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INTRODUCTION

Community of Practitioners on Accountability and Social Action in Health  (COPASAH) along with like-

minded organisations hosted a 'practitioner-centred' Symposium, with the theme Leaving No One 

Behind: Strengthening Community Centred Health Systems for Achieving Sustainable Development 

Goals from October 15-18, 2019. The Symposium focused on sharing and learning of accountability 

praxis by practitioners of diverse cultural, linguistic, geopolitical and national contexts, primarily from 

the global south. This Symposium facilitated interactions, between around  500 delegates from over 40 

countries representing Latin America, Africa, South Eastern/Central Europe, South Asia and pro-people 

intellectuals/researchers from Global North and Asia-Pacic. The participants included practitioners in 

health; policymakers, academics, researchers, and other activists on common issues of concern. 

INTERTHEMATIC SESSIONS IN COPASAH GLOBAL SYMPOSIUM 

The interactions and exchanges in the COPASAH Global Symposium were facilitated through different 

sessions and themes deliberating on varied practices of accountability. The Symposium also witnessed 

inter-thematic session's facilitated discussions around critical and intersecting themes and issues that 

determine the politics of social accountability in its interface with global policies. Amongst the twelve 

inter-thematic sessions in the symposium, a session focusing on the theme “Strengthening Participation in 

Governance: Addressing Closing Civic Spaces” hosted by COPASAH was held on October 16, 2019.

SESSION SNAPSHOT 
Session: Strengthening Participation in Governance: Addressing Closing Civic Spaces

Moderator: Amitabh Behar, Oxfam, India

PANELISTS 

· M J Vijayan, Social Activist, India

· Lysa John, Civicus Alliance, South Africa.

· Clara Benilda Batzin Churunel, CEGSS, Guatemala

· Naomi Hossain, Accountability Research Centre (ARC), USA

· Joyce Kilikpo Jarwolo, Public Health Initiative (PHI), Liberia

Opening Remarks: The moderator Amitabh Behar welcomed the gathering and requested the co-

panelists to introduce themselves. He opened the session by raising a few poignant questions like What 

do Trump, Modi, Erdogan, Brexit, Duterte, Putin remind us of? He remarked, “We see authoritarian 

regimes around the world. This is the context in which we are working. In the development sector, we 

zoom in on issues but miss out on the political context in which we work.” Authoritarianism is the global 

norm, and the levels vary globally. It is essential to be noted that democracy is being used by these 

people to subvert democracy, he said. 

He elucidated, “In this context, the title of this session is an oxymoron. On the one hand, we are 

strengthening participation, and on the other hand, spaces are shrinking. In this context, when onslaught 

on spaces and democratic spaces and the idea of liberal democracy is under huge pressure, how can 

we talk of participation?” This is a conversation about our politics, our values, about how we dene a 
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society. Examples are evident from the health sector, but it is beyond that; in the characteristics of 

authoritarianism, very often a single narrative is created, often conated with religion and with the 

centralisation of political and economic power. Neo-liberalism with crony capitalism shows how twenty-

two people in the world own more wealth than 50 per cent of the world population, he remarked.  

He urged that we should be focusing not only on authoritarianism but on how to expand participation in 

such times. He queried how can the civic spaces be expanded while working with young people, 

working on issues of culture. At the level of civil society, there is a deep divide; there is a large part of 

the civil society that stands for values that compromise democracy; therefore there is no accountability 

of state power, he lamented. 

PRESENTATIONS BY PANELISTS

1.   M J Vijayan, Social Activist from India, spoke about the state of civil society in India. He stated 

that understanding ground rules have become very difcult in today's scenario, and it is also very 

difcult to deal with the state. He added that some of the colleagues in the civil society are too 

scared to name their organisations in many states of India as a fall out of the ban extended by 

governments and due to the extent of intimidation happening to civil society members. Speaking 

about the state of affairs in the country, he said that economically we are hitting rock bottom in GDP 

growth among the neighbours. Scientically tempered generation is driven to irrational, illogical 

public existence. Urban middle class and youth is the biggest challenge in mobilising; it isn't just the 

state but also irrational things being spread. Now we are a country that's becoming mobocratic 

instead of democratic, he emphasised. He lamented that that authoritarian right-wing were 

enabling hooliganism to curtail civic spaces in the country. He added that authoritarianism isn't just 

