
       

 

Brussels, 11 June 2020 

HRDN - Working Group on Funding for Human Rights and Democracy  

Inputs to the programming for the Human Rights and Democracy Pillar of the NDICI 

Following the first consultation held by DEVCO and the EEAS on 27 May 2020 on the next thematic programming, 
member organisations of HRDN’s Working Group (WG) on Funding for Human Rights and Democracy gathered 
their inputs in a joint document. This document does not aim to be exhaustive nor to preclude additional individual 
or collective submissions by members of the WG or of the network.     

 

 
1. Implementation modalities: strengths of the current EIDHR programming and what to maintain and 

change 

Maintain the CBSS. The practice of country-based support schemes (CBSS) under EIDHR has proven effective 
and should be maintained at least at its current level in the framework of the thematic programme “Human Rights 
and Democracy”. Only this thematic programme and the programme on Civil Society are exempt from the need of 
consent of the governments of the third countries concerned. Sensitive issues related to democracy and human 
rights on national level can therefore best be addressed via these programmes. In view of maintaining the possibility 
to address country-specific matters, it is recommended to at least uphold the current practice of CBSS with clear 
financial allocations per year and per country. This would also allow organisations active in the field of democracy 
and human rights to better anticipate funding opportunities. The CBSS should also allow activities in other countries 
related to the programme such as regional (ACHPR - Banjul, African Union - Adis Ababa) and international 
advocacy (UN - Geneva or NYC) could be included. 

Grants should be preferred to service contracts. In the sensitive fields of democracy support and human rights 
protection and promotion, it is crucial that projects are based on the initiative of and be owned by local organisations 
and beneficiaries. Grants are more accessible for local CSOs and allow for more local ownership. Democracy and 
human rights support deal with values, pluralism and trust, for which inclusive, bottom-up approaches are 
necessary, and these can be guaranteed through grant agreements, in a way that service contracts do not allow 
for. Moreover, projects are often implemented in difficult and volatile political environments. Local knowledge and 
access to local decision-makers (formal and informal) are crucial to ensure a sustainable outcome and to avoid 
adverse effects. 

Maintain a low level of co-funding. The current level of comparatively low co-funding requirements in the field of 
Human Rights and Democracy should be maintained to allow a large variety of actors to implement projects and 
not to exclude too many organisations on the basis of their financial capacities. 

Global calls. Global calls from Brussels should be continued and have a true global scope. CSOs from all over the 
world should continue to be able to apply and receive funding, regardless of their official registration status and 
whether they are in an EU member state. Global calls should provide support to large to medium size grants and 
while favouring large partnerships they should not include too stringent criteria as to exclude small to medium size 
organisations. They should continue supporting a variety of themes on national, regional and global levels. Global 
calls should allow the implementation of regional or international programmes for federations and coalitions. Global 
calls should also allow for travel to and participation in relevant regional and international human rights mechanisms, 
especially the UN mechanisms in Switzerland.   
 
Data, innovation and evidence-based programming. The EU should build on its successful use of comparative 
data to invest in analysis of policies and programmes that effectively promote the right to defend human rights and 
the protection of those who exercise it, including by integrating this into the assessment of support to partner 



       

 

governments. Research has pointed to the need for more evidence and better knowledge on democracy support, 
as one key recommendation to the EU and EUMS. We recommend the NDICI to support the creation of new tools 
to identify opportunities to safeguard democracy and civic space, and to promote democratic innovation through 
EU policies and programmes, particularly in direct support to partner governments. Particularly, innovative applied 
research is needed on ways to promote collective protection (beyond individual security measures of leaders) of 
HRD groups and communities, as well as research on innovative methods to increase the agency and protection 
of HRDs in rural and remote areas. 
 
Subgranting to grassroot and marginalised actors. The EU should ensure that when it funds projects that 
involve subgranting, NGOs receiving the funds should facilitate the access of more remote, marginalised actors to 
EU support. For this it is necessary to broaden the eligibility of funds so that they reach out to more informal groups, 
such as local social movements and communities who organise themselves to defend rights in a collective manner 
but who may not fulfil formal requirements as they are not institutionalised actors like NGOs. Intersectional 
approaches should be mainstreamed in these programmes and the EU should verify that funding is not excessively 
biased towards already networked actors. 

