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Shrinking space and resources

Shrinking civic space and growing violations of fundamental and democratic rights 
have been of increasing concern in recent years, both in Southeast Asia and around the 
world. While the ‘space’ metaphor can be understood in various ways, it generally refers 
to the extent to which civil society organisations (CSOs) are able to organise, operate, 
have a legitimate voice, protest, and dissent. In framing ‘shrinking space’, Twomey (2017, 
3–4) identifies ten interrelated, potentially overlapping and synergistic, trends affecting 
such contested space. Beyond highlighting social and political trends such as restrictive 
legal frameworks, constrained rights of freedom of association and expression, and the 
criminalisation, stigmatisation, and de-legitimation of human rights defenders and soli-
darity groups, he singles out financial trends that undermine the sustainability of CSOs. 
These financial trends present themselves as so-called philanthropic protectionism 
in the form of laws and other government-imposed restrictions that curtail access to 
funding for civil society, foreign donors’ withdrawing and/or limiting of funding due to 
risk-aversion and securitisation, and the exclusion of CSOs from banking systems due 
to anti-terrorism laws. The combination of these national and external factors leads to 
‘shrinking financial space’ for CSOs, as this chapter shows for Southeast Asia.

Failing financial support for CSOs, especially for those advocating structural changes 
and human rights, is part and parcel of Southeast Asia’s increasingly restrictive socio-
political environment, as discussed in other chapters (e.g. chapters in this volume by Ufen, 
Padawangi, or Pye). As I argue in an article published in New Mandala (Sciortino 2018),  
the accelerated shrinking of civic space also affects (and is affected by) the availability of 
resources. Across the region, governments’ stiffened oversight is limiting CSOs’ access 
to funds, especially funds to finance advocacy and rights-based activities. This occurs 
amidst an evolving development-aid landscape wherein established donor agencies are 
repositioning themselves in line with more conservative contexts back home and abroad, 
and where a new set of funders does not necessarily appreciate the merit of a ‘vibrant 
civil society’ for democracy and development. As a result, diminished resources are 
captured by mainstream and operational organisations while more critical and social-
justice-oriented groups have lost support and seen their work and survival impacted.
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In that article, I identified four key factors that contribute to the financial ‘choking 
off’ of CSOs: the reshaping of international aid spending globally and regionally; para-
digmatic shifts in philanthropic giving; scarce appreciation of civil society and advocacy 
work among local donors; and greater government control of funding streams for CSOs. 
While these trends remain valid today, their respective features and weight in deter-
mining civic space have been subjected to new influences as the COVID-19 pandemic 
and increasing democratic regression in the region have dramatically changed the envir-
onment in which CSOs operate. In this chapter, after briefly sketching the shrinking 
financial space for CSOs in Southeast Asia, I will present an updated version of the 
four trends and devote special attention to the specific impact of COVID-19 on CSOs’ 
operations and funding. Now, like then, I conclude that the interplay of these trends may 
differ across the region, but in general, they negatively affect the ability of civil society in 
Southeast Asia to play a transformative role.

This comprehensive overview aims not only to provide insights into the intersecting 
of global and local trends in an understudied region, but also to complement the 
current discussion. Literature on diminishing funding for CSOs has slowly grown in 
the past decade but has focused predominantly on foreign aid reduction – for instance, 
in a special issue of Voluntas in 2018, with cases from Eastern Europe, Central Asia, 
Latin America, and Africa (Appe and Pallas 2017). The cumulative impact of the inter-
twining of such reductions with other trends such as those discussed in this chapter is 
less studied. The literature has given little attention to changes in development and phil-
anthropic paradigms and modalities that not only reduce funders’ interest in CSOs, but 
perhaps more importantly, de-politicise them, as described later. Like in a special issue 
of Development in Practice on CSOs’ sustainability in 2016, here it is recognised that 
changes in the amount of external funding ‘may not be the most important challenges 
to a given civil society sector: there are other pressures, including state intervention to 
control and constrain civil society in general’ (Pratt 2016, 527). Moreover, the adopted 
perspective of analysing the causal factors behind funding decline rather than the CSOs 
impacted and their adaptation fills a gap, since, according to a recent review, the latter 
has been the main focus of scholarly attention with regard to aid reduction (Pallas and 
Sidel 2020).

