to give the concept traction in the practical world. An effort along these lines is 

Pact’s Ethiopian NGO funded by USAID.) The initiative has included a series of organizational 

capacity assessment exercises to establish baselines of strength for individual NGOs, and thus 

provide a basis for evaluating the impact of training and other inputs. Pact has also structured 

training and technical assistance components for partner NGOs and has provided a pool of funds for 

sub-grants to partner NGOs. 

 

2.1. Networks and Coalitions 

Though there is no encompassing national umbrella organization for NGOs in Ethiopia, there is an 

impressive number of NGO networks, alliances, and forums reflective of the growing sophistication 

of the sector. Traditional divisions and suspicions reflective of the larger society initially hampered 

the emergence of networks, and government policies have not been conducive to their growth. But 
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as the sector grows in size and strength, the capacity to work collaboratively on a common agenda 

is clearly expanding. 

 

2.1.1.  Christian Relief and Development Association (CRDA) 

CRDA, mentioned previously, is the oldest and largest NGO membership association in the country, 

dating to 1973. Its history is largely that of a coordinating mechanism for international NGOs and 

local church-affiliated groups. CRDA’s role in facilitating the relief activities of member groups in the 

1973–74 and 1984–85 crises has been well documented and is an important chapter in the 

evolution of today’s NGO sector. The latter crisis saw the evolution of CRDA into a major player, 

generally coordinating the operations of a growing membership and undertaking a direct role itself 

in implementing relief activities (running feeding centers and fielding medical teams, for example). 

Its logistical support to members was a critical element in the massive famine response operation. 

 

CRDA began with 13 members. By 1998, its ranks totaled some 140 NGOs, virtually half of all those 

officially registered in the country. Also by 1998, approximately half of CRDA membership was 

indigenous and the historical domination by the international groups was waning. It should be 

noted that international donors primarily European, but also from the United States and Canada—

contribute significantly to CRDA’s budget, supplementing the funds raised through membership 

dues. 

 

CRDA’s transition during the 1990s was not unstructured or unintentional. The collapse of the Derg 

and the change of government in 1991 were followed by several years of improved grain harvests in 

the country and the easing of food shortages. The new government was strongly stressing self-

reliance programs and attempting to break the cycle of famine and chaos. It clearly expected 

international NGOs and others to commence a shift in emphasis from relief to recovery and long-

term development. Further, the government expected the international groups to make room for 

emerging local counterparts. 

 

CRDA, at the end of a long process, emerged as a body increasingly interested in the national NGOs 

as the core of its membership and in an improved enabling environment for all its members. Thus, 

CRDA has devoted considerable resources to capacity-building programs (that is, training and 
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technical assistance) for its members and effectively abandoned the concept of a direct operational 

role such as it undertook in the mid-1980s. With new local leadership and a new strategic plan, 

CRDA is poised to increasingly become an indigenous grouping of nongovernmental groups seeking 

to coordinate activities and interaction with international NGOs, an approach applauded by the 

government. 

 

2.1.2.  CIVITAS 

During the national election cycle a few years ago, a global network of democracy-related NGOs 

known as CIVITAS was active in Ethiopia with support from the U.S. government. CIVITAS 

collaborated with Ad- Net/E95, which was a consortium of five Ethiopian NGOs organized to 

conduct monitoring and voter education in connection with the 1995 elections. Members of the 

consortium were IAG, ABUGIDA, and APAP, the Ad hoc Committee for Peace and Development, and 

the Ethiopian Women Lawyers’ Association. The goal was to mobilize human rights activists and 

educate citizens on their rights and responsibilities in a democratic system. Ad-Net/E95 received 

direct support from Portrait of the NGO the donor community in addition to the support through 

CIVITAS. 

 

2.1.3. Other Networks 

Other umbrella organizations have been launched over the past eight years. Some have survived 

and show some life while others have disappeared. For example, CEVO boasted 27 members at one 

point, and SPADE had 50. 

 

There are an increasing number of rather loose networks of NGOs functioning. A pastoralist forum 

was formed recently and is now organizing a conference on pastoralist development in the country. 

A forum for discussion on gender issues incorporating many NGOs meets monthly. An 

environmental network, supported by the Dutch Embassy, provides a setting for discussions on 

containing environmental devastation and protecting the natural resource base. 

 

The formation of an Orphans Networking Group, composed of NGOs and community-based 

organizations that work with orphans and street children, is indicative of the gradual change in 

relationship between government and NGOs. Government officials are included in its sessions. One 
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group of note active in this area is the Forum on Street Children, an indigenous NGO. 

Microenterprise and education networks of NGOs have also evolved. Further, an NGO family 

planning forum exists. 

There is some conversation at present on the formation of an umbrella group separate and apart 

from CRDA. The role and mandate of such a group is under discussion by some in the NGO 

community. Presumably, one aspect of its formation would be the inclusion of Muslim community 

NGOs, which do not participate in CRDA. A pronounced interest is to engage in a dialogue with the 

Ministry of Justice (where government regulation of NGOs is housed) on various civil society topics. 

 

3. Code of Conduct for NGOs in Ethiopia 

A clear indicator of a more sophisticated stance on the part of the NGO community in Ethiopia is 

provided by the adoption of the Code of Conduct for NGOs at the culmination of a collaborative 

effort on the part of diverse leaders of the sector. The code is meant as a proactive statement of 

principles by the sector and serves as a symbol that it is capable of self-regulation, monitoring, and 

evaluation. It was formally adopted in March 1999, when the overwhelming majority of NGOs 

operating in the country swore to uphold its principles. 

