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COVID-19:

MEMBERS VIEWS ON CIVIL
SOCIETY RESILIENCE AND
SUSTAINABILITY
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Background

Through a recent survey of CIVICUS alliance
members we sought to learn about the
impact of COVID-19 on their realities. Amongst
other questions, we asked how the current crisis is
impacting on their relationships with donors and
supporters and their ability to organise and mobilise
the resources and support needed to sustain their
work. As of June 2020 we had received and analysed
127 responses from a range of members based in
over 50 countries around the world. This summary
offers an analysis of their responses and identifies
recurrent challenges, behaviours and innovations.
The survey also helped us sense-check the validity
of CIVICUS’s advocacy with the donor community,
particularly two open letters to donors published
in March and April that called for more flexibility,
certainty and stability towards grantee partners, and
asked donors to prioritise solidarity for a lasting and
stronger local civil society in the global south. It was
very encouraging to hear that more than the half of
respondents knew about the letters and found them
very useful for their work.
Characterisation of respondents
The majority of respondents are individual activists
or represent small organisations operating at the
grassroots level. More than half of respondents
are from Africa, with the Democratic Republic of
the Congo and Nigeria being the most represented
countries, and 44 per cent operate in countries
where civic space is rated by the CIVICUS Monitor
as being repressed or closed.
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GRAPH 1. Type of respondents.
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GRAPH 1.1. Regional distribution of the respondents.
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GRAPH 1.2. Civic Space Rating in the countries
where the respondents work, according to the
CIVICUS Monitor.
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How has the COVID-19 crisis impacted on the
financial/resourcing situation of civil society
groups and activists?
1.5%

Financial income has reduced
considerably but they can
continue working

4%
5.5%

Financial situation got seriously worse
and they cannot continue their work or
will soon have to stop activities
Other

49%
40%

Financial situation improved
No response

GRAPH 2. Financial impact of COVID-19 on respondents.
According to survey data, the pandemic has
negatively impacted on the financial situation of
89 per cent of respondents. Of these, 49 per cent
indicate that despite a significant income reduction
they believe they can continue working in the
medium term, but the remaining 40 per cent have
been affected so severely that they expect to close
down or stop activities in the near future.
Looking more closely at those who report that
they still believe they will be able to sustain their
work, respondents tend to be small-to-medium-

sized organisations whose COVID-related income
contraction is making it particularly difficult to
continue paying salaries, resulting in then making
cuts in staff, placing salary payments on hold
or staff and volunteers working without proper
remuneration. Even if they foresee that they
will continue some operations in the short and
medium term, various respondents feel that cuts
and reductions are placing their organisations in
a position of fragility, which will probably impact
their sustainability in the longer term.

“In 2019 we submitted a funding proposal to our donors, and we expected
to receive the funds in January 2020, but the donors changed their minds
and will not give us funds because of COVID-19.”
- Ephraim Chimwaza, Center for Social Concern and Development, Malawi
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Four main reasons have been cited:
1) Donor behaviour: funding modalities and
behaviour from institutional donors have been
frequently mentioned as main challenges in
the current context.
A. There is a general unavailability of flexible,
unrestricted funding that can be quickly
redirected to address needs when they arise,
including to cover various organisational
costs, purchase essential COVID-19 protection
supplies, such as water, soap and sanitisers,
or deliver basic supplies for excluded and
vulnerable groups served, such as sanitary
pads for girls and women.
B. When grants offered are project-based, and
with no activities taking place on the ground
due to lockdowns, some donors are no longer

covering project expenses, despite fixed
costs having to be sustained while waiting
for lockdown measures to be relaxed and
activities to resume.
C. Potential and prospective funding has
abruptly stopped or changed, with donors no
longer releasing funding for new projects or
for new grantees. In many instances donors
have changed priorities and repurposed
existing funding allocations towards
COVID-19 emergency response. Further,
new funding streams, when available, only
support existing grantee partners.