The proposed approach is needed if effective strategies are to be devised to address 
CSOs’ shrinking financial space. To emphasise the urgency of (re)resourcing CSOs is, 
in fact, this chapter’s main preoccupation, with the view that ‘the ability to seek, secure 
and use financial resources [is] fundamental to the right of freedom of association’ (Aho 
and Grinde 2017, 8) and thus to the very essence of civic space. CSOs in Southeast Asia 
are not passive, and as in other regions that have seen a fall in resources (Appe 2017; 
Appe and Pallas 2017), they are trying to strategise and find solutions for their sur-
vival. Still, their response is not sufficient to ensure their operations and their future. 
Notwithstanding many valid criticisms against CSOs in Southeast Asia, scholars agree 
that a thriving local civil society contributes to democracy, good governance, and devel-
opment, and can be a catalyst for social progress, albeit as a ‘necessary, but not suffi-
cient condition’ (see Alagappa 2004; Bebbington, Hickey and Mitlin 2008; Case 2015). 
In this vein, it is my standpoint that the presence of these actors and their related social 
movements is essential in bringing much-needed changes to inequitable socio-economic 
and political structures, simply through offering alternatives to the status quo. With 
the strengthening of fundamentalist and nationalist discourses, curtailment of basic 
freedoms, and growing socioeconomic disparities in the region – as the COVID-19 
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pandemic has highlighted – questions of equitable, inclusive, and democratic develop-
ment are all the more pressing. CSOs, even if weakened, still remain at the forefront of 
this struggle – but for how long, if oppressed and under-resourced?

Sustainability of CSOs at risk

As democracy experiences a global decline, Southeast Asia has plummeted further into an 
authoritarian revival. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance’s 
(International IDEA) ‘Global State of Democracy’ Indices2 show that, by the end of 
2020, Southeast Asia scored below the global average in both civil liberties and civil 
society participation; we can assume that the coup in Burma in February 2021 and its 
violent aftermath, along with intensified repression in Thailand through 2022, may have 
only worsened the situation. COVID-19 is further deepening autocratising tendencies, 
with many governments securitising the pandemic and using containment measures to 
stifle dissent and get tough on social movements (Lorch and Sombatpoonsiri 2020).

All over the region, dictatorships, semi-autocratic populist leaderships, and quasi-
democracies are clamping down on freedoms of association, expression, and assembly, 
while oligarchs and large business interests further capture government processes. 
Impunity for past crimes against humanity is rife and human rights abuses are bra-
zenly committed. Holding elections has not proved to guarantee citizens’ political 
will, as results can be manipulated or overturned – as most recently in Thailand and 
Malaysia. Human rights defenders, journalists, and environmentalists are at increased 
risk of killing, detention, or disappearance, and civil society’s scope of action is being 
restrained. Repressive efforts to silence critical voices and control CSOs, including social 
movements and media, both offline and online – especially those advocating structural 
changes and human rights – are mounting (Bogner 2015; The Habibie Center 2020).

CSOs have a long history in Southeast Asia, with a boom in growth of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) occurring in the late 1980s (Cave 2015; Xie and 
Garland 2019). Yet authorities are generally apprehensive of CSOs challenging the 
status quo and uncomfortable with their mission of ‘safeguarding democracy, human 
rights, and fundamental freedoms’ while ‘empowering’ the marginalised. NGOs in 
particular are often viewed with suspicion as disruptors of societal order and agents 
of foreign interests. Apart from the Philippines (see below), it is only in the last few 
decades, and under the encouragement of international stakeholders, that governments 
in the region have started to admit CSOs’ contributions, albeit limited to their oper-
ational role in development programmes and public service delivery (Sciortino 2017b; 
Xie and Garland 2019). Today, the Philippines remains more open towards CSOs when 
compared to neighbouring countries; however, as in the rest of the region, CSOs’ legit-
imacy and accountability are increasingly challenged and their social and financial 
resources undermined.

This broad-brush picture is congruent with the findings of the 2019 CSO Sustainability 
Index for Asia (USAID 2020). Stressing that ‘the contexts in which CSOs operate always 
influence sectoral sustainability’ (USAID 2020, 1), the Index notes worsening conditions 
for CSOs caused by greater government opposition, especially towards CSOs focused on 
human rights and governance-related issues. Now in its 6th edition, the Index measures 
progress in seven key components – legal environment, organisational capacity, finan-
cial viability, advocacy, service provision, sectoral infrastructure, and public image 
– per categories of ‘enhanced’, ‘evolving’, or ‘impeded’ sustainability. As in previous 
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years, the assessment placed all Southeast Asian countries studied, namely Burma, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, and, for the first time, Timor-Leste, in 
the middle-range ‘evolving sustainability’ category, with the Philippines the closest to 
reaching ‘enhanced sustainability’, and with Thailand at the other end, on the cusp of 
‘impeded sustainability’. Measured over time, except for Indonesia and particularly in 
the Philippines and Thailand, CSOs in all countries experienced backsliding in the key 
components of legal environment and public image. Over the years, advocacy activities 
have diminished, while the provision of services has increased and became more diver-
sified (USAID 2020).