HQ oversight: When civil society signals a lack of willingness of some EU delegations to fund local actors doing 
work that puts them particularly at risk to headquarters, or report other issues affecting the capacity of the EU to 
channel human rights support to those who most need it, headquarters should verify and take actions. 

Gender sensitivity. The EU should implement gender mainstreaming in all thematic and geographic programmes 
and reach the target fixed by the Gender Action Plan II to mainstream gender actions across 85% of all new 
initiatives by 2020. 

Complementarity with geographic programs. Human rights and democracy projects contribute to long term 
processes aiming to bring transformative changes in societies deeply affected by egregious violations of human 
rights. Those systemic changes require prolonged support and can’t be limited to thematic programs. While we 
acknowledge the policy discourse to ensure complementarity between thematic programmes and the geographic 
programmes, we strongly urge the EU to concretely and systematically translate these recommendations into actual 
engagements in the new geographic programs. Geographic programmes need to ensure continuity and support to 
human rights, democracy, and gender equality by including support to CSOs in each country where the EU 
implements development aid programs. 

Supporting institutional resilience. We encourage the NDICI to adopt more flexible budgetary requirements in 
relation to the ratio of operating vs. programme quality costs, at the very least with applicants who have already 
received EU funding, and thus are trusted partners. Programme quality costs (M&E, research, networking, 
organisational development, staff…) directly serve the project purpose. Overly prioritizing the funding of direct 
beneficiary costs creates unfair and unrealistic expectations on the functioning of organisations and severely 
constrains the sustainability and efficiency of their work. In the context of Covid19, we also call on the EC to allow 
broader headings within projects without a detailed breakdown of numbers of participants, days etc (such as 
'Workshops',  'Capacity-Building Programmes'), and/or lump sum costs based and justified on averages, with details 
negotiated closer to the date of the activity or ex post. Projects for the promotion and protection of human rights 
and democracy devote a large part of their budgets to human resources because they require significant expertise, 
both in terms of content and know-how (advocacy, training, support, etc.). We therefore advise to drop the required 
correlation between the percentage dedicated to activities and the percentage dedicated to human resources. We 
also advise that the EU should consider increasing the percentage amount allowed for indirect expenses and should 
not reduce these costs in the evaluation phase or in the contracting phase of the preliminarily approved 
projects.  Logical frameworks should be abandoned as they are an overly restrictive, administrative tool that does 
not serve many human rights projects adequately and are a burden to small organisations. Similarly, flexibility 
around impact indicators and related reporting requirements should be increased to reduce time spent on reporting 
rather than actual action. 

This would signal the EU’s willingness to invest in the capacities of human rights actors and build trusted 
partnerships in the long run.  

http://epd.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Louder-Than-Words-Review-Book.pdf


       

 

Supporting transformative change: We encourage the NDICI to include strong long-term support to advocacy 
and capacity-building activities, which play an essential role in protecting rights and pushing back against 
government encroachments on democratic laws and norms. Well-organized and timely campaigns around major 
political events help raise that consciousness, and coupled with capacity-building, enables grassroots groups to 
build powerful constituencies and create transformative change. 
 

2. Implementation modalities: better reaching change-makers 

We welcome the fact that under the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument, the 
European Union recognizes that “the role and action of human rights defenders and civ il society is critical to 
reinforce the institutional and legal human rights framework” and strongly encourages the EU to make the protection 
and empowerment of human rights defenders a priority of the new human rights and democracy programming 
(specifically those defending land and environmental rights as well as women, LGBTI, rural, indigenous and ethnic 
communities at risk due to their work in the defence of their rights). The EU should adapt and expand its approach 
to be more effective in truly reaching change-makers, such as human rights defenders and political actors, both by 
adapting implementation and funding modalities, and by more proactively reaching out to changemakers. 

Continuation of the current evaluation of capacity of applicants. Small, local organisations, including youth 
organizations, lacking the administrative and financial capacities and resources to take the lead role in a project 
can join as co-applicants/co-beneficiaries. We welcome and recommend the continuation of the modality that in the 
evaluation grid, the financial capacity of the co-applicant is not considered. This allows for grassroots organisations 
to play a central role in projects supported by the EU. Furthermore, grassroots NGOs should be eligible to be main 
applicants if they have administrative and financial capacities even if they have not yet implemented a programme 
of the same financial scale.  

