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The fundamental purpose of the  
AusAID Civil Society Engagement Framework  

is to help people overcome poverty 

Guided by a set of good practice engagement principles, AusAID works with a 
wide range of civil society organisations (CSOs), through grant arrangements 
and policy dialogue to: 

> help define development priorities and identify solutions

> respond to humanitarian crises

> deliver services to communities

> build capacity in local systems.
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Objectives Approach

1 The Australian Government seeks to improve development  
IMPROVED impact by linking increased funding to CSO effectiveness,  
EFFECTIVENESS               capacity and relevance to Australia’s aid objectives, by consistently 
AND IMPACT tracking and reporting results, and by promoting better practice 

approaches.  

2
SUSTAINABILITY

The Australian Government seeks a sustainable approach to 
overcoming poverty within developing countries by building service 
delivery capacity, improving governance and strengthening local 
systems.

3
The Australian Government acknowledges that working in  

REDUCED RISKS  developing countries can be risky, but seeks to reduce and manage 
AND SHARED risks including by working closely with CSOs to enhance child 
ACCOUNTABILITY protection and to reduce fraud and mismanagement of funding.

4
The Australian Government seeks to ensure that working with  

EFFICIENCY AND CSOs is an efficient delivery option and that CSOs make optimal  
VALUE FOR MONEY use of resources in achieving intended outcomes (value for  

money).

5
The Australian Government seeks to improve effectiveness of the  

DIVERSITY AND aid program by promoting innovative responses to development 
INNOVATION challenges and drawing on the skills and experience of a more diverse 

range of partners.



Introduction

As set out in the Australian Government’s aid policy statement, An 
Effective Aid Program for Australia: Making a real difference—Delivering 
real results, the fundamental purpose of Australian aid is to help people 
overcome poverty.  The Government’s aid policy statement committed 
AusAID to the development of a Civil Society Engagement Framework that 
sets out how Australia will work more effectively with civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in Australia and overseas to increase the impact of 
aid for the world’s poorest.

Civil society in the development process

The term ‘civil society’ refers to a wide and growing range of non-
government and non-market organisations through which people organise 
themselves to pursue shared interests or values in public life. Examples 
include community and village-based groups, labour unions, indigenous 
groups, charitable organisations, cooperatives, faith-based organisations, 
professional associations, chambers of commerce, independent research 
institutes and the not-for-profit media.1

The Australian Government recognises the emergence of an informed and 
engaged civil society as an important development outcome in its own 
right, enabling poor people to claim their rights, and helping to shape 
development policies and partnerships and oversee their implementation.2

CSOs can be powerful agents for change—as partners in the delivery of 
better services, enabling social inclusion and making governments more 
effective, accountable and transparent.3 4

1 The World Bank and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development use 
similar definitions.

2 As outlined in the Busan Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation (outcome 
statement from the fourth high level forum on aid effectiveness in Busan, Korea, 
December 2011).

3  This was recognised in the Office of Development Effectiveness report Working Beyond 
Government (March 2012), which recommends that AusAID builds on current strategic 
approaches for engaging with civil society, works with local systems and partners, and 
applies good practice in the design of individual programs. AusAID has accepted the 
recommendations of the report, and will implement them in accordance with this Civil 
Society Engagement Framework.

4  AusAID’s Effective Governance strategy (November 2011) recognises that civil society 
participation requires a conducive environment. It acknowledges both the importance of 
civil society in achieving good governance, and the need to enhance justice and human 
rights for poor and marginalised people in order to participate in the development 
process.
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Working with civil society 
organisations

The Government works with a range of partners to promote sustainable 
development and increase the impact of Australia’s aid. CSOs, the private 
sector, multilateral organisations, other donors and partner governments 
play complementary roles in improving development outcomes for the 
world’s poorest. AusAID currently engages directly with approximately  
260 Australian, international and local CSOs, both as aid donors and direct 
beneficiaries. Some CSOs play an important intermediary role, helping to 
efficiently and effectively channel assistance from official donors (such as 
AusAID) to other smaller CSOs operating at the local level, and building 
strength and capacity in these local CSOs. Beneficiary CSOs include 
community groups, village associations, women’s rights groups and more.