On financial viability, all Southeast Asian countries scored more modestly than their 
overall rating; for this indicator, all fell on the lower end of the ‘evolving sustainability’ 
category (Indonesia, the Philippines, and Timor-Leste) or in the ‘impeded sustain-
ability’ category (Cambodia, Burma, and Thailand). Overall, CSOs reported that more 
limited access to funding had affected the sector and their organisational capacity, with 
some variations across countries and types of CSOs. Limited-resource countries like 
Burma, Cambodia, and Timor-Leste, dependent on foreign funding, were particularly 
impacted by its decline. Indonesia also experienced a decrease in foreign assistance since 
the country became a member of the G20 in 2008. However, CSOs, particularly faith-
based and service-provision NGOs, were gradually diversifying their funding sources 
by accessing nascent domestic opportunities. In the Philippines, corporate foundations 
and cooperatives, especially those offering savings and credit programmes, continued 
to be financially sustainable, while smaller CSOs, dependent on grants, were struggling. 
People’s organisations (POs) were experiencing greater financial insecurity and felt the 
pressure to formalise into cooperatives or social enterprises to be able to raise funding 
from donors requiring legal status. Thailand was the country with the poorest financial 
sustainability, with political factors and funders’ decisions making access to resources 
even more difficult than in previous years (USAID 2020).

A qualitative study by the Asia Foundation in 2019 and 2020 on the changing 
nature of civic spaces in Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar, Malaysia, the Philippines, 
Thailand, and Timor-Leste reached similar conclusions. Civic spaces were constrained 
by restrictive government policies, fragmented, and fraught with intergenerational 
tensions, while CSOs were deemed to be ‘starved of funding’:

Many CSOs in Southeast Asia are simply struggling for funding. In the last few 
years, funding sources have dried up as donors have left, reduced their aid foot-
print, or, as we saw in Cambodia, shifted funding from rural to urban areas. 
Where there is government funding, it tends to be only for delivery of basic ser-
vices. Competition for project funding is intense, and sustainable core funding 
is even tougher to come by.

(Nixon 2021, 1; see also Nixon 2020)

These conditions were further exacerbated by the early arrival of COVID-19 in the 
region. In January 2020, Thailand became the first country with an identified case 
outside China, followed in February 2020 by the Philippines, with the first death. 
Securitisation of the pandemic, combined with reduced support as donors’ funds 
have been withdrawn, delayed, or repurposed, has affected CSOs’ financial viability 
and relevance. Differently from how regional states responded to the HIV epidemic, 
national responses have excluded progressive social movements and the latter’s efforts 
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to promote more structural solutions have had less resonance. Many CSOs have had to 
downsize their human resources and programmes, with the protracted crisis pushing 
an increasing number into closure. For those that operated as social enterprises, 
restrictions on business operations limited their incomes while overhead costs remained 
(Gomez and Ramcharan 2020). All this has occurred at a time when health and socio-
economic gaps have increased and human rights are under assault, necessitating greater 
CSO engagement.

Tightened government control

The challenges to CSOs’ financial sustainability are framed within domestic polit-
ical contexts and regulatory frameworks, with states setting the terms of interaction 
for CSOs. The Philippines is an outlier in that it acknowledged NGOs already in the 
Corporation Law of 1906, when the country was an American colony, and gave them 
unprecedented prominence with the transition from dictatorship to democracy towards 
the end of the century. Unique in the region, the 1987 Constitution of the Republic of 
the Philippines affirms the societal contribution of non-profit entities, foresees financial 
support for organisations that promote social welfare, and stipulates for them a range 
of fiscal exemptions (Velasco 1996). Later, other Southeast Asian countries started to 
regulate the third sector, but their intentions have been to control rather than empower 
CSOs. The 2015 Index of Philanthropic Freedom found the region, and Asia more gen-
erally, to rate below the global average in terms of ease of registering, financing, and 
operating CSOs (Adelman, Barnett, and Russell 2015). The subsequent 2018 Global 
Philanthropy Environment