2) The sudden shutdown of country operations by large international civil society organisations has
reduced grant levels for local groups relying on their support.
3) Lockdowns have impacted on corporate and individual donations as well as on revenue-generating
activities and services. Often these donors can no longer afford giving, while traditional fundraising
events or door-to-door donation-seeking cannot take place due to lockdown measures. Lockdown
measures also caused a significant slowdown on the pace of work for groups offering paid services,
such as workshop facilitation and training, as a revenue-generation strategy.
4) Income from endowments – in the few cases where these exist – has reduced considerably due to
poor market performance. This has had a very negative effect on reserves and the possibility of using
unrestricted funds to face unexpected costs and adjustments.
“Funds for our usual outreach work are reduced, and no additional
funds are available to support COVID-19 response efforts. We will have to
squeeze the same workload into a smaller budget, while also integrating
low-cost responses to COVID-19, such as awareness-raising and the
provision of protection supplies.”
- Jaray Narayan Prasad, Social Development Coordination Committee, Nepal
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TABLE 1. Respondents most affected by the loss of income and how.

GROUPS MOST
REASONS GIVEN
NEGATIVELY AFFECTED
AMONGST RESPONDENTS

IMPLICATIONS

Individual activists

Lockdown measures reduced or
paused services offered to sustain
livelihoods

Recently established youth-led
organisations

Not having previous relationships and
credibility with potential donors

Community-based and
community-resourced groups

Donations and fundraising halted
due to lockdown or because
donor priorities shifted to support
government efforts to address the
pandemic

Social enterprises

Lockdown measures reduced or
paused services offered

• Loss of income, including
in investments made in
initiatives that began at the
start of the year and were
suddenly halted
• Funding used to fight
pandemic drained funding
needed to continue
mission-critical work
• Loss of independence
as now many of these
groups are turning to more
traditional donors for help

Small and informal groups that Donor eligibility thresholds are
cannot access international and restricted to big and established
domestic donors
organisations
“Our income-generating activity is training young people in basic
computer skills at a small fee. This was halted because of the
restrictions introduced as part of the COVID-19 preventive measures
that stopped activities gathering people. This is the income we use to pay
office rentals and utilities and stipends for our volunteers and interns.
Now without that income and external funding we can no longer
maintain them and keep on with our activities.”
- Msiska Tizgowere, Revolution Human Aid and Transparency Initiative, Malawi

Looking more closely at the realities of those
respondents who believe they will soon have to
close down or stop operations, these are largely
individual activists sustaining themselves through
income-generating activities, such as providing
training or facilitation, and small groups relying
on community donations, donations gathered
from faith congratulations, or on experts’
voluntary support, such as from lawyers, social
workers, accountants and media experts.

All these sources of income and support have
been negatively affected by lockdown measures
and by the personal constraints that supporters
have faced. Only a few respondents from this
group have been relying on traditional grants,
but they mentioned the unavailability of new
funding from their donors.
The very few respondents reporting a positive
financial impact during the pandemic (4 per cent)
refer to international funding that was accessed
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“Even if we asked [our donors] to reconsider their priorities, the
‘pre-corona’ thinking is still dominant: international and Brazilian
private foundations have not redesigned their priorities, processes and
administrative requirements to meet this new socioeconomic global
scenario.” - Jorge Laffite, Instituto da Infancia, Brazil

or rapidly repurposed flexibly, although in one
case this funding had not yet been received at
the time of responding to the survey. It was
striking to note that all these respondents
operate in countries with repressed civic space
ratings, where resourcing – especially foreign
funding – is typically a challenge.
Respondents who chose the option ‘other’
(5.5 per cent) are mostly groups that have never
received grants and have no prior experience with
institutional donors. Some of these respondents
identify as new or informal movements and

report issues of recognition and registration that
challenge the possibility of accessing financial
support, as well as tensions with their funding
intermediaries and donors due to the types of
information and documents they required.
Other respondents in this group represent poor
and traditionally excluded groups, such as sex
workers in East Africa and migrants in South East
Asia who are finding it very difficult to work and
sustain themselves during lockdown measures
and who experience harsher consequences of
the restrictions due to their specific realities.
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What has been the response from your current
funders/donors?
Offered non-financial support

5%

Other
18%

27%

Reduced their current or prospective
grants
Allowed them to repurpose current
grants with flexibility

24%
26%

Offered additional funding to face the
crisis

GRAPH 3. Donors responses to the COVID-19 crisis.