CSOs have experienced field-based aid workers, local connections and 
networks, and in many cases they are the main providers of basic services 
to the most marginalised communities. Many international and Australian 
CSOs have sophisticated systems, structures, networks and personnel to 
deliver emergency aid and longer-term development programs.

CSOs are closely connected with local communities, so they can be 
effective in bringing people together to achieve common goals. They can 

In Fiji young women 
volunteers are trained 
as radio broadcasters, 
interviewers and 
producers. 

Photo: Sharon Bhagwan 
Rolls, Fem’LIMNKPACIFIC 
and  International Women's 
Development Agency
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contribute effectively to building peace and managing potential conflict in 
communities. CSOs can be particularly effective at enabling services to 
reach the poorest and most vulnerable people in the community, including 
those with a disability. They can also operate in contexts that are difficult 
for donors and governments to access.

Australian CSOs bring particular strengths to Australia's aid program. 
Some have been working in international aid and development for more 
than 60 years. They mobilise public support and voluntary contributions 
for aid (for example, 11 Australian non-government organisations (NGOs) 
raised more than $1 billion from the Australian community for their 
overseas aid and development work in 2010), they often have strong links 
with community groups and CSOs in developing countries, and they often 
work in areas where government-to-government aid is not possible.  
Many also have expertise in working in emergency situations where quick 
and flexible responses are essential. More than 120 Australian aid and 
development CSOs operate under a self-regulatory code of conduct 
administered by the Australian Council for International Development 
(ACFID).5

AusAID has a variety of mechanisms for engaging with and supporting 
CSOs across the aid program. Engagement ranges from high level strategic 
partnerships to small grants schemes managed in partner countries.  
A critical element of our engagement is the dialogue with Australian aid 
and development NGOs, as represented by ACFID, on country and 
thematic strategies, development programs and projects, and on responses 
to humanitarian emergencies. Through AusAID, the Australian 
Government currently provides a wide range of funding opportunities  
for CSOs including:

> The AusAID-NGO Cooperation Program (ANCP). ANCP supports 
accredited Australian NGOs to implement their own international 
development programs. A total of $98.1 million of ANCP funding  
will be distributed to 43 accredited Australian NGOs in 2011–12.  
Since 2009 the Australian Government has also entered into 
partnership agreements with eight of the largest accredited Australian 
NGOs. These provide for expanded and predictable funding over four 
years (2009 to 2013) and for regular policy dialogue with AusAID. Since 
2009–10 accredited NGOs, excluding partners, have competed for 
supplementary funding through an Innovations Fund for innovative 
poverty reduction activities.

> Funding for accredited and non-accredited Australian CSOs 
through country and sector programs. Competitive grant processes 
support engagement with Australian CSOs to deliver specific projects in 

5 ACFID is ‘the peak council for Australian not-for-profit aid and development 
organisations’. In 2009, AusAID and ACFID signed a four-year, $3.3 million partnership 
agreement to increase the professionalism of the sector through the application of a 
Code of Conduct and sector-wide training, to facilitate input to aid policy from 
Australian NGOs through a representative point of contact, and to share innovative and 
effective approaches to poverty reduction amongst its members. 
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line with country and sector strategies. In 2010–11, AusAID provided 
approximately $220 million in funding to Australian CSOs to deliver 
these types of projects.

> Funding for local and international CSOs. Funding to local CSOs is 
provided through schemes administered by Australian diplomatic 
missions and through bilateral aid programs. In 2010–11, AusAID 
provided approximately $200 million in funding to international and 
local CSOs. 

> Humanitarian partnerships. AusAID has entered into partnership 
arrangements with six Australian NGOs to be on hand to respond to 
rapid-onset humanitarian emergencies, and will provide them with 
three-year funding to build capacity in disaster risk management and 
disaster risk reduction. In 2011–12, AusAID provided approximately  
$15.5 million in funding under these partnerships. The Australian 
Government’s Dollar for Dollar initiative also provided funding of more 
than $13.5 million to Australian NGOs to respond to the crisis in the 
Horn of Africa.

> Australian Volunteers for International Development. AusAID 
supports volunteer programs which provide opportunities for 
Australian citizens to contribute skills and expertise to organisations in 
developing countries. In 2011–12, AusAID provided Australian volunteer 
organisations with more than $50 million in funding for approximately 
950 new and 600 ongoing volunteer deployments. 