at the sphere of the state, but the specic community is being targeted in India. The moderator of 

the session voiced disagreement with the panellist's statement of the state being a silent spectator 

but supported the argument of the panellist on the state's role in facilitating mob violence.
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2.   Lysa John from Civicus Alliance, South Africa spoke in response to the question posed to her by 

the moderator on how she viewed the closing civic spaces?  Lysa drew attention to a piece of civic 

space research- the state of civil society report which Civicus alliance brings out annually. She 

stressed that from the report, few things were signicant to take cognisance of in terms of global 

trends and response of civic society. She outlined the rise of authoritarian regimes in the global 

historical context. She opined that backlash had been spurted out even against organisations those 

providing fundamental life-saving services and this needs to be taken seriously. She said. However, 

there is a silver lining in as there is an unprecedented rise in people's power also. She stated that 

though on the one hand, forces of closure, repression, and authoritarianism are increasing but more 

organising is also happening in non-traditional spaces and outside the civil society spaces. One 

hundred eleven countries have serious civic space restrictions, and very few countries are in the open 

space. There are several pots of hope but several of concern as well, she remarked. 

She pointed towards concerns like the types of repression and groups being affected. In the types 

of repression she said, attacks on journalists and censorship; preventing people from accessing 

news; internet shutdown etc. were areas of concern.  She also elaborated on the types of 

harassment being faced by women's groups, labour unions, and groups working on environmental 

issues and indigenous groups. She said that this harassment varied in regions, as in Latin America 

environmental activists were being attacked largely, and life attacks were more pronounced in 

Guatemala and Columbia.  She stressed that on the positive side, some indicators are there to 

reect change where it has happened; for example, change is evident in Ethiopia. Change in 

Ethiopia is visible in terms of political change. She emphasised on the signicance of voting and the 

need for leaders to talk about civic space and civil society and also stressed for ensuring to bring in 

leaders who represent values of accountability and justice. 

3.   Clara Benilda Batzin Churunel from CEGSS, Guatemala spoke about experiences in Guatemala. 

She lamented on the inadequate and incomplete services for societies in Guatemala and the lack of 

action on the part of the Government.  She spoke about the failure of the government in 

Guatemala in delivering basic services. She added that rural communities, women and children 

were the most affected in Guatemala due to lack of services. She apprised that people were 

raising their voices in various ways on the issues and were also being made aware of the corruption 

in the country by civil society. She outlined an example of a happening which has been recorded for 

the rst time in 40 years of history of Guatemala that people raised their voice for their rights 

forcing the authorities to take action on denials and violations

4.  Naomi Hossain from Accountability Research Centre (ARC), USA responded to the question 

posed to her by the moderator on what were the implications for development in the context of 

shrinking civil society spaces. Based on her work experience of Brazil, Cambodia, Ethiopia, Nepal, 

Pakistan and Zimbabwe, she expressed that civic spaces were changing, rather than closing. She 

stated that a lot of new actors, especially right-wing actors, were emerging alongside the unruly 

kind of politics. She lamented that it is a part of a larger move towards authoritarianism, populist 
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politics and polarisation in many countries. She raised the point that political actors like indigenous 

persons and land rights defenders were becoming major targets and this reected political elites 

taking power from social actors. She added that informal means for threats and intimidation to 

close the space were the commonly used methods. Governments though talk about protecting 

values against 'foreign values', but they were shutting down NGOs around licensing issues, she said. 

She questioned the impact of the shrinking civic spaces on SDGs? She posed a question of can SDGs 

be achieved without civic action? And she also raised a pointed for reection that what are the new 

ways for civic actors to mobilise support? 

Commenting on the situation across different countries, she said that civic protests were being shut 

down to deliver rapid economic, social transformation and the overall pattern was that of 

exclusionary policies without people's participation. She added that a fair amount of evidence 

suggests that kinds of policy choices emphasised are those where there is no civil society protest or 

accountability. The SDG principle of 'leaving no one behind' is entirely likely to be violated by 

closing the civic spaces, she stressed. Naomi ended her presentation by posing some questions on 

the current context like: Can new accountability approaches be developed? What are the 

prospects of delivering good services to achieve SDGs? And how are civic actors responding to this 

environment?