Proactively reaching out to grassroots organisations. We strongly encourage the EU to adopt a proactive 
approach to identify and support grassroots organisations to be able to apply for EU funding, and work with them 
at the level of the delegations to improve their administrative and financial capacities.  

Support to unregistered actors. Delegations should be encouraged to make full use of the operating modalities 
unique to the Human Rights and Democracy thematic programme, including support to unregistered actors.  

Consider security risks for applicants. Management of EIDHR projects in the past were systematically operated 
by local EU delegations. We ask that the NDICI revisit this approach in countries where applicants have identified 
that the management of their contracts by local delegations, which involves disclosing sensitive information, would 
put them at risk in their respective countries, notably of targeting by national authorities. For these countries, we 
recommend that staff in Brussels be in charge of managing contractual relations and obligations.  

Flexible funding for HRDs at risk. Funding for human rights defenders at risk should be free to be spent and 
reallocated by beneficiaries, as much as possible, according to the needs of defenders as they evolve, according 
to where these are most at risk and for modalities that correspond to their actual needs. If possible and where 
programmes have been successful and needs remain, spending should be increased.  
 
Reaching change-makers: The EU should intensify its efforts to reach HRDs in all their diversity, particularly those 
who are subject to systemic and intersecting discriminations and are therefore less likely to benefit from protection 
mechanisms or be able to participate in consultations (such as Women Human Rights Defenders, LGBTI rights 
defenders, religious community leaders, HRDs from rural and remote areas, HRDs belonging to vulnerable, 
organisations of persons with disabilities, marginalised or underserved groups). This also counts for inclusiveness 
of smaller political actors in multiparty dialogue and capacity building, and parliamentary strengthening. Innovative 
ways of reaching and supporting such defenders should be examined, and well being promoted as an integral part 
of protection projects and funding. 



       

 

Increase support to organisations based in the global South. We recommend that the NDICI increase its 
support to organisations based in the global South, in order to offset unequal distribution of resources in the human 
rights funding field, and to help organisations shape their own agenda based on their engagement on the ground, 
and on human rights issues that they are directly confronted with. This would give more opportunities for those 
living with human rights abuses and who rarely have the resources to shape the global strategies that are needed 
to address their issues. 

Collective protection approaches: Actions that protect and empower collectives of human rights defenders, and 
not only individuals, particularly when supporting indigenous and afro descents defenders. Collective protection 
approaches assume that human rights defenders and their organizations are not “objects” of protection but rather 
“subjects” and actors of their own protection. This approach strengthens the capacities of self-protection of 
communities and their territories as collective subjects, with methodologies that are embedded into their own social 
networks and existing practices, including ancestral practices. 

Enabling environment for HRDs and civil society. Actions for the creation of a safe and enabling environment 
for human rights defenders and civil society to enjoy the Right to Defend Human Rights free from fear and attacks. 
For this it is required to act at different levels:  to 1) to work closely with HRD groups, with the aim to strengthen 
their ability to work safely and manage their own protections strategies, so they can defend rights freely, with 
autonomy and making informed choices; 2) to work with State Authorities to fulfil their obligations and to promote 
structural changes that ensure a legal framework and a social context that respects, protects and legitimizes the 
exercise of the Right to Defend Human Rights. HRDs also need freedom, autonomy and the ability to make informed 
choices. In addition, 3) to work with is important that state authorities respect, protect and fulfil their obligation to 
guarantee the Right to Defend Human Rights, and that influential stakeholders to maximize their support to HRD 
leadership and defence processes. 

Support to justice activists. The EIDHR has been a critical tool to support justice demands in countries grappling 
with the legacy of human rights’ abuses. Victims of human rights violations are often marginalised and discriminated 
against in their societies and don’t have access to financial and institutional means to advance their claims. In fragile 
and conflict affected countries and in countries where justice processes have been lacking behind or stalling, the 
EIDHR support to justice activists, victims’ groups, associations of the families of the disappeared has been 
instrumental to keep alive their fight for justice.  The empowerment of these actors and the support to transitional 
justice processes and the fight against impunity, should be prominent also in the new NDICI thematic program, 
consistently with the provisions of the EU AP on Human Rights and Democracy. 