A Marie Stopes team 
member provides 
information and 
education to community 
members as part of a 
mobile outreach  
service provision in 
Papua New Guinea.  

Photo: Tom Greenwood,  
Marie Stopes Australia
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Future directions in Australia’s 
engagement with civil society 
organisations

The Government’s aid policy statement recognised both significant 
strengths and some challenges in working with civil society organisations:

Delivering aid through civil society organisations enables us to 
benefit from these organisations’ grass roots networks, niche 
areas of specialisation and presence on the ground. These 
organisations are connected with local communities and are 
able to engage on policy issues and deliver assistance directly to 
those people who need it most. 

The differences in size and areas of specialisation mean that 
civil society organisations can be more flexible and dynamic 
than other partners. It can also mean that there is variability in 
management capacity and quality assurance processes, which 
need to be assessed and, in some cases, improved before aid 
funds can be provided. 

As the Australian aid program grows, AusAID’s engagement with civil 
society organisations will change in significant ways.

> Important lessons in the existing strong and productive relationship 
between AusAID and accredited Australian aid and development NGOs 
will be used to shape new ways of strengthening and building 
relationships with other Australian and overseas CSOs, including 
international CSOs and those located in developing countries. 

 This will ensure that AusAID can draw on the skills and experience of a 
more diverse range of delivery partners, and engage in policy dialogue 
with a broader representation of civil society groups, to increase the 
impact and effectiveness of Australian aid.6

> Increases in funding to CSOs will be linked to their effectiveness, their 
capacity to make an impact, and the relevance to the strategic goals of 
the Australian aid program.

> Engagement will be informed by greater attention to issues of 
sustainability and local capacity building, risk reduction, efficiency, 
value for money, and the promotion of innovative approaches.

6 Existing accreditation processes for Australian NGOs, including adherence to the ACFID 
Code of Conduct, represent an important mechanism for managing risk and promoting 
development effectiveness.
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Principles of engagement

AusAID and the CSOs we engage with acknowledge the Australian 
Government’s National Compact with domestic CSOs, the Australian 
Government’s aid policy, the ACFID Code of Conduct, the Istanbul Principles 
for CSO Development Effectiveness, and international donor good practice, 
in the way we work together and our approaches for achieving greater 
development impact. Drawing on these policies and practices, effective 
engagement between the Australian Government and CSOs on international 
development issues will be guided by the following 10 principles:

> Reducing poverty: We share a desire to improve the lives of people in 
developing countries and will work together to maximise the impact of 
Australia’s aid, especially for the poorest.

> Mutual accountability for results: We recognise the importance of 
reporting the results of our work to our partners and to the Australian 
public. 

> Open communication and consultation: We agree that authentic 
communication between civil society and AusAID will lead to better 
programs and policies, thereby improving conditions for people living  
in poverty.

Solomon Islands Red 
Cross volunteers like 
Winfred Vasu are central 
to the community-based 
health program. Solomon 
Islands Red Cross, with 
the support of Australian 
Red Cross and funding 
from AusAID, has 
developed a community-
based health program 
to tackle ongoing health 
problems in remote 
communities. 

Photo: Joe Cropp,  
Australian Red Cross
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> Respect for independence: We will protect the freedom of CSOs to 
contribute to public debate without impact on their funding status.

> Appreciation of diversity: We believe that the great diversity within 
CSOs, both within and outside Australia, is a significant strength that 
responds to the needs of the varied communities living in poverty.

> Do no harm: We will seek to avoid causing harm to—or creating 
conflict within and between—organisations, communities and 
individuals. 

> Equity: We will ensure that different perspectives and needs, including 
those of women, young people, people with disability and ethnic 
minorities, are taken into account when developing policies and 
delivering services. 

> Shared learning: We will share relevant information and data to help 
develop sound policy and program approaches, and to help us all 
evaluate and learn from our efforts and produce even better results in 
the future.

> Collaboration: We agree that more can be achieved through 
collaboration and we will support networks and mechanisms that 
strengthen our ability to deliver effective aid results and reduce 
duplication. 

> Strengthen local systems and ensure sustainability: We will 
increase support to organisations that are embedded locally in the 
developing countries AusAID works with, either through their local 
partners or by providing assistance directly to local organisations.  
We aim to build local capacity, to have a lasting impact on the poor. 