 

The Code of Conduct for NGOs was modeled on a similar pact formulated by the Kenyan NGO 

community a number of years ago, and it provides basic guidance on acceptable and expected 

behavior of signatory parties. The impetus to adopt the measure in Ethiopia was twofold: to 

separate the less than straightforward NGOs from honorable ones and to signal to the government 

that the community could provide its own standards and policing. It was also hoped that the Code 

would help alter the government’s somewhat inconsistent stance on the formation of umbrella 

organizations. “Associations of associations” are not explicitly authorized under the law, and the 

registration of umbrella groups has been problematic. CRDA is exempt from this interpretation, but 

even in that case, registration has been a difficult issue in the past. 

 

While many observers credit the adoption of the Code with a notable improvement in NGO-

government relations, others are more cautious, suggesting it is too early to evaluate the real 

impact of the Code. What seems unarguable, however, is the beneficial impact on the NGO sector 

that stems from the very process of forming a coalition around the drafting, vetting, and adoption 
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of the Code. An often fragmented and even adversarial grouping of sector leaders came together 

during the process, determined to find consensus and collective action on the Code. Participants 

agreed that they would either reach that consensus or abandon the objective, and speak in public 

about the process only as a group. 

 

Participants kept key government officials informed of their work. The press and the diplomatic and 

the donor communities were briefed. Striving for a transparent process, the group invited the larger 

NGO community, government officials, private sector leaders, professional associations, academics, 

and the media to a public event for the presentation of the Code’s initial draft. The Code will have 

an observance-compliance infrastructure staffed by representatives from the NGO community. Its 

formulation is considered one of the major achievements for the sector since the onset of the 

contemporary era for NGOs in 1991. 

 

3.1. Legal and Regulatory Framework 

NGOs operating in Ethiopia do so under the original law authorizing and recognizing them that was 

put into place by Haile Selassie’s regime in 1960. That law provided the basis for the regulation 

procedures detailed by the Ministry of Internal Affairs in 1966 with the issuance of “Regulations 

Issued Pursuant to the Control of Associations Provision of the Civil Code of 1960.” 

 

The government’s 1995 Guidelines for NGO Operations update those procedures, outline major 

classifications for the sector, and define areas for programmatic activities. Registration of NGOs is 

under the authority of the national Ministry of Justice. Before 1995, this responsibility rested with 

the Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission (DPPC). Once registered, NGOs’ operations 

are then under the supervision of the DPPC and the Bureaus for Disaster Prevention and 

Preparedness (BDPP) at the regional level. Each separate project activity by an NGO requires a 

specific agreement with the appropriate line ministry at the regional level. The time and effort 

required to reach such agreements varies widely. However, the sparse level of technical knowledge 

and capacity in the regional governments’ bureaucracies can often result in numbing delays of 

several months. 
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Many agree upon the necessity for a new, updated basic law, outlining NGO rights and 

responsibilities in the country, and a more streamlined regulatory framework in which they can 

operate. Indeed, there is seeming awareness of the necessity for action to be taken in this regard at 

the highest levels of government, and draft NGO legislation is believed to be under internal review 

there at present. Earlier momentum to introduce legislation and to have the draft law vetted by 

members of the NGO community seems to have slowed, for whatever reasons. Informed observers 

assume, however, that the draft bill will be ready for consideration in the relatively near future. 

 

What is less unanimous than concurrence on the need for new legislation; however, are the 

expectations on what it might bring or what it should. Clarification of the fiscal rules under which 

NGOs and other civil society entities operate is needed. At present, no specific regulations 

guarantee their tax exemption, though in fact income and profit taxes are imposed only on trade 

and business organizations. NGO exemptions for tariffs and other user fees need to be clarified and 

standardized. 

 

The precise purposes and requirements of the registration process and the rights of NGOs to be 

registered without undue delay need to be made transparent and less subject to the stops and 

starts of the recent past. Also of importance is detailing the right of NGOs to form associations, 

coalitions, and networks, which is an area of considerable confusion and inconsistency at present. 

The rights of advocacy, public policy lobbying, and civic education groups need similar clarity. 

 

Most fundamental, of course, is whether the law serves to underscore the rights of NGOs to 

operate freely within a respected and protected civil society environment or if it effectively 

strengthens governmental controls. There is some apprehension over the real versus the 

pronounced goals of officials as the law is being conceptualized. And the dearth of capacity in many 

governmental agencies, particularly at the regional and local levels, gives some sector leaders pause 

as they ponder the impact of complying with yet another round of new regulations and procedures, 

whatever their intent. 

 

It is hard to predict when the NGO legislation will be introduced and what it will bring. If the process 

of its consideration is a participatory one in which the nongovernmental sector is involved, then the 
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potential for clarifying many of the ambiguities surrounding NGO operations could be relatively 

high. 

 

4. The Public Policy Advocacy Role of NGOs in Ethiopia 

A solid understanding of an advocacy role for NGOs has been slow to evolve in Ethiopia. Neither 

government officials nor the would-be advocates demonstrated much grasp of the concept in the 

initial post-1991 period, and the art of effective lobbying on public policy issues did not exist in the 

country. Several factors contributed to this, including the weakness of the news media and 

academic institutions, and the absolute dearth of public debate in the Derg years. Further, the 

polarization of the political process witnessed during the early 1990s did not encourage the 

emergence of public advocates. Such actors were seen as highly political and, in fact, partisan, if not 

absolute opponents of the government’s legitimacy. The reality that some, particularly on human 

rights issues, were in fact quite partisan and shrill in their narrative of political events only served to 

further skew the perception. 

 

The government’s ambivalent stance toward independent groups voicing criticism of its policies did 

not do little to encourage the emergence of effective advocates, nor did its tendency to want to 

tightly direct the efforts of NGOs. As a result of these dynamics, NGOs tended to shy away from 

activities or even discussions that might be perceived as political by the government. During the 

mid-1990s in particular, problems with NGOs gaining registration, work permits, or import licenses 

were largely dealt with by maneuvering to get exceptions made or paperwork facilitated through 

friendships and personal connections, rather than via sector advocacy of more lenient and 

transparent policies. While such steps worked on an irregular basis for individual groups, they did 

little to strengthen the collective stance of the sector or advance the idea of its autonomy. 

