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When COVID-19 struck, it affected every facet of society 
across the world. For civil society in West Africa, the impact 
of the pandemic amongst others exacerbated the sectors’ 
struggle to mobilise requisite resources to sustain its 
primary programmes amid dwindling donor funding as 
well as finance initiatives to curb the spread of the virus 
especially in the most vulnerable communities. Though 
funding for most Southern civil society organisations 
(CSOs) traditionally originates from Northern donors and 
development partners (DPs), the advent of the pandemic 
did not only trigger increased resource gaps in grant-
making, but it also introduced frequent changes in donor 
priorities; difficulties to meet new funding criteria and 
principles, as well as constraints for existing grantees 
(partners) to deliver measurable impact based on pre-
agreed grant/funding terms and conditions. Likewise, the 
pandemic also led to an abrupt diversion of focus, time, 
and resources of many CSOs from their core mandates 
and/or original plans for the year to emergency COVID-19 
responses.

Similarly, COVID-19 did not spare the donor community 
as the pandemic continues to impact their resource 
generation and administration. In the United Kingdom, 
for instance, charities alone are estimated to have lost 
over 4 billion pounds over a 12-week period early in the 
pandemic , while well-established charities like Oxfam had 
to furlough two-thirds of its UK staff to preserve funds.  
Like their civil society counterparts, donors have also been 
stretched by the pandemic into many directions, further 
constraining their ability to support CSOs through this 
unprecedented period. 

Further, the incursion of the pandemic also compelled 
donors, development organisations, and INGOs to shift 
focus essentially to COVID-19 relief efforts and paid 
lesser attention to pre-existing development problems 
that diverse CSOs have been attending to over the years. 
According to data gathered and tracked by Devex, a 
whopping $20.6 trillion of funding has been committed 
to combating the virus’s health, economic, social, and 
environmental impacts.  Consequently, this shift in donor 
priority has had a hit on civil society sustainability and 
resilience in the region, a situation which has fomented 
the conviction which many hold, that the dynamics of 
donor funding for the third sector would not return to 
normal even in a post-pandemic era. It is thus pertinent 
that civil society, donors, and DPs have a conversation on 
how the outbreak of the virus is impacting the funding 
landscape; interrogate existing funding models and 
principles, and collectively explore innovative and flexible 
funding mechanisms that would strengthen the resilience 
of the sector against the pandemic, and as well support the 
sectors’ post-pandemic sustainability plan. 

It is within this context that the West Africa Civil Society 
Institute (WACSI) held a fifth webinar under its special 
COVID-19 series on 28 September 2020, as part of its West 
African Policy Dialogue Series (WAC-PODIS). The webinar 
themed “COVID-19 and Civil Society Sustainability: 
Addressing the implication of change in Donor Priorities 
amid and post-pandemic era” was co-moderated by 
Taaka Awori, CEO, Busara Africa and Omolara Balogun, 
Head, Policy Influencing and Advocacy, WACSI. It featured 
distinguished representatives of the donor community, 
grant-making organisations, and civil society leaders 
as panellists, including David Sasaki, Program Officer, 
Global Development and Population, Hewlett Foundation; 
Ibrahima Aidara, Deputy Executive Director, Open Society 
Initiative for West Africa (OSIWA); Jeff Thindwa, Program 
Manager, Global Partnership for Social Accountability 
(GPSA), World Bank; and Rose Maruru, Co-founder, EPIC 
Africa (Civil Society). The dialogue attracted over 70 
participants from civil society, donor community, and key 
development partners.

The civil society funding landscape has changed 
tremendously over the years. To understand the landscape 
of donor funding to civil society, it is important to put 
the overall international aid in perspective. Aid and 
donor support to the global south has steadily declined 
due to several factors including donor fatigue, economic 
downturns of 2008/09, and changing aid paradigms (shift 
from aid to trade). As a share of developing country gross 
domestic product (GDP), multilateral aid flows which 
peaked at 0.43% in 1992 fell to 0.15 since then, and while 
bilateral aid bounced around more, the ratio has fallen 
from 1.25% in 1990 to 0.43% in 2016.