Casuarina seedling 
nursery in Shakahola 
Kenya – part of the 
AusAID and Caritas 
Australia supported 
‘Malindi Livelihoods 
Project’.   
The community-run 
nursery provides 
members with casuarina 
trees which when fully 
grown provide an income 
by selling the foliage to 
local hotels to use for 
roofing.

Photo: Siobhan Jordan, 
Caritas Australia
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Approaches and actions

Guided by these principles, AusAID will take action to strengthen engagement 
with CSOs. The approaches and actions outlined in the following table will 
enable AusAID and CSOs to work more efficiently together to:

> achieve greater development impact

> define and solve development problems

> improve Australia’s response to humanitarian crises

> share accountability and responsibility for results

> more effectively capture lessons learned and use this information to 
enhance future programs and activities

> better communicate the impact of aid-funded activities

> improve efficiency, including by making optimal use of resources in 
achieving intended outcomes

Girls and boys engage  
in play-based learning  
at a Health Centre 
(Posyandu) in  
Indonesia as part of  
Plan International’s 
Early Childhood Care 
and Development 
program. 

Photo: Plan International
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> ensure that CSOs use robust fraud and risk mitigation systems and 
practices, while also promoting increased diversity and innovation  
in development work

> increase the sustainability of development outcomes by building  
local capacity and systems

> increase transparency, accountability and citizen participation  
in governance. 

Objectives Approaches and actions

1. Improved effectiveness  > Build on the existing accreditation system for Australian NGOs to 
and impact develop and implement an assessment methodology to guide 

The Australian Government seeks 
to improve development impact 
by linking increased funding to 
CSO effectiveness, capacity and 
relevance to Australia’s aid 
objectives, by consistently 
tracking and reporting results, 
and by promoting better practice 
approaches. 

decisions on increased funding to and through CSOs, taking into 
account effectiveness (results and poverty impact in the context  
of CSOs’ particular mandates), capacity, and relevance to the 
Australian aid program, namely helping people overcome poverty, 
and the aid program’s five strategic goals of: saving lives, 
promoting opportunities for all, sustainable economic 
development, effective governance and humanitarian and disaster 
response. This assessment methodology will be developed in 
consultation with ACFID to be applied from 1 July 2013.

> 

> 

> 

Develop an agency-wide CSO monitoring and evaluation  
framework that will consistently track results of AusAID funding 
through CSOs against objectives. Improvements to AusAID and 
CSO systems and data collection mechanisms will assist CSOs  
to provide accurate and transparent reporting of the results of  
their activities. To be developed in 2012–13 and implemented  
from 2013–14.

AusAID country strategies to incorporate strategies on engaging 
civil society, where the country situation analysis identifies this as 
an important component of Australia’s development response.  
To be implemented in 2012–13.

Joint AusAID/CSO efforts to ensure that better practice  
approaches to civil society engagement are effectively captured  
in the development of policy and in the preparation of country 
strategies, and that effective CSOs are appropriately considered  
as implementing partners. Initiatives to be implemented in  
2012–13 include: 

– structured and regular dialogue with CSOs on policy issues

– a cross-agency civil society working group, including civil 
society focal points and relevant AusAID sectoral specialists

– updated CSO guidance and training for AusAID staff

– increased engagement with ACFID to share learning and 
promote good practice amongst Australian NGOs. 
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Objectives Approaches and actions

2. Sustainability > Expand AusAID CSO activities implemented with in-country 

The Australian Government seeks 
a sustainable approach to 

partners, with knowledge transfer and capacity building a key 
feature of these activities.

overcoming poverty within > Work with Australian CSOs to increase their focus on supporting 
developing countries by building and strengthening in-country CSOs.
service delivery capacity, 
improving governance and > Share Australia’s policy approach to engaging with the not-for-
strengthening local systems. profit sector (the National Compact7) with a range of partner 

governments and other donors, and model the application of these 
principles in our engagement with CSOs.

> Facilitate the involvement of CSOs in Australian, partner and other 
donor government policy formulation, program development and 
delivery, and monitoring and evaluation. Initiatives include 
increasing funding to CSOs that are embedded locally, developing 
capacity of local CSOs, strengthening and engaging with national 
CSO peak bodies, and harmonising efforts within partner 
government systems and other donor programs.