 

As the space for NGOs to operate in general expands, the concept of public policy advocates is now 

slowly advancing as well. Several factors have contributed to this: the Code of Conduct for NGOs 

adoption, generally improved press coverage of NGOs and their work, expanded institutional 

capacity within the sector, and support from the diplomatic community. Most significant, however, 

is simply the increase in communication and collaboration between government and NGO officials. 

Exposure has dimmed suspicions, and the value of NGO contributions to the country’s development 
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challenge is now more apparent. Groups such as Pact have contributed to this evolution by 

including government officials in delegations sent on exposure visits to view the functioning of 

NGOs in other developing countries. The view afforded by such exercises has largely been one of 

beneficial collaboration between government and NGOs, and this is resulting in a change of 

attitude. 

 

The frequency of government-NGO consultation has clearly increased in the country over the past 

two years. Also, some observers predict that the establishment of a Human Rights Council and a 

Human Rights Ombudsman will expand the sense of a fair playing field for various actors. NGOs and 

other civil society entities have some distance to traverse before they will be described as effective 

public policy advocates in any large sense. There is need for additional skills and experience in this 

area, and a need for the sector to present a united front on important issues. But the general 

environment for NGOs to develop those skills and obtain that experience is an improving one. Skills 

are being honed through training and practice, and collaboration within the sector is becoming 

stronger as the forging of various networks and forums and the adoption of the Code of Conduct for 

NGOs indicate. 

 

5. Policy Processes and Policy engagement Influence 

We use the term ‘policy’ to denote ‘a purposive course of action followed by an actor or set of 

actors’. This goes beyond documents or legislation to include activities on the ground. It also 

includes changes in the behaviors of the key policy actors. While the private sector is also relevant, 

the focus of this report on the relationship between CSOs and policymakers in the public sector. 

 

The ‘policy process’ is usually considered to include the following main components: agenda 

setting, policy formulation, decision-making, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. ‘Policy 

influence’ refers to how external actors are able to interact with the policy process and affect the 

policy positions, approaches and behaviors in each of these areas. 

 

In reality, policymaking does not work through these components in a linear manner. In developing 

countries in particular, the processes are often more informal. Nevertheless, the depiction is useful 

since it identifies the different components that are critical to policy processes. 
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A key point is that each policy component involves a range of actors, institutions and processes. 

Some actors are important across the policy process, while others only play a key role at certain 

points. For CSOs seeking to influence policy it is vital to understand the institutions and actors 

involved in policy processes both on a formal and informal level. Doing so helps to recognize the 

incentives and pressures on those involved, as well as and the type of evidence and communication 

approach needed to maximize the chances of policy influence. 

 

5.1. Civil society and policy engagement impact in Ethiopia 

The ostensible purpose of donor aid to civil society in Ethiopia is to broaden citizen engagement in 

public affairs by strengthening the involvement of civil society organizations in policy formulation 

and implementation. 

This is consistent with the widely held assumption that civil society organizations have the capacity 

and potential to participate in the public policy process through structured dialogue and 

consultation, and advocacy and mobilization, as a means of deepening democracy and improving 

governance (Hansen 1996). In the process donors hope to improve the accountability of public 

officials and to broaden participation in the policy process. However, in spite of the pervasiveness 

of these assumptions in donor circles, their validity has not been subject to detailed scrutiny in the 

African context. 

 

Policy engagement ranged from efforts to influence legislation through lobbying through to more 

structured consultation over economic and social policy priorities. A key finding is that while most 

civil society organizations acknowledge the importance of engaging in public policy, few 

demonstrate a consistent level of direct involvement in the policy process and fewer still have a 

significant impact on policy outcomes.  

 

5.2. Organizational capacity, internal governance and democratization 

The framework developed by Hadenius and Uggla (1996) suggests that civil society’s ability to 

contribute to pluralism and democracy is a function of three criteria: multiplicity, diversity and 

autonomy. They especially emphasize three sets of organizational attributes in shaping outcomes: 

autonomy, participation and accountability. Civil society organizations provide structures for 

inculcating democratic norms and consensus building if they have a broad and voluntary 
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membership and a leadership that is accountable and responsive. Organizational practices that 

promote accountability, mitigate hierarchy and encourage open recruitment and voluntary 

membership contribute to democracy. In this section we subject this contention to empirical 

scrutiny, drawing on the evidence from the surveys and case studies in Ethiopia to determine the 

salience of these dimensions of organizational capacity and internal governance practices for citizen 

participation and democratic strengthening. 

 

5.2.1.  Multiplicity 

It is often argued that organizational diversity, characterized by a balance between different power 

centers, interests and opinions, is a key to a healthy and politically effective civil society (Diamond 

1994; White 1994; Hadenius and Uggla 1996). This view is compatible with our approach because a 

concern for citizen voice implies that the full range of values and interests in society should be 

heard. But while our case studies show considerable diversity in activities, most civil society groups 

surveyed in Ethiopia do not express the views of social constituencies. Most are NGOs engaged in 

welfare provision and service delivery rather than membership-based organizations with a strong 

grassroots constituency. Of these, groups engaged in governance work, protection of human rights 

and democracy promotion represent only a very small proportion in Ethiopia, even though they are 

often seemingly singled out for support from foreign aid donors.  