5.  Joyce Kilikpo from PHI, Liberia shared experiences of engagement of civil society with political 

power in Liberia. Joyce outlined that the world got to know about Liberia after the  Ebola outbreak 

and after the country elected its President. Joyce highlighted that the new president introduced 

many changes which changed how civil society engages with political power. However two years 

post-Ebola outbreak there has been a transition in the political sphere, Joyce expressed. Further, it 

was outlined by the panellist that intelligence units, money laundering and its effects have affected 

access to funding for civil society in Liberia. Joyce described the attempts of the government to curb 

social movement by citing examples of additional income taxes being levied on internet services 

which were to $79 per month, which was earlier $29.  The panellist narrated that a few months 

ago, a huge movement mobilised through Facebook attempted to hold the government 

accountable and as a measure to repress the movement internet shut down was implemented. 

Threats to cancel licenses of radio stations for speaking against the regime were also visible in 

Liberia.  The shutdown of radio and social media is hurtful to civil society action, Joyce commented. 

DISCUSSION 

Following the presentations by the panelists, the moderator opened the oor for discussion and invited 

the delegates to share what was happening in other countries. A participant spoke about the 

experiences of Nepal. The delegate outlined that though Constitution has been implemented in Nepal 

recently, however, the government   has been attacking civic spaces through social media at local, 

regional and national levels and the social media access is restricted in several places. 

Further, the moderator of the session asked the panelists to talk of strategies for ensuring the expansion 



of civic space.

Lysa John from Civicus Alliance, South Africa spoke about different trends of working across locations. 

Building legitimacy is currently a challenge for the civil society, Lysa outlined. She emphasised on the 

need to go back to roots and collectivise for the civil society. She highlighted an example of 

collectivisation from the Netherlands. She shared that a public referendum forced the government to 

bring down state surveillance in 2018. Lysa highlighted the need for promoting an enabling 

environment through policies, political leadership and by inuencing donor priorities. She shared that 

countries like Burkina Faso and Mali have passed laws to protect human rights defenders. She added 

that there is a need to advocate with the donors regarding priorities.  She shared that a study done on 

donor priorities in Latin America on 6500 calls for funding proposals, found that less than 3% were 

directed towards organisational sustainability, less than 6% allowed people to work on human rights 

and activism. 

She stressed that innovation and collaboration were the key components for expanding space. Ashe 

shared that Zimbabwean civil society showcased an example of building alliances and networking 

and worked collaboratively to remove internet blockade by the government and back thwart the 

authoritarian agendas of the state.  Lysa pointed out that resources are the biggest threat in the civil 

society.  She stressed on the need to re-invent and build a culture of giving for civil society. She pointed 

out that the donor based grants were phasing out; thus, there was a  need to invest in public 

engagement and  invest monetary resources in work being done by civil society.
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Clara Benilda Batzin Churunel from CEGSS, Guatemala, opined that the most signicant step was to 

know the rights and how to demand them. She stressed upon the need to recognise the services provided 

by the government as a right. Clara outlined the signicance of Citizenship, citizen participation and the 

rights of the citizens to make plans for the development of the country. Clara shared the example of 

citizens expressing their right to justice. She highlighted that in 2015 the citizens of Guatemala ousted 

the Vice President for criminal acts and injustices.  

Joyce Kiliko, from PHI, Liberia lamented the absence of civic voices in the health sector. Joyce stated 

that the health sector is largely dominated by stakeholders and voices with a technical background. The 

panellist laid out that organisations working in health have been talking about service delivery and not 

about accountability. Joyce spoke about the initiative in Liberia of forming a committee chaired by the 

minister of health to ensure civil society and citizen participation in decision making. Joyce shared that 

PHI has been engaging with donor partners to ensure that the need for civic space is reinforced as 

leadership often views civil society as a troublemaker. Joyce added that through these efforts, PHI has 

been able to push regionally and globally that civil society is a part of the process and has efforts of 

building alliances to bring the issue of health to the forefront through networks. 

M J Vijayan, Social Activist from India, spoke about the signicance of empowering the community and 

of building depth of political knowledge, as well of the need to build collective education of 

communities and struggle. Past two years, we have been creating an online platform building cross-

sectional and cross-regional alliances. 

The session concluded with few pointers for reection with concerns raised on the closing civic spaces 

and concerning minorities and indigenous groups across countries. A concern of the decreasing role 

judiciary in taking up human rights violation case was also raised in the discussion. The session closed 

with a suggestion on the need for coalition building and roping in the marginalised in the movement for 

rights. 
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