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INTRODUCTION 

The third sector is recognized for its critical role in 
promoting good governance and upholding democracy 
around the world. Across West Africa, civil society’s 
crucial functions have included among others holding 
national governments accountable and ensuring that 
citizens are given the voice that they deserve. While the 
growing influence of civil society as a driver of change 
is noteworthy, there is also the urgent need for the 
sector to continue to build trust and legitimacy which 
can only be attained when civil society organizations 
respond to and address questions of their own 
legitimacy and accountability. In other words, civil 
society must look at accountability internally among 
itself as a distinct actor in development. Civil society 
accountability is therefore crucial for the third sector’s 
ability to successfully deliver its mandates, especially 
those challenging abuses from government, private 
entities, or transnational corporations. 

The understanding of civil society accountability is 
constantly changing beyond its traditional perception 
around project-level compliance requirements with 
donors to include a more holistic, inclusive, and 
systemic approach to accountability. This involves 
responding effectively to questions about civil society 
accountability and legitimacy, as well as exploring 
new tools and approaches to enhancing legitimacy in 
an environment where governments weaponize civil 
society weaknesses around accountability to stifle 
activities or muffle many organizations and hinder 

their constitutional mandates to keep government and 
public authorities in check. In an already threatened 
civic space environment in West Africa, there is no 
better time to consider strengthening civil society 
accountability as the road map towards the sector’s 
legitimacy and survival. 

It is within this context and for the growing relevance 
of CSO self-accountability that the West Africa Civil 
Society Institute (WACSI) in partnership with the 
Accountability Now, AGNA-CIVICUS and Rendir 
Cuentas held a maiden workshop under the auspices 
of WACSI’s flagship dialogue platform West African 
Policy Dialogue Series (WAC-PODIS) on 20 May 2021 to 
introduce the Global Standard for CSO Accountability 
framework and share knowledge on how to strengthen 
civil society accountability in West Africa. 

The workshop titled Global Standard for Civil 
Society Accountability: Reinforcing Legitimacy and 
Sustainability of the Third Sector in West Africa 
was facilitated by Omolara Balogun, Head, Policy 
Influencing and Advocacy, WACSI and featured 
distinguished civil society leaders as speakers 
including Ilina Neshikj, Executive Director Accountable 
Now and Global Secretariat of the Global Standard; 
Anabel Cruz, Director of Institute of Communication 
and Development (ICD) and Co-coordinator of Rendir 
Cuentas, a member of the Global Standard; Rosa Ines 
Ospina, Co-coordinator of Rendir Cuentas; Analia 
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Bettoni, Coordinator of the Institute of Communication 
and Development (ICD) Uruguay, a member of Rendir 
Cuentas; and Daniella Hiche, CIVICUS - AGNA Network 
Advisor. The workshop attracted over seventy (70) 
participants from WACSI’s network and partners – 
regional and national CSOs, networks, grassroots/
CBOs – across the West Africa region.

CIVIL SOCIETY AND THE CHANGING 
CONTEXT OF ACCOUNTABILITY IN 
WEST AFRICA

Organizations and networks around the world have 
for many years discussed and attempted to find a 
common definition and framework for accountability. 
Understandably for most civil society actors, 
accountability is synonymous with the string of terms 
including transparency, responsibility, credibility, 
integrity, trust, among others. In other respects, 
accountability is seen by many in civil society as 
relating to financial management and audit. These 
associated understandings of accountability tell of 
the mélange of terms that describe the concept and 
its practice. While this broadens the understanding of 
accountability, it oftentimes makes it difficult to clearly 
grasp the concept and its practice in some contexts or 
in organizations. 

All the associated ideas – transparency, integrity, 
trust, responsibility, etc. – relate to accountability. 
Accountability first and foremost is all about giving 
information and being transparent and open; being 
able to explain what we are doing, how we are doing 
what and perhaps what is it that we are achieving. The 
responsibility to give information openly is usually the 
first element of the traditional notion of accountability, 
while the second relates to taking responsibility for the 
money/resources received towards the achievements 
of project goals and overall organizational mandate. 
However, it is important to note here that, responsibility 
for the use of resources is not always enough: many 
organizations give information based on activities, but 
not necessarily on impact or achievements of activities 
that the resources funded. 

Nonetheless, the crucial role of civil society in 
development effectiveness cannot be underestimated, 
neither can the sector’s role in promoting active 

citizens’ participation in democracy, governance, and 
overall development be overemphasized. In line with 
their mandate, CSOs are also accountable to various 
stakeholders that are directly or indirectly involved in 
their administration and management. Internally, they 
are accountable to their staff, board, policies, mission, 
and externally to partners (both local and international), 
network members, as well as stakeholders such as 
government, private sector, beneficiaries, international 
organizations, funds providers/donors and society at 
large. 