 

Civil society organizations are also heavily concentrated in capital cities or towns; where most have 

their head offices, raising questions about the extent to which people that live outside these areas 

enjoy a voice in decisions. More generally, civil society participation remains limited among the 

millions outside the formal workplaces and urban townships where opportunities to express voice 

are concentrated. It is, therefore, difficult to substantiate the claim that a well-developed civil 

society contributes to pluralism and provides a bulwark against authoritarianism simply by virtue of 

the existence of a multiplicity of civil society organizations. Much depends on the degree to which 

organizations seek to express citizens’ interests and values, the extent to which participation is 

available to the widest possible range of citizens, including those whose interests and values may 

prompt them to oppose the mainstream view, and the degree to which organizations are able to 

influence policy. In Ethiopia only a small minority of groups are actively engaged in advocacy and 

lobbying for policy change on behalf of constituencies. Fewer still have any significant impact on 
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public policy. A multiplicity of organizations provides space for activity independent of the state, but 

capacity to contribute to democracy is more a function of structures of internal governance, the 

distribution of participation and accountability, and political efficacy. 

 

5.2.2.  Autonomy 

Autonomy from the state is often considered an intrinsic and desirable feature of civil society 

organizations. The case study evidence indicates that the relationship with the state is complex and 

at times contradictory, depending as much on historical and political context as on organizational 

attributes. Some organizations vary considerably in their autonomy from state actors and the 

consequent implications for effective representation of citizens. Experience demonstrates that the 

state often seeks to inhibit the scope for effective independent action through political 

interference, co-option and restrictive legislation. 

 

It is important to distinguish between distance and autonomy organizations may sympathize with a 

political actor, and thus enjoy closeness to it and consequent influence, but remain autonomous 

because they continue to set their own priorities. If autonomy is understood as distance from the 

state, the claim that it is essential if civil society organizations are to be effective in influencing the 

actions and decisions of state actors is not supported by the case study evidence. Proximity to state 

actors can act as a source of leverage by providing access to decision makers and enhancing political 

legitimacy. Tripartite negotiating forums bringing together representatives from business, labor and 

government provide opportunities for civil society influence.  

 

5.2.3.  Participation and accountability 

Liberal theorists claim political efficacy is at least partly a consequence of internal accountability. 

The research undertaken for this project casts doubt on this claim, pointing to a less direct 

relationship between internal accountability and political efficacy. However, while membership 

voice does not necessarily translate into influence, it remains vital if civil society organizations are 

to contribute to the practical realization of democratic rights. 

 

The research reveals that all but one of the 12 civil society associations, federations and networks in 
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Ethiopia is democratically constituted. In accordance with their constitutional provisions there are 

regular leadership elections and representation in decision-making bodies by affiliates. Most 

convene conferences or general assemblies for members and delegates at regular intervals. These, 

in principle, provide opportunities for internal debate and grassroots inputs into decision-making. 

 

5.3.  The contribution and impact of foreign aid 

The effectiveness of civil society organizations in influencing policy and acting as agents of 

democratization is not only shaped by internal organizational factors but is conditioned in 

significant measure by the availability of resources. The ability of Ethiopian civil society 

organizations to generate adequate funds from indigenous sources is generally constrained by 

relatively low levels of industrialization. The middle classes are often key actors in the formation 

and staffing of civil society organizations but in Ethiopia there are lack of the wealth and 

commitment to provide the resources for running costs through donations or structured fundraising 

efforts. For this reason, in our country Ethiopia domestic donations a significant source of income 

and even here international donors are the dominant funding source. 

 

Most bilateral donors and foundations provide financial support to civil society organizations, 

directly or through northern intermediaries, for building organizational capacity (principally staffing 

and infrastructure), workshops, research and publications. Donors also seek improvements in the 

domestic policy and legislative environment to promote a greater role for civil society groups, for 

example through decentralization and institutional reforms. 

 

While the total funding accounts for a relatively small share of aid flows and grants, most civil 

society organizations in receipt of foreign funds experience very high levels of aid dependence. 

Unless they are able to diversify their funding base enough to ensure that they are not dependent 

on a particular donor, this potentially renders them vulnerable to changes in funding priorities 

which could compromise their autonomy. Foreign aid has often sustained organizations which 

cannot easily mobilize domestic resources, and can act as a disincentive to seek local funding to 

those which have this capacity.  While aid to civil society is not substantial, it is concentrated among 

a relatively small set of organizations perceived to have the potential to contribute to democratic 

development through engagement in public policy. 
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6. Challenges for the NGO Sector in Ethiopia 

Achieving the financial stability required to consistently implementing quality projects and 

activities, and to serve as advocates for the interests of constituents, is the major challenge facing 

NGOs in Ethiopia. A small cluster of groups mostly Orthodox Church affiliates, plus a few other 

religious NGOs, and REST—operate independently of external donors. All other NGOs in the country 

are partially to totally dependent upon donors and sponsors from abroad or, in the case of the 

regional development associations, at least partially on government support. Generally speaking, 

there is no significant domestic support for the work of NGOs, and it is not realistic to assume that 

there will be in the near term. The viability and sustainability of the NGO sector is consequently 

quite fragile because of the scarcity of resources and the ongoing struggle for operating funds. 

 

The number of NGOs operating in Ethiopia is relatively small. There are several reasons for that 

reality, as suggested throughout this paper; one major factor, however, is clearly the sparse 

landscape when it comes to generating the revenue required to operate. There is little societal 

tradition of giving funds to NGOs, the government has sent decidedly mixed signals, and the 

emerging private sector is struggling for buoyancy itself. That equation puts the spotlight on 

international donors, and, here again, the record is spotty. Beyond positive rhetoric, most donors 

have been slow to deliver tangible support for the work of national NGOs. Most of the support 

delivered has been project specific, which offers little funding for the institutional capacity building, 

strategic planning, and securing of managerial expertise cited as essential by donors and NGO 

officials alike. 

 

Many local NGO leaders are increasingly agitated at the hesitation of donor agencies to provide 

funding for the very work that they claim is important for them to be doing. Other observers 

counter that the funding available is not necessarily limited in relation to the absorptive capacity of 

the sector, and they point to the central and fundamental need for ongoing capacity building work. 

While growing, intersectional linkages remain underdeveloped. 

 

The capacity of the sector to effectively advocate views or positions on public policy issues is weak. 