All approaches to commence in 2012–13.

3. Reduced risks and shared > Accreditation is a robust, front-end due diligence mechanism that 
accountability reduces risk and ensures that AusAID supports professional 

The Australian Government 
acknowledges that working in 
developing countries can be risky, 
but seeks to reduce and manage 
risks including by working closely 
with civil society organisations to 
enhance child protection, and to 

Australian CSOs with a strong track record of achieving results and 
demonstrating accountability. AusAID will use the lessons learned 
from this to strengthen and institutionalise due diligence 
mechanisms for non-accredited, international and in-country (local) 
CSOs to facilitate engagement with a wider range of effective and 
accountable organisations. Design of a due diligence framework to 
commence by December 2012.

reduce fraud and mismanagement > Improve the accreditation process, including for small and medium 
of funding.

> 

NGOs, by introducing accreditation reforms that increase the focus 
on effectiveness, transparency, accountability, innovation and 
results. AusAID will work with ACFID to develop a broader range of 
indicators of the capacity and effectiveness of NGOs, including 
specialisation, results and public support, in determining funding 
allocations and recognise that there are differences in risk 
management approaches required for different levels of 
engagement. Design to be completed by December 2012.

Use accreditation and due diligence systems, together with 
support for the ACFID Code of Conduct, annual thematic reviews 
and evaluations, and training, to support continuous improvement 
of development practices. To commence in 2012–13.

7  In Australia, the National Compact Working Together has been developed by the Australian Government in 
consultation with Australia’s not-for-profit sector to set out how the Government and civil society will work together to 
improve social, cultural, civic, economic and environmental outcomes, building on the strengths of individuals and 
communities. 
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Objectives Approaches and actions

4. Efficiency and value for money > Enhance methodologies for assessing value for money in respect of 

The Australian Government seeks 
to ensure that working with CSOs 
is an efficient delivery option and 

AusAID CSO grant funding, to promote confidence that results 
achieved are commensurate with resources allocated in differing 
operating environments. To be applied from 1 July 2013.

that CSOs make optimal use of > Launch a civil society portal on AusAID’s website which will 
resources in achieving intended centralise information on consultation and funding opportunities, 
outcomes (value for money).

> 

> 

as well as house NGO evaluations and reports. First stage to go live 
in September 2012.

Develop AusAID guidelines for working with CSOs as delivery 
partners and intermediaries, and for CSO engagement in AusAID 
country situation analyses, delivery strategies and policy 
development. This will include guidance on simple, targeted 
approaches to selecting CSOs as well as streamlined and efficient 
funding mechanisms reflecting proven capabilities, risks and 
immediacy of delivery needs. To be developed, in consultation with 
ACFID, by December 2012.

Develop approaches to encourage harmonisation and collaboration 
among CSOs to avoid duplication and reduce transaction costs; 
and work with a broader range of in-country CSOs using, where 
practical, Australian CSOs as intermediaries. To commence in 
2012–13.

5. Diversity and innovation > Implement an approach to providing grants to small and niche 

The Australian Government seeks 
to improve effectiveness of the aid 
program by promoting innovative 

Australian community organisations with a track record in 
achieving poverty reduction results to benefit people in developing 
countries. To be implemented by 1 July 2013.

responses to development > Reform accreditation to increase accessibility for small and niche 
challenges and drawing on the CSOs, and provide accessibility for volunteer-sending organisations 
skills and experience of a more with a track record of deploying volunteers in support of 
diverse range of partners.

> 

> 

international development objectives. To be implemented by 
1 July 2013.

Support inclusion of CSO perspectives in AusAID’s business 
engagement agenda. To commence with the inaugural Business 
Consultative Forum in August 2012.

Recognise and reward NGO programs that demonstrate 
effectiveness, results, impact and innovation. As part of this 
encourage accredited NGOs to collaborate with a broader range of 
organisations to advance development outcomes for the poorest, 
and provide opportunities to take the most effective innovations 
and replicate them more broadly. To commence in 2012–13.
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 Women with disabilities in rural 
Cambodia map some of the barriers 
that prevent them from accessing 
gender based violence services. 

Photo: Kathy Oliver, International Women’s 
Development Agency 
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