5

“CIVICUS unlike others offered a window for additional funding, plus
allowed us to repurpose current grant with flexibility - thumb up
CIVICUS!” - Staff member, civil society organisation for peace and development, Malawi

Twenty-four per cent of respondents report that
donors have reduced or suddenly halted their
current or prospective support, while 18 per
cent indicate that donors had allowed for the
repurposing of existing grants, although mostly to be
redirected towards COVID-19 responses rather than
covering operational costs. Only 5 per cent were
offered additional funds, although most of these
were waiting to receive the funds at the time of
responding to the survey.
Across the examples of donors allowing the
repurposing of grants there is a range of
situations, although, also in this case, many
respondents were still waiting to hear back from
donors on final decisions. Most respondents
note some degree of flexibility from donors in
allowing for the redirection of a small percentage
of funds towards COVID-19 activities, such as
the purchase of protective equipment for staff,
donations to health centres and radio spots to
provide COVID-19 information. Few report greater
flexibility in allowing budgets to be changed
to meet new demands and see projects to
completion. There are challenges in repurposing
existing grants: a respondent mentioned that
budget allocated for research, training and
advocacy had been diverted to emergency
projects, using up the organisation’s budget.
Twenty-seven per cent of respondents report
that funders were offering non-financial support,

but this is mostly in the form of solidarity
statements and information-sharing, as opposed
to psycho-social and legal support, which are the
most commonly cited non-financial needs in the
survey. The crisis is clearly impacting on mental
health: isolation, social distancing and the stress
of the crisis are contributing to increased mental
health problems and trauma, which is particularly
difficult for people already living in conflictaffected contexts, but support is largely not
addressing this need.
Twenty-six per cent of respondents selected
‘other’, mostly with the argument that they
do not have ‘donors’ as they understand the
term. A few others cite here the lack of action
taken by their current funders, which decided
to freeze their grants during this period. The
most striking comment under this group comes
from an organisation that complained about
pressure from some intermediary funders to
disburse more grants to local groups and to
provide more frequent reports, despite the
constrained operational capacity caused by the
pandemic impacts. The respondent suggests that
the crisis might be positioning some funding
intermediaries in a negative light with their
donors if they cannot report that funds are being
used, but feels that this shows that “their real
interests are to stay in business at the cost of
local civil society.”
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Aspects of resilience and innovation emerging
from the responses

A few respondents mention that lockdown
measures have provided an opportunity to
experiment with new ways of working to
pursue their mission, such as testing ways of
engaging their communities through social media
networks, and also to consolidate new areas of
work that were accelerated by the pandemic.
A couple of organisations mention that their
strong skills and internal capacity around
information technology have become an asset:
they have had requests from other organisations,
and donors, to help train grantees and staff on
‘remote working’.
All in all most groups showed great resilience
in the face of the crisis. Despite limits due to
funding constraints and lockdown measures
restricting organising possibilities, they have
been playing a key role in delivering essential
goods, such as food, sanitation items and
protective equipment, and in raising awareness
about the virus, including on protection
measures and government decisions. Some
mention that these immediate responses were
possible with very little financial resources,
instead relying on strong networks of solidarity

through members, volunteers and supporters.
Connectedness with local communities has
been instrumental to ensuring a quick and
effective response, and an invaluable support for
ensuring adherence to emergency measures in
the absence of government action and support.
In some cases, respondents mention that their
governments did not approach communities
soon enough or not at all and civil society
groups were the only ones serving
them. Despite this great contribution, especially
at the community level, some respondents
indicate that governments are not including civil
society in overall pandemic response plans or
rescue package.
As for continued mobilisation of their own
resources, many respondents mention that this is
harder because they cannot mobilise or innovate
given the lockdown. Some have tried online
crowdsourcing but with little success, and some
are securing small donations of funds or goods
from their own members, partners, or the staff of
other CSOs; one respondent said that being part
of different platforms is what has allowed them
to raise a little money, but it is still not easy.

“Our organisation was among the first Civil society organisations in
liberia to create awareness among local communities about COVID-19 and
its prevention. We used paper, markers, microphones, and other materials
we had to inform people. Donors came later and found out that locals
already had some knowledge about COVID-19. People recommended our
organisation to them, and we were able to get some funding.
We also advocated with the local county to use money from the crisis
management program to protect people’s health during this crisis
and requested to include civil society organisations in the response
efforts. They heard us and included us as one of the implementation
partners, which allowed us to access some funds to amplify our
COVID-19 response projects.”
- Foeday Zinnah, Youth Alliance for Rural Development in Liberia
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Sense-checking the validity of CIVICUS advocacy
with the donor community
Yes

5%

I did not know about these letters
No
35%
60%

GRAPH 4. Respondents indicated if they found useful CIVICUS’s advocacy letters asking donors to
provide better support to civil society during the pandemic.
We checked the validity of CIVICUS’s advocacy with
the donor community during the crisis, particularly
the two open letters to donors published in March
and April calling for more flexibility, certainty and
stability towards grantee partners and asking
donors to prioritise solidarity for a lasting and
stronger local civil society in the global south.
Sixty per cent of respondents knew about the
letters and found them useful for their work.
Some reported having shared these letters with
their donors and used them in negotiations.