The intense competition for limited program funds available to NGOs is one explanation of the slow 

development of sector cohesion. A rather suspicious and envious view of the motivations and 
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activities of others is perhaps another. However, the plethora of forums and networks emerging 

provide evidence that these linkages are expanding. 

 

Great sustainability for the NGO sector is clearly linked to enhanced institutional capacity within it. 

Yet many leaders of the sector would argue that if donors see capacity building merely as a 

mechanical process of training and technical assistance, it will not take and sustainability will not be 

achieved. They would pose the argument that without a perspective that incorporates an equality 

of status, mutual trust, and a willingness to give local partners a chance to succeed or fail, those 

capacity-building inputs will fall short of their potential. 

 

What seemingly is at the heart of this ongoing debate is the search for respect and mutual regard 

on the part of the national NGO community. The view of some seems to be that without the means 

to be more than marginal players in the country’s development process, and then NGOs will indeed 

face daunting questions of sustainability. 

 

7. Ways to overcome obstacles 

As shown in the survey, there are a number of obstacles, both external and internal, which restrict 

CSO policy engagement. Below we highlight ways to overcome some of these. More detail on each 

is provided in the full report. 

 

7.1. Generating and using better knowledge 

While many CSOs have the potential to generate and use research-based knowledge much more 

effectively than they do, many policymakers are frustrated with the nature of the knowledge they 

receive to inform policy processes. Using different types of evidence more effectively would help 

CSOs influence policy and practice in a pro-poor manner. 

Key characteristics that would make evidence more useful for policymakers include: 

✓ Availability: Does a body of (good) knowledge exist on a particular issue? 

✓ Accuracy: Does the knowledge correctly describe what it purports to do? 

✓ Objectivity: How objective is the source? 

✓ Credibility: How reliable is the knowledge? 

✓ Generalisability: Is there extensive knowledge or are there just selective cases? 



28 | Page 40 
 

✓ Relevance: Is the knowledge timely, topical and have policy implications? 

✓ Practical usefulness: Is knowledge grounded in reality and presented in a useful format? 

 

7.2. Bridging the policy gaps 

Policymakers are often frustrated by the inability of many CSOs to communicate effectively in policy 

processes. To have greater influence, CSOs need to make their points accessible, digestible and in 

time for policy discussions. To better communicate 

CSOs need to ask several questions: 

✓ Why is their knowledge and knowledge not being used successfully to inform policy and 

practice? 

✓ Has it been appropriately targeted? 

✓ Has it been communicated clearly? 

✓ Is it easily accessible? 

✓ What does it take for research to inspire? 

✓ What makes some forms of knowledge easy to ignore and other forms more difficult? 

 

7.3. The power of networks 

Networks can help CSOs bypass obstacles to consensus; assemble coalitions for change; marshal 

and amplify evidence; and mobilize resources. For many CSOs that previously focused on service 

delivery, networks have enabled them to join in with lobbying activities. The problem is that CSOs, 

policymakers and researchers sometimes seem to live in parallel universes. 

 

Greater networking would help with policy influence. Developing effective links and trust-based 

relationships with policymakers, the media and other stakeholders is necessary for CSOs to engage 

fully with policy processes. They can do this by making the most of existing links, and by identifying 

key personalities who can help and generate new linkages and partnerships with likeminded 

individuals and organizations. 

There are six non-exclusive functions that networks can play to improve CSO policy influence: 

✓ Conveners bring together groups of people. For example, Coalition 2000 in Bulgaria brings 

together CSOs, government institutions, the private sector and donors in various 

coordinated initiatives to fight corruption. 
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✓ Filters ‘decide’ what information is worth paying attention to and organize unmanageable 

amounts of information. 

✓ Amplifiers help take little-known or little-understood ideas and make them more widely 

known or understood. Advocacy or campaigning NGOs such as the Jubilee Campaign are 

amplifying networks. 

✓ Facilitators help members carry out their activities more efficiently and effectively. 

✓ Community builder networks promote and sustain the values and standards of the 

individuals or organizations within them. For example, the Active Learning Network for 

Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP) promotes best practice 

and minimum standards of learning accountability and performance among humanitarian 

agencies. 

✓ Investor or provider networks offer members the resources they need to carry out their 

main activities. The African Capacity Building Foundation (ACBF), for instance, provides 

technical assistance, skills and funding to its policy research partners. It is important for 

actors to recognize that networks do not guarantee success. Although influencing policy is 

rarely straightforward we know more and more about what works. 

There are 10 commonly cited network ‘keys to success’: clear governance agreements that set 

objectives, identify functions, define membership structures, make decisions and resolve conflicts; 

strength in numbers lends greater political weight to a cause or policy issue; being representative is 

a key source of legitimacy and thereby influence; quality of evidence affects both credibility and 

legitimacy; packaging of evidence is crucial to effective communication; persistence over a period of 

time is often required for policy influence; key individuals can facilitate policy influence; informal 

links can be critical to achieving objectives; complementing official structures rather than 

duplicating them makes networks more valuable; and ICT are increasingly vital for networking. 

 

7.4. Building CSO capacity 

As shown in Figure 1, 65% of CSOs noted lack of capacity as an important constraint on their ability 

to influence policy. For effective policy influence CSOs need to be able to: understand the policy 

process in their specific context; generate high-quality, relevant research, or have access to such 

research; and link to and communicate with policymakers and other actors. This requires a wide 

range of technical capacities. 
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Networks can help their members with the resources needed to engage with policy processes and 

use evidence. Effective networking allows CSOs to access specific capacity lacking in their context, 

and this is also gaining in importance due to questions about the niche and duplication of effort by 

individual CSOs. We believe that to be successful, capacity building: 

✓ requires a broad-based participation and a locally driven agenda, 

✓ needs to build on existing local capacities, 

✓ requires ongoing learning and adaptation, 

✓ is a long-term investment, and 

✓ needs to integrate activities at different levels to address complex problems. 