3. Implementation through EU Delegations: empowering EU Delegations to use the NDICI for 
supporting systemic change 

Implementation by EU Delegations (EUDs) is critical for context-sensitive programmes that build on existing and 
emerging coalitions for change and tap into local political entry points. It allows the EU to provide support to local 
agents of change without the need for government consent, with a degree of flexibility that is much harder to do 
from Brussels. This only works on two conditions: 

1. a solid policy framework to guide EUD staff, and 
2. well-trained EUD staff who can identify symptoms of attacks against human rights or equality, and closing 

democratic and civic space, and are incentivised to test new approaches and ideas for countering closing 
space. 

  
We therefore make the following recommendations for improving the implementation of the human rights and 
democracy instrument at the EU Delegation level: 
 
Framework for closing space for human rights actors. Adopt a clear analysis framework for defining and 
identifying the closing of space that takes into consideration the non-linear and gradual nature of closing space and 
its effect on the political system, starting with those doing the most sensitive work. 



       

 

Long-term approach & clear strategy. We find that delegations continue to be constrained by yearly programming 
cycles, compounded by limited resources and by the lack of an overarching strategy encompassing human rights 
and civil society. A continued short-term approach is especially detrimental to the development of trustworthy 
relationships with local actors and to the development of their own capacities, which for the EU should be a key 
investment for the long run. 

Training EU Delegations. EU Delegations should receive training sessions (possibly together with EU Member 
State embassy staff in country) on how to detect tactics for closing civic and democratic space, to introduce a 
framework of analysis, and use good practices to show how to respond to regressions in a proactive and effective 
manner.  
 
Such training sessions could also be used to broaden the understanding of HRD protection, by encouraging EU 
Delegations to promote and advocate for structural changes through public policies that ensure that the right to 
defend human rights is respected and protected at all levels through coordinated institutional actions and policies. 
EU Delegations should also be trained on and committed to gender equality issues and gender mainstreaming, as 
well as on ensuring diversity in the HRDs reached. Such a training programme could also go into more depth about 
the different types of programmes for human rights protection and democracy support, key principles and how to 
exploit the existing flexible funding modalities. A pilot training programme for EUD staff could be considered for a 
number of countries where there is an opportunity to counter closing space or expand space for contestation.  
 
The above-mentioned training could potentially help delegations staff move away from an overly managerial 
approach which too often requires human rights groups to provide and predict concrete results when numerous 
external factors and an ever-changing context prevent them from doing that. Delegations should adopt a more 
flexible and realistic approach that understands that human rights work is by nature a long-term struggle with 
incremental non-linear progress.  
 
Regular discussions & consultations with civil society. The choice of topics for calls for proposals should be 
left to the Delegations, but they should be urged to hold regular discussions with all components of local civil society 
prior to the calls in order to decide on the topics in the most objective and inclusive way. The choice of actions 
supported by the EUD should not be guided by the economic and political objectives of the delegation. 

We recommend that delegations establish a consistent formal mechanism for direct consultations with local human 
rights and civil society actors, and diaspora actors if possible, in order to fully appraise their needs and resources, 
and to find a structured way to define, pursue and evaluate a joint strategic approach on the basis of shared human 
rights indicators. 

Sector coordination. We recommend that delegations take a leading role in facilitating sector coordination, 
including by strengthening coordination with other bilateral and institutional donors. The lack of donor coordination 
and the competing priorities notably of bilateral donors continue to contribute to limiting the options for the 
sustainability of human rights projects. 

Good practices. Protection International has had very positive experiences from coordinating with the EU 
Delegations in the ground and we would like to highlight some good practices that we have identified. In Guatemala, 
the EU Delegation is very active in the implementation of the EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders in a 
complementary manner with the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights. The Delegation has the 
positive experience of the European Mission Filter Group, that  in coordination with other EU missions, monitors the 
human rights situation in general and the situation of human rights defenders in particular. We encourage the EU 
to replicate such practices in other countries in the region and broader.  

Political actions to back up programmes. The EU should guarantee that programmatic actions supported through 
the mechanisms for democracy and human rights in the period 2021-2027 will be also accompanied by 
complementary political and diplomatic actions led from EU Delegations with a clear and strong commitment 



       

 

towards human rights defenders and democratic actors. This commitment, in line with the EU guidelines, should 
not be discretionary, but assumed as a duty by all EU representatives on the ground.  Funding of HRDs and projects 
should not be a replacement for such work, and Delegations should not limit themselves to redirect HRDs towards 
ProtectDefenders.eu but be committed to implementing themselves the full range of commitments contained in the 
Guidelines. 

 