Aid Flows to Developing Countries. 

Source: Brookings Institution https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2018/01/19/

the-end-of-aid/

1 https://www.cfg.org.uk/Covid19survey 
2 https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/oxfam-to-furlough-two-thirds-of-its-uk-staff-in-re-
sponse-to-cov      id-19.html 
3 https://www.devex.com/news/interactive-who-s-funding-the-covid-19-response-and-what-
are-the-priorities-96833 

State of civil society funding 
amid COVID-19 
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This diminishing trend is expected to continue, and 
potentially represents many difficult years for developing 
countries post COVID-19. Indeed, the West Africa 
Economic Outlook published in July 2020 by the AfDB 
suggested that should the pandemic linger on for the rest 
of the year, the 2020 average regional growth may shrink 
by between - 2.0% and - 4.3% , further compounding 
the overall financial challenges of the region and its key 
stakeholders including civil society.

Impact of COVID-19 on Southern CSOs: The outbreak 
of COVID-19, therefore, has only exacerbated the pre-
existing resource constraints and financial situation, which 
are indeed confirmed by several studies on the impact of 
the pandemic on CSOs. One of the first series of surveys 
on the impact of COVID-19 on the thirds sector by LINC in 
April 2020 painted a gloomy picture of the impact of the 
pandemic on Southern CSOs. Out of the about 125 CSOs 
surveyed across developing countries, almost 50% of them 
(including well-established CSOs) could only survive for 
the next three months without additional funding; two-
thirds have had to embark on cost-cutting measures to 
survive; while three-quarters feared that there will be less 
funding available for their work amid COVID-19. 

There are still fears that funding opportunities for civil 
society will be greatly affected post-pandemic as grant-
making organisations and DPs have been forced to shift 
focus to COVID-19 and related issues in their countries of 
origin . A similar survey by CIVICUS also adds perspective 
to the financial impacts of COVID-19 on an overwhelming 
number of Southern CSOs (from the 127 CIVICUS network 
members from 50 countries surveyed), especially small and 
grassroots organisations that already had sustainability 
challenges before the crisis and their ability to continue to 
deliver on their mandate.

Impact of COVID-19 on African CSOs: Further, a much 
broader survey report by EPIC Africa and @AfricanNGOs 
focused exclusively on the impact of COVID-19 on 
African CSOs. The findings of the report, based on survey 
responses from 1,015 CSOs and from 44 African countries, 
indicate that an absolute majority (98%) of CSOs reported 
that COVID-19 impacted their operations in one or more 
ways, including substantial funding losses which many 
expect would last longer.  Meanwhile, many CSOs have 
yet to raise funds to meet the rising demand for services 
precipitated by the outbreak of COVID-19. 

Source: EPIC Africa and @AfricanNGOs https://static1.squarespace.com/

static/5638d8dbe4b087140cc9098d/t/5efabc7884a29a20185fcbaf/1593490570417/

The+Impact+of+Covid-19+on+African+Civil+Society+Organizations.pdf

Donor funding trajectories 
AMID COVID-19: major 
developments and prospects
In mid-March, over 40 major US-based international 
foundations including the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation, Seattle Foundation, Ford Foundation, 
MacArthur Foundation, Kellogg Foundation, and Robert 
Sterling Clark and Skillman Foundations among many 
others collectively pledged to commit more to flexible 
funding that allows grantee organisations to meet the 
COVID-19 emergency.  Almost 800 funders – and counting 
– have now signed the pledge.  The flexible funding is to 
give grantee organizations increased control over how 
they spend the money from grants.