An example from Kenya: Responding to HIV/AIDS A network including children, teachers and 

parents established by the Primary School Action for Better Health Project in Kenya has 

revolutionized HIV/AIDS awareness in schools in Kenya. The project, developed and managed by the 

Centre for British Teachers (CfBT), is funded by the Department for International Development 

(DfID). 

 

The project’s overall purpose is to bring about positive behaviour changes in sexual relationships of 

upper primary school pupils so that the risk of HIV/AIDS transmission will be reduced. It aims to 

provide accurate information on prevention, promote abstinence and delay the onset of sexual 

activity. 

 

Capacity and awareness building is carried out through a highly participatory process that involved 

teachers, students and community leaders. It has been implemented in 5000 primary schools across 

Kenya. The process itself is closely informed by research based evidence appropriately presented 

for each stakeholder group to incorporate lessons into their own activities. The project has 

institutionalized a new attitude towards HIV/AIDS education in primary schools, effectively 

changing teachers and pupils’ knowledge attitudes and behaviors. The program management is 

now being transferred to the Ministry of Education. 
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7.5. Policy entrepreneurship techniques: campaigns, boomerangs and policy pilots 

In some cases, the political context is problematic- political rights may be limited, policy processes 

may be closed, decisions may be dependent on the will of a few groups or individuals or policy 

implementation may be ineffective. Even in many troubled political contexts, CSOs can still 

influence policy. There may be opportunities to engage with particular organizations and individuals 

to inform and improve policy positions; through a process we call policy entrepreneurship. Three 

options are: campaigns to try to change policy by increasing awareness and support; ‘boomerang’ 

strategies (engaging with external partners to try to change policy in a country); and policy pilots, 

which allow for new approaches to be tested and operational solutions to policy problems to be 

demonstrated. 

 

7.6. Improving understanding and targeting of policy processes: context assessments 

Another problem is that CSOs often have a surprisingly limited understanding of policy processes, 

and fail to engage in a strategic manner or use evidence in an effective way. In this situation, a 

practical starting point is for CSOs to generate rigorous assessments of political contexts and policy 

processes. Recent work has identified five key clusters of issues that CSOs should focus upon: 

✓ the macro political context, 

✓ specific policy context, 

✓ the situation surrounding the implementation of the policy, 

✓ decisive moments in the policy process, and 

✓ the way policy makers think. 

If CSOs are able to build a portfolio of information within these clusters, they will be able to better 

understand the policy process and more clearly identify the types of approaches that might 

maximize their chances of policy impact. 

 

8. Civil Society, Development, and  Democracy 

Economic arguments for more fully incorporating NGOs and other civil society actors into Ethiopia’s 

national development strategy stem from the notion that it is an extremely poor country and that 

there are no natural monopolies for addressing its needs and problems. Ethiopia has “an estimated 

1997 per capita GNP of US$110 and the lowest primary school enrollment ratio, highest incidence 

of malnutrition, and lowest road density in Africa.” It is a country with chronic food security 
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problems and major structural problems in the public health and education sectors. The 

environmental problems facing the nation are staggering; food production, while up significantly, 

lags considerably behind the potential. Vast numbers of people remain uprooted from various 

conflicts and tensions of the past two decades. AIDS is a major threat. The number of orphans and 

abandoned children is extremely high. In short, the country faces major developmental needs that 

will require the best efforts of a comprehensive partnership of effective players to counter. NGOs 

are increasingly poised to be serious contributors to that partnership. 

 

There are many different profiles for NGOs in Ethiopia today. A wide range of competence, focus, 

size, program approach, and leadership styles exists among the various members of the community; 

most are tackling issues that are highly germane to the country’s development challenge. NGOs also 

enjoy considerable support within the donor community, where they are largely seen as proper 

channels for providing assistance. This almost certainly results in a net increase in international 

donor assistance to the country. 

 

NGOs sometimes offer more efficient and more focused attention to particular problems—that of 

orphaned or abandoned children, for example—than government bureaucracies. This is not 

particular to Ethiopia, but a general assessment. NGOs can mobilize citizens’ involvement in ways 

that government cannot. While some in government tend to see NGOs as competitors for donor 

resources, it can be argued that many donors view them as additional and particularly desirable 

conduits for both private and official development funds from the home country. Further, some see 

the engagement of NGOs in the development process itself as an indicator of the proper alignment 

of development strategies: an exclusion of nongovernmental entities from the process can be seen 

as a reflection of a non participatory process that is less likely to succeed. 

 

A more vigorous civil society and an NGO sector engaged in the country’s development process can 

speak directly about Ethiopia’s evolution into a representative democracy. And, it can be argued, 

without a democratic evolution, economic progress is not ultimately sustainable. A more effective 

and independent Ethiopian civil society, coupled with a more active NGO sector, will be receptive to 

greater contributions to the country’s political development. Civil society counterbalances 

Ethiopia’s historic tendency to concentrate authority in too few hands. 
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A more pluralistic and diverse civil society enlarges participation in national life by reflecting the 

interests of diverse groups of people. The broader the participation in the political process, the 

more legitimates the system of governance becomes in the eyes of the governed. Effective civic 

action is the key to that participation. Finally, it can argued that a more pluralistic and diverse civil 

society will incorporate vastly more people in the development process and thereby decrease their 

dependence on the government. 

 

These assertions are universal, but aptly apply to Ethiopia during this critical and transforming stage 

of national development. The process of creating space for civil society actors is in reality going to 

be slow and gradual in the country. But the requirement to do so is ultimately central to the 

Ethiopian development challenge. 

 

9. NGO Priorities and Official Development Agendas 

Overviews of the official development strategies adopted and being implemented in Ethiopia with 

support from the World Bank and the larger donor community are readily available within the Bank 

and will not be summarized here. What is clear in reviewing these documents is the natural 

complementarily of the priorities of the various NGOs engaged in the country and the strategies 

being pursued by the government of Ethiopia and by the official international development 

agencies, including the World Bank. 