While the third sector has gained the official 
recognition as an important development actor, CSOs 
have increasingly acknowledged the importance of 
addressing calls for their own accountability from 
different stakeholders, particularly government. 
Among the different aspects that civil society has been 
challenged to demonstrates accountability include 
those of fiduciary nature to donors and governments; 
accountability to their constituents and beneficiaries; 
accountability to organizational mission, vision, goals; 
and accountability to fellow CSOs or CSO partners. 
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Further, this increasing role of civil society in governance 
and the achievement of development outcomes often 
put the sector’s role and survival under threat by both 
national and foreign governments, particularly around 
issues concerning shrinking civic space. In addition, 
there has been growing concerns about lack of civil 
society self-assessment and accountability, especially 
following recent scandals including sexual harassment, 
misappropriation of funds and others that have 
surfaced in the sector. These and many others have 
led civil society to re-examine its accountability and 
practice within the sector including actions crucial to 
maintaining trust and strengthening legitimacy with  
stakeholders. 

With the increasing challenge therefore to demonstrate 
self-accountability, civil society has engendered several 
initiatives to address its accountability weaknesses 
and strengthen accountability. In September 
2010, more than 170 CSO representatives from 82 
countries gathered in Istanbul, Turkey to consider and 
unanimously adopt the Istanbul Principles for CSO 
Development Effectiveness. The Istanbul Principles are 
the result of thorough consultations with thousands 
of CSOs in more than 70 countries and sectors. The 
Eight Istanbul Principles considers the diversity of 
CSO visions, mandates, approaches, relationships 
and impacts in their development actions context or 
sector. The creation of the Istanbul Principles for CSO 
Development Effectiveness is recognized by the Busan 
Partnership document as guides for the strengthening 
of civil society accountability for development 
effectiveness. While the Istanbul Principles remain the 
foundation for the Global Standard CSO Accountability, 
it also doubles as an initiative to promote Dynamic 
Accountability as a means   to transform   the sectoral 
understanding and practice of accountability. 

THE GLOBAL STANDARD – AIMS 
AND COMMITMENTS

The Global Standard continues to drive the effort of 
many networks and civil society organizations around 
the world to discuss accountability and try to transform 
the way that civil society practices accountability in a 
way that is more people-oriented and more a process 
of dialogue than just a simple reporting mechanism or 
exercise that many are used to. The Global Standard 
for CSO Accountability presents a reference standard 
that CSOs can adopt and implement to strengthen 
their accountability practices. Using 12 accountability 
commitments – organized into three clusters: what 
CSOs aim to achieve, how to approach change, and 
how to shift internal practices, the Global Standard 
captures a shared understanding of accountability from 
CSOs from all over the world and embodies a dynamic 
approach to accountability. 

The Global Standard aims to create and to facilitate 
a people driven approach to accountability. It aims 
to help organisations to approach accountability in 
a meaningful way with broader understanding of 
stakeholders; so not only our donors, not only the 
government but also the people that we work with and 
for, among others. The Global Standard is expected to 
help organizations practice accountability differently 
to build trust and strengthen legitimacy towards 
stakeholders and beneficiaries, and as well within inside 
each organization.

Certainly, there are several other incentives for civil 
society to take accountability seriously. Among these 
include those of keeping public trust and legitimacy, 
for increased donor support, and the opportunity to 
build relationships with communities and beneficiaries.

https://www.csostandard.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Dynamic-Accountability_Accountable-Now.pdf
https://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/international_framework_open_forum.pdf
https://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/international_framework_open_forum.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/Busan partnership.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/Busan partnership.pdf
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CIVIL SOCIETY ACCOUNTABILITY: 
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

1. Increasingly restrictive civic space: The context in 
which civil society operates is changing quite rapidly. 
Over the years, the third sector has witnessed a 
huge proliferation of different actors including those 
working, for examples, on labor issues, online activism, 
media, and social movements – all making important 
contributions to development agenda. Across West 
Africa, civil society continues to operate in increasingly 
restrictive civic space, a situation which impinges on 
its progress towards accountability and its practice. 
Especially with the outbreak of the pandemic, the 
upsurge in the arbitrary arrests and detentions of civil 
society leaders, human rights fighters and defenders, 
institution of oppressive policies by governments to 
control CSOs, as well as other security issues across 
countries reduce organizations’ access to different work 
that they do, their constituents, thereby impacting on 
outward facing accountability, including constituents 
and beneficiaries.

2.  Declining trust in government and civil society: Across 
countries, citizens and leaders continuously worry about 
the seemingly declining levels of trust between citizens 
and the government, and the latter is doing little to 
remedy or improve the situation. Likewise, in some 
jurisdictions social contract appears to suffer massively 
with little to no effort from powerholders for a redress. 
Meanwhile, at the level of the civil society sector, we 
have also seen a rising situation whereby organizations 
are accused of becoming so elitist in their thought and 
approach, thereby creating a huge gap between them 
and citizens at the grassroots.

3. Accountability needs to go beyond just donor 
reporting: Another notable challenge is in ensuring 
that voices of beneficiaries’ count.  Reporting about 
finances and having structures of governance in place 
serves as good indicators of accountability. However, 
accountability goes beyond that to include the collective 
approach as civil society to advance a meaningful way 
of work with our partners and the implementation of 
our actions that ensures that citizens voices are heard. 