Specifically, the pledge seeks to loosen or eliminate 
restrictions on current grants; contribute to community-
based emergency response funds; work collaboratively 
with grantee partners to generate thoughtful responses 

SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS

4 https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2018/01/19/the-end-of-aid/ 
5 https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/west-africa-economic-outlook-2020-coping-cov-
id-19-pandemic 
6 https://linclocal.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/COVID-19-Impact-on-CSOs_LINC-re-
port.pdf 
7 https://www.civicus.org/index.php/covid-19-survey-how-has-the-pandemic-affect-
ed-our-members-financial-situation 

8 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5638d8dbe4b087140cc9098d/t/5efab-
c7884a29a20185fcbaf/1593490570417/The+Impact+of+Covid-19+on+African+Civil+Socie-
ty+Organizations.pdf
9 https://www.cof.org/news/top-foundations-pledge-flexible-funding-grantees-wake-covid-
19-crisis 
10 https://www.cof.org/news/call-action-philanthropys-commitment-during-covid-19 
https://www.ncrp.org/2020/04/statement-encouraging-increased-giving-in-this-time-of-crisis.

Source: CIVICUS https://www.civicus.org/index.php/covid-19-survey-how-has-the-pandemic-
affected-our-members-financial-situation



4

that better serve communities; reduce the administrative 
and programmatic demands (reporting requirements, 
site visits, and other demands) during this difficult period; 
communicate proactively and regularly about decision-
making and response while not asking more of grantee 
partners; and listen more to partners and their communities. 
Others such as the London Funders Group also pledged 
along similar lines, while a number of philanthropic 
coalitions have called for increased funding to non-profits, 
even if it requires them to spend from their endowments.  
It is important to highlight that this is a crucial step taken 
by these donors at a time when organizations need to 
be nimble and adapt quickly without asking funders for 
permission to make changes. 

Furthermore, while many philanthropic foundations, 
donors and the non-profit sector are going through these 
changes, others have been prescient and made strategic 
decisions and developed measures that have proved useful 
today. For instance, Hewlett Foundation had been thinking 
into the future, especially informed by the inescapable 
impacts of the 2008 financial meltdown, on how to better 
handle emergencies by looking at long term spending 
and flexibility.  Therefore, when COVID-19 hit, Hewlett 
Foundations did not only commit to its existing mainly 
flexible support — typically 70-80% of grant dollars – but 
also took deliberate actions to loosen restrictions on those 
grantees who received more narrowly targeted project 
grants, review and modify schedules and deadlines, as well 
as reduce administrative burdens for all grantees. 

Donors’ focus since the outbreak of the pandemic has also 
shifted more to specific issues birthed by the pandemic 
or exacerbated by it. Some peer funders and government 
bilateral began reducing their grant commitments, while at 
the same time sought expert advisory on financial analysis 
and planning to grantee partners to plan different financial 
scenarios based on how the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the economic market play out over the coming months 
and years. In terms of the strategic shift in funding, 
issue areas such as procurement monitoring, stimulus 
and debt monitoring, advocacy for health services to 
vulnerable communities, advocacy for basic services and 
protections for informal workers, and strengthening of 
tax collection with an equity lens proved highly relevant 
and attractive to donors or took on increased relevance 
during COVID-19. Furthermore, modifications have been 
made to donor criteria, including sustainability, gender, 
governance structure, and more stringent requirements to 
demonstrate impact.

A strategic shift during COVID-19 has also been seen in 
the way of donor communication. The crisis provided the 
opportunity for Western institutions who would, per default, 

typically turn to Western experts to make pronouncements 
about what African countries ought to do in response to 
emergencies to focus on local experts and CSOs both in 
terms of responses and resources mobilisation for them 
to carry out their important mandates amid the pandemic. 
This has provided the opportunity for donors to better 
understand the challenges and opportunities presented 
by COVID-19 and think of longer-term strategy.