 

Poverty alleviation and human development are central in the official development strategies and 

to those of the NGOs. Whatever arguments exist about the efficiency of NGO work, it is virtually 

impossible to refute the basic orientation of their efforts around these objectives. The World Bank 

Country Assistance Strategy proposes a strategy focusing on investments in education and health, 

with additional emphases on population, gender, food security, water supply, nutrition, early 

childhood development, and urban poverty. These areas, in essence, largely summarize the 

programmatic portfolio of the NGO sector operating in Ethiopia today. 

 

Recognizing this overlap does not even begin to imply that NGOs hold the key to the successful 

realization of the adopted development strategies. It is simply an assessment that the programs and 

projects NGOs are striving to deliver in Ethiopia are immediately complementary to those 
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strategies, and that NGOs offer an additional channel for their implementation. The ways and 

means for maximizing the contribution of the nongovernmental sector to the national development 

strategies is not the subject of this paper, but rather of a series of dialogues now feasible and 

advantageous. 

 

9.1. Dialogue on Partnerships in Development 

The concluding thrust of this snapshot view of the Ethiopian NGO sector is that a strong basis for a 

structured series of dialogues on development in the country between its members and the World 

Bank now exists. Indicators reveal that a shift in the government’s attitude regarding NGOs is 

underway. The sector is demonstrating increased institutional capacity and efficiency as a result of a 

series of interventions and the simple accretion of experience. Donor agencies, especially the 

European ones, are at last moving in the direction of direct funding of national NGOs. Though 

limited, media coverage of the NGO is increasing and increasingly positive. 

 

Furthermore, the public view appears to be less cynical. Adoption of the Code of Conduct for NGOs 

and the accelerating forging of networks and forums are indicative of a maturing NGO sector. 

Political events specifically, the impact of the border war between Ethiopia and Eritrea have 

indirectly and unexpectedly resulted in a lowering of suspicions and tensions between NGOs and 

the government. NGO projects complement Bank-supported development strategies. A widening of 

the operational space for civil society actors would underscore support for continued democratic 

evolution in the country.   

 

10. Conclusions and policy implications 

10.1. Empirical findings 

A major finding from the research is that few civil society organizations in Ethiopia have achieved 

significant policy engagement impact and the engagements impact that the Ethiopia CSOs have 

achieved are not dependent on donor funding. They have managed to influence policy and 

legislation in their respective spheres of interest due to specific features of their organizational 

structure and specific relationship with their respective governments. They mobilize the bulk of 

their operational expenses from membership subscriptions and draw very selectively on foreign aid, 

usually to finance specific projects. They also benefit from perceived legitimacy among government 
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officials, either by virtue of historical factors or broad complimentarily of objectives, which provides 

them with privileged access to the policy realm. They have established specialized policy 

departments that conduct analysis, undertake advocacy and lobbying work and represent their 

views in consultative forums, all of which provide the capacity required for exercising influence. 

 

Donor funding for civil society policy advocacy has not, therefore, made a major impact on civil 

society policy engagement in Ethiopia. Mass membership does not appear to be an essential pre-

requisite for contributing to public policy, but it can generate resources which make effective 

lobbying and advocacy possible. Strong traditions of internal democracy are not essential pre-

requisites of political efficacy but they ensure the leadership accountability and membership 

involvement which, we have argued, is essential if organizations are to perform the prime 

democratic function of giving citizens voice. 

 

Our analysis points to three critical ingredients in successful policy engagement by civil society 

organizations: strong organizational capacity, a high degree of perceived political legitimacy and 

access to government officials, and adequate financial resources, whether derived from internal or 

external sources. Foreign aid is not the most critical determinant of successful policy engagement: 

the character of a particular organization and its specific relationship to the state are decisive.   

 

The studies demonstrate that the contribution made by civil society organizations to democracy is 

not only manifest in the extent of their ability to influence policy and legislation. If measured on the 

basis of this criterion alone their impact would be judged to be very minimal. But the evidence 

demonstrates that the contribution of civil society organizations to democracy extends to their 

ability to foster participation and deliberation, to build leadership capacity and to nurture values of 

tolerance and consensus building, all of which are a function of internal democratic practices. Its 

capacity to offer citizens a say in decisions and to enhance pluralism may be as important as the 

ability to influence decision-making and demand accountability from state actors. These findings 

question inflated expectations of the policy-influencing potential of civil societies. 
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10.2. Theoretical issues 

The findings of this research also have implications for theories of civil society and democracy.  

The framework relies on a liberal pluralist model which assumes that all citizens enjoy the capacity 

to influence government decisions – civil society’s capacity to exert influence is, therefore, a 

function of how it is organized rather than external constraints. But this implied assertion that all 

citizens enjoy the power to influence government decisions assumes a set of liberal democratic 

institutions – free and fair elections, the freedom to participate in autonomous organizations 

outside the realm of the state, an elected legislature, an independent judiciary and an accountable 

political executive – which are hardly universal and are not fully in place in the countries under 

review. 

 

The framework also seems to be over-prescriptive in its requirements for a civil society which 

strengthens democracy. It mandates particular strategies, such as the formation of networks, for 

example, and organizational forms – the insistence on a “multi-layered” organization or having a 

presence in different parts of a country – which seem to be a matter of choice for particular 

organizations rather than a precondition for strengthening democracy. This is ironic, given the 

framework’s justifiable concern for pluralism: it is unclear why a plurality of organizations is 

considered necessary but a diversity of strategies and organizational forms is not. This is a 

substantive point, since a common criticism of donor approaches to civil society is that they tend to 

favor organizations which adopt particular strategies and organizational choices over others 

without any evidence that either is necessary for the effectiveness of civil society organizations. The 

framework seems to provide intellectual support for this approach, but without building a 

compelling argument in its defense. 