Respondents appreciated that the letters
could open eyes among the donor community
to challenges faced on the ground, especially by
grassroots groups, and prompt funders to take
action and apply more proactive measures when
approaching civil society in situations like this.
Some reported having gained more knowledge
and confidence on how grantees and donors can
be mutually accountable.

“The recommendations to donors in these letters gave us the courage to
include certain requests including the purchase of Personal protective
equipment for staff when we had the opportunity to send a budget
amendment to our donors, which was approved.” - Priscilla Nyaaba, Youth
Harvest Foundation Ghana
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CIVICUS preliminary reflections on these survey findings
Additional restrictions and limits in access to funding and other key resources occurring in light of
COVID-19 could further undermine civil society’s ability to exercise freedom of expression, assembly,
and association. In this context, there is a widespread demand for additional funding and support to be
made available by donors and governments to reach a broader range of civil society groups, especially
traditionally excluded groups, youth-led and community-based groups, as well as less formal and newly
established ones. This has become one of our priority requests to the donor community.
It is encouraging to see that many members of the alliance have found relevant and useful CIVICUS’
advocacy actions directed to the donor community during this crisis. We will continue advocating with
donors to allocate more and better resources for civil society, particularly for smaller and informal
groups in the Global South. We will now move beyond donors’ immediate responses to the COVID-19
crisis and focus on promoting systemic changes and strategies for the long-term sustainability of civil
society, especially for the groups listed above.
We should consider within our resourcing strategies ways to better support and advocate for the
needs of the significant number of members who do not rely on established donors and funding
but instead depend on alternative income streams like membership fees, the sale of services and
individual or community donations. CIVICUS released the Rebuilding for Good guidelines to support
members’ direct advocacy with their governments and other domestic stakeholders, and we should
make sure that these contribute towards a more enabling environment for these specific groups.
Organisational resilience has traditionally been defined in financial terms. However, resilience
seems to be also greatly determined by the breadth and depth of relationships between civil
society actors and individuals, partners and other allies. The donor community could do a lot more
to unleash non-financial support (beyond statements of solidarity and resources webpages). We
will stress the need to prioritise support for non-strictly financial needs such as mental health care;
access to safe and horizontal networks to share skills, know-how and resources; access to legal
support; specific capacity-strengthening support in areas around civic space, resource mobilisation,
working in the digital space and working offsite.
This analysis confirms the validity of CIVICUS decision to strengthen the CIVICUS Solidarity Fund
to be able to support with flexible funding more of our members who can´t access mainstream
funding options and the flexible resources needed to cope with this crisis. We are investing in
strengthening its infrastructure and recently launched a crowdfunding campaign to raise more
resources to disburse through this fund.
Seeing that half of the responses to this survey came from individual activists brought additional
evidence to the change in our active membership, largely made up by organisations. CIVICUS will
continue to explore ways to be more relevant and accessible to these individual members, starting
by testing new approaches that can inform our next strategic framework.
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areas
CIVICUS
IS
EXPLORING
TO SUPPORT
CIVIL
SOCIETY

1
Supporting strategies and
efforts that enhance domestic
and international recognition
of civil society in these critical
times and demanding
adequate government
protections and support.

3

Continue advocating with
relevant partners for the
provision of more relevant,
accessible, and flexible
funding and support, especially
for grassroots groups and
movements. This includes
exploring how to sustain positive
and innovative responses led
by civil society during this crisis
while promoting the recovery
and long-term sustainability of
the sector.

4

Encouraging bolder, long-term
investments and experiments
aimed at strengthening and
diversifying local support
infrastructure and domestic
funding for civil society, and
seeding new structures where
they don’t exist.

civicus.org

2

5

Testing and learning from
new financial and operational
models supporting diverse
forms of civil society to
respond to complex, translocal challenges. These models
should focus on engaging local
actors through co-creation and
more participatory governance
processes.

info@civicus.org

/CIVICUS

Weaving new connections
and partnerships with a
range of public and private
actors exploring alternative
or complementary ways to
support and finance civil
society.

@CIVICUSalliance

#civicusalliance
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