State of civil society-funders 
relationship amid and post-
COVID-19 period
Increased level of resources with more flexibility: As 
alluded to earlier, traditional funding streams to CSOs 
took a downward spiral with the outbreak of COVID-19, 
and this has been accompanied by greater uncertainty 
in relation to funding size, sources, and models from 
traditional donors for both the foreseeable and distant 
future. Already, Official Development Assistance (ODA) as a 
percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is in decline. 
However, the funding situation caused by the pandemic 
has also presented a new opportunity for civil society and 
donor relations. An immediate and obvious opportunity 
is the increased levels of resources with more flexibility. 
It is important to acknowledge here, however, that the 
donor landscape is diverse and includes private and official 
donors. Private donors, for example, foundations have 
had greater agility and flexibility with their grants to civil 
society than official donors. What is at stake is the capacity 
of civil society organisations – individually and collectively 
– to engage, negotiate and clamour for more space for 
adaptability and flexibility of funding in direct dialogue 
with donors/development partners.

Growing need for domestic resource mobilisation: 
Both official and private donors are impacted by the 
pandemic, and there is spill over effects on CSOs in terms 
of their limitation to funding, and this is exacerbated by 
the alarming lack of diversity in funding modalities for 
majority of organisations. Many CSOs continue to rely 
largely or exclusively on one single source (which leaves 
them struggling to find sources of funding for core 
costs) and are highly dependent on project funding. For 
the sustainability of these organisations, the need to 
explore domestic resource mobilization (internal resource) 
within CSOs (membership and/or income generating 
not necessarily for profit) and from the public cannot be 
overemphasised. For this to happen, however, there is a 
trust deficit between government, citizens, and CSOs that 
needs to be closed or addressed.  

html 
11 https://www.ncrp.org/2020/04/statement-encouraging-increased-giving-in-this-time-of-
crisis.html 
12 https://www.ncrp.org/2020/04/statement-encouraging-increased-giving-in-this-time-of-
crisis.html 
13 An update on our COVID-19 response (hewlett.org) 
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New intensified cooperation and partnerships are 
emerging: The outbreak of the pandemic unleashed 
an unprecedented collaboration and partnerships in 
responding to the virus and mitigating its impacts on public 
health and livelihoods. The G20, for example, took action 
to suspend 2020 debt payments from the world’s poorest 
nations, freeing about $20 billion for these countries to 
fight against COVID-19. Within Africa itself, the outbreak 
of COVID-19 engendered a remarkable pooled collection 
of philanthropic resources by African donors the pandemic 
response. COVID-19 relief funds were established in almost 
every country. It is important to note however that, despite 
the groundswell of African philanthropic giving, CSOs 
were not recipients of particularly large grants to respond 
to the pandemic. This could be partly explained by the 
fact that leaders of these relief funds were predominantly 
from the private sector and governments were their 
primary recipients. Nonetheless, in many instances CSOs 
self-organised and raised funds domestically to support 
COVID-19 responses. In Ghana, for example, when CSOs 
were not considered in government’s response mechanism 
and the fight against COVID-19, they self-organised and 
created a fund to support the vulnerable impacted gravely 
by the pandemic.

Growing capacity need of CSOs to better influence 
donor funding policy: The pandemic also exposed the 
capacity gaps of civil society’s ability to influence donor 
funding and guiding principles. It revealed the weak 
capacity of civil society in resource mobilisation as well 
as vulnerability to external donor dependency. Thus, 
leading to the prioritisation of a robust approach to civil 
society capacity strengthening that focuses more on 
organisational to institutional capacity development, and 
less on individual. In effect, the investment in institutional 
strengthening benefits the sector at large, and particularly 
increase the sector’s capacity to influence governments 
and donors policies. This is ever crucial because of the 
growing funding sources (including new philanthropic 
actors and innovative funding mechanisms) associated with 
modalities and approaches requiring heavy institutional 
capacity for CSOs. 

Policy Recommendations

Donors should: 

• Provide flexible funding to civil society to sustain core 
operational costs. A flexible and reserve funding will 

conclusively determine which organisations will be 
able to continue to deliver on their mandate and/or 
survive the adverse economic impacts of the pandemic. 

• Demonstrate systematic, more flexible trust-based 
relationship with civil society beyond the COVID-19 
emergency. As practiced by some donors as an 
immediate response to the pandemic, it is crucial for 
the future of civil society sustainability that donors 
do not return to previous assumptions about putting 
retrogressive conditions on grant making, but rather 
advance trust-based and flexible philanthropy.