 

The measure of the democratic quality of a polity is, therefore, the degree to which all citizens are 

able to participate in deliberation on public policy formulation and implementation as well as on 

the performance of public representatives and servants. Citizen voice, and the potential to translate 

it into decisions if majority support can be secured, is both the defining feature of democracy and 

the means by which government is held accountable to, and forced to respond to, citizens. In this 

framework, however, voice and participation within organizations, although valued, is relegated to 

a means to an end – either as a form of civic education or as a guarantor of policy influence. Its 
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failure to place voice at the centre of civil society’s rationale may also lead it to invert the 

relationship between internal governance of organizations and effectiveness. If it is agreed that 

voice and the right to participate are the central democratic principles, then democracy within 

organizations is essential because it gives members a say in framing policy demands or proposals 

and ensures that political efficacy is being exercised on behalf of citizens. Policy influence is 

important, but not as an end in itself but because it enables that voice to shape events in society. 

Voice within organizations is not a means to effectiveness – effectiveness is a means to the 

expression of voice in concrete outcomes. 

 

Voice is not, of course, unlimited. Many of the desiderata raised by the analytical framework – 

pluralism, tolerance, respect for law and procedure – are crucial to the democratic expression of 

voice. Nor are questions of organizational capacity and effectiveness irrelevant. But the approach 

proposed here suggests that they are important because they determine whether voice is 

expressed and citizenship rights are thus realized. 

 

10.3. Policy implications 

The research has shown how a small number of urban-based intermediaries led by middle class 

elites command a disproportionate share of foreign aid resources. Many of these organizations 

exert a limited influence on public policy and do not make an enduring contribution to democracy 

through their activities. 

 

Donors should therefore review the range of civil society organizations targeted through democracy 

assistance programs to ensure that groups in rural or urban low-income areas and those with a 

mass membership also receive adequate support. This approach would have the advantage of 

strengthening organizations that represent poorer groups and potentially increase the diversity of 

perspectives under a democratic system. But this does not mean that increased support to 

grassroots organizations would necessarily strengthen democracy, since many are exclusive in their 

membership (by gender and ethnicity), are not transparent in their internal affairs and are not 

accountable their members. Efforts to increase funding to grassroots organizations can also be 

thwarted by formal requirements of registration and financial accountability, as well as by the 
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logistical challenge of supporting large numbers of small organizations, which often necessitates an 

intermediary organization to disburse and monitor grants. 

 

The finding that donor support can strengthen existing inclinations towards democratic internal 

governance or increase political efficacy but that funding which has had this effect is a rarity 

suggests that donors often lack the understanding of the organizations in their environment which 

would enable them to identify participatory and potentially effective organizations. Obviously, the 

more the capacity to develop this understanding is enhanced, the greater the potential 

effectiveness of such interventions.  

 

This concern does not negate the importance of organizational capacity and political efficacy in 

organizations which can offer citizens a voice. Where organizations fit that description, aid donors 

could play a role in strengthening organizational capacity through a set of discrete measures and 

changes in funding practices.  

 

Donors can also help to create opportunities for structured policy dialogue with governments for a 

more representative set of membership-based organizations and grassroots coalitions. At the same 

time, however, the principle that organizations operating in a democracy enjoy the right, within the 

law, to articulate their interests in a manner of their choosing – such as protest marches or public 

meetings – rather than purely through structured engagement with government is crucial to a 

donor strategy likely to foster democratization. 

 

CSOs in Ethiopia can try to improve the situation and influence policy but their options are limited. 

In many contexts, the extent of CSOs impact on policy is in their own hands. As we have shown 

above, by getting the fundamentals right – assessing context, engaging policymakers, getting 

rigorous, systematic knowledge, working with partners, communicating well – CSOs can overcome 

key internal obstacles. The result will be more effective, influential and sustained policy 

engagement for poverty reduction. These approaches are summarized below in Table 1: 

Approaches for Effective Knowledge based Policy Engagement. 
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Table: 1. Approaches for Effective Policy Engagement. 

Key Obstacles to CSOs Potential solutions for effective policy engagement 

External  

Adverse political contexts constrain 

CSO policy work.  

• Campaigns – to improve policy positions and governance contexts  

• ‘Boomerangs’ – working via external partners to change national policy  

• Pilot projects – to develop and test operational solutions to inform and 

improve policy implementation  

Internal  

Limited understanding of specific 

policy processes, institutions and 

actors. 

 

Conduct rigorous context assessments. These enable a better understanding 

of how policy processes work, the politics affecting them and the 

opportunities for policy influence. We outline key issues and some simple 

approaches to mapping 

political contexts  

Weak strategies for policy 

engagement. 

Identify critical policy stages – agenda setting, formulation and/ or 

implementation – and the engagement mechanisms that are most appropriate 

for each stage. We provide a framework that matches the different 

approaches and evidence requirements to key stages of the policy process  

Inadequate use of evidence. Ensure that evidence is relevant, objective, generalizable and practical. This 

helps improve CSO legitimacy and credibility with policymakers. We outline 

sources of research advice and mechanisms for how CSOs can access better 

evidence  

Weak communication approaches in 

policy influence work. 

Engage in two-way communication and use existing tools for planning, 

packaging, targeting and monitoring communication efforts. Doing so will help 

CSOs make their interventions more accessible, digestible and timely for policy 

discussions. We provide examples and sources of further information  

Working in an isolated manner. Apply network approaches. Networks can help CSOs: bypass obstacles to 

consensus; assemble coalitions for change; marshal and amplify evidence; and 

mobilize resources. We outline the key roles of networks (from filters to 

conveners) and the 10 keys 

to network success  

Limited capacity for policy influence. Engage in systemic capacity building. CSOs need a wide range of technical 

capacities to maximize their chances of policy influence. We outline some key 

areas where CSOs could build their own capacity or access it from partners  
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