4. Limited resources available for civil society 
accountability activism: Many organizations are faced 
with the dire need for survival such that their meagre 
resources – financial and human – only barely fund 
core program activities with little to invest in building 
capacity around accountability and its practice. The 
challenge of limited resources to drive accountability 
is especially dire for grassroots organizations in the 

global south.

5. Limited capacity and knowledge of accountability. 
While  many are interested and willing to help 
shape and promote accountability in the third 
sector, there is huge deficiency in  knowledge 
and capacity on accountability. Thus, investing 
in civil society accountability capacity building 
would certainly help to create positive narratives 
about the sector as well as  its contribution to 
development and societal progress. The quest to 
positively change narratives of civil society is even 
more crucial now given the increasing restrictive 
spaces and context in which CSOs operate. 
Training workshops like these therefore matter as 
it affords the opportunity for civil society actors 
to learn and apply new knowledge and practices 
around civil society accountability.

6. Lopsidedness and the power imbalance 
between the Northern and Southern organizations: 
Accountability includes power sharing. It depicts 
the lopsidedness that characterize decision 
making between different groups of people and 
the powerholders. Thus, accountability also aims 
to close the power gaps (power imbalances) 
between stakeholders and promote trust building 
and mutual partnership, as a means to foster 
accountability on both sides. For civil society, it 
also demands for the actors to be more agile, 
responsive and open to feedback that may 
lead to changes in programmes. It encourages 
civil society to practice dynamic accountability 
– which prioritizes people at the center of the 
decision-making process through a continuous 
and meaningful engagement with them. This 
reaffirms the clamour for northern organizations 
who wield both the power to set the agenda and 
create frameworks to demand accountability from 
southern organization, to deliberately grant the 
latter similar power to demand for accountability. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO 
STRENGTHEN CIVIL SOCIETY 
ACCOUNTABILITY 

At the end of the workshop, the following 
recommendations were directed to civil society 
organisations. CSOs were advised to:

• Institutionalize organizational learning on 
accountability within their organizations. Though 
the workshop established that the concept and 
practice of accountability is still new to many 
CSOs especially those operating at the grassroot, 
regardless, organizations should be open to regular 
feedback, and be prepared to learn within and 
outside their immediate constituents, as well as 
from other citizens and communities. 

• Design and deploy accountability models with most 
unique indigenous content and techniques. They 
should harness indigenous accountability systems to 
improve relatability and receptiveness of the ideas 
espoused by different manuals of African contexts, 
experiences and orientation.

• Make use of human-interest stories which have the 
potential to impact communities/beneficiaries; and 
amplify voices of beneficiaries at the communities 
to shape and provide the needed bottom approach 
crucial to the effective practice of accountability.

• Establish networks to share and discuss challenges 
and lessons on accountability practices. These 
learning networks should be diverse to include 
INGOs, NGOs, citizens and policymakers who would 
openly dialogue about the concept and practice of 
accountability. 

• Mobilize resources – both human and financial – 
to support civil society programming and practice 
around accountability; and support organizations 
with modern (digital) tools and technology that 
aid accountability practices and self-accountability 
assessment.

• Continue to strengthen partnership and collaboration 
among civil society on accountability.

• Support the institutionalization of accountability 
framework in all organizations and institutions by 
putting in place robust policy to guide the practice 
of accountability at all levels.

• Reinforce the knowledge and practice of 
accountability in organizations though periodic 
capacity building programmes including 
coaching to enable them stay abreast with recent 
developments and practices around global civil 
society accountability.

• Strengthen global discourse around shifting the 
power: For instance, the relationship between 
Northern and Southern NGOs (CSO) should be 
based on equal partnership and mutual respect. 
Northern organizations should not only be setting 
the agenda and frameworks around accountability 
with organizations from the South playing second 
fiddle. Civil society from the South should also have 
the power and frameworks to demand accountability 
from northern colleagues. 

CONCLUSION

The virtual workshop provided WACSI’s partners 
and networks the opportunity to discuss and share 
knowledge on accountability and to acquaint themselves 
with the Global Standard for CSO Accountability 
framework, as well as explore opportunities to improve 
accountability critical to increasing CSO legitimacy and 
sustainability in West Africa. Participants recognized the 
dearth of knowledge and capacity on accountability 
and appreciated that accountability goes beyond just 
meeting reporting requirements to donors. Principally, 
civil society must be accountable to all the stakeholders, 
all the organizations, all the people that it interacts with 
in the process of bringing about change in communities.
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Contributors: 

Omolara Balogun, Head, Policy Influencing and Advocacy Unit, WACSI 
(@omolarabalogun) 

John Frinjuah, Programme Officer, Policy Influencing and Advocacy 
Unit, WACSI (@frinjuah)

**For more information on previous or subsequent webinars, please 
email us at pia@wacsi.org

http://pia@wacsi.org 