• Reduce the managerialist approaches to civil society 
funding (competitive, short-termism, and results-
driven agendas) and augment sustainable CSO 
institutions through flexible and responsive funding.

• Consider flexible and unrestricted funding models 
that can be adjusted to changing circumstances. The 
pandemic has taught that, in times of emergencies, 
organisations need to be nimble and act fast to make 
the best impact. This can only be possible with access 
to flexible and unrestricted funding.

• Diversify funding to CSOs. In addition to providing 
core operational support, donors should also 
consider other grant-making instruments focused on 
developing organizational effectiveness.

• Consider financing to civil society that includes 
components that also build both local and international 
resource mobilization capabilities of organisations. 
It is well-acknowledged that fundraising itself is an 
expensive endeavour, and so donors providing support 
that focuses on enabling civil society to effectively 
mobilise resources is increasingly important.

Governments should: 

• Support local resource molibilisation/localisation 
agenda by developing innovative mechanisms and 

Photo by Niel Thomas (Unsplash)
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systems that make it attractive for the public to 
support civil society and their charitable work. These 
could include the review of VAT regimes, provision 
of tax waivers to citizens and institutions that give 
to charitable causes, or initiate investment vehicles 
and funds towards supporting civil society, as well as 
introduce legislations to encourage local giving. These 
would assist to build the financial resilience of civil 
society.

• Ensure that civil society organisations have the 
conducive political space or enabled environment to 
operate and fundraise. This would include the removal 
of any restrictions to civic space and deliberate creation 
of an open and enabling environment for civil society 
activities to thrive.

• Support civil society fundraising, advocacy, and 
engagement that addresses array of development 
challenges that citizens face.

Civil society should:

• Plan for decreased funding from bilateral donors like 
DFID, USAID, and SIDA over the coming years.

• Work relentlessly at figuring out the alternative 
avenues for resource mobilisation. This includes 
cultivating relationships with international/private 
donors and foundations.

• Strengthen domestic resource mobilisation especially 
in the face of dwindling international aid. To achieve 
this, civil society should intensify effort to make a case 
to domestic audience about the value-added of the 
sector to development, and the expected role of local 
philanthropists. 

• Cultivate stronger partnerships with the private sector  
and leverage its wealth and other potentials to boost 
civil society domestic resource mobilisation efforts.

• Ensure that the issue of civil society capacity to 
influence donors, governments, and key stakeholders 
is given prime attention, and move beyond rhetoric 
into actions that strengthen the institutional prowess 
of sector to be independent, resilient and increase 
its ability to influence mindset of donors, the private 
sector, and governments. 

• Strengthen policy engagement with government 
in bid to enact policies and laws favourable to civil 
society and strengthen its overall capacity to deliver 
on its mandate. 

• Continue to engage international donors for a 

mind shift from primary interest in programmatic to 
organizational development issues.

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only devastated our 
health systems, economies and disrupted our daily 
routines, it has also had a severe hit on the donor funding 
landscape and consequently impacted the sustainability 
of civil society across the world, particularly in developing 
countries. Despite the devastating impacts of the 
pandemic, what remains clear is the tremendous increase 
in donor aid flows to the global south although mostly tied 
to COVID-19 response. While the future of the pandemic 
is still uncertain, it is crucial that donor support not only 
respond to the COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath over 
the next few years but also take deliberate action to shape 
the future of development co-operation with Southern 
civil society to achieve development outcomes.

Conclusion

15 The pandemic showed the power of the private sector in Africa to mobilize resources to 
address local issues such as those brought by the outbreak of COVID-19 
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**For more information on previous or subsequent 
webinars, please email us at pia@wacsi.org

No. 9 Bamboo Street,East Legon, Accra
P.O. Box AT 1956, Accra, Ghana.

TEL: +233-303-937264/ (0) 302 550222
Website: www.wacsi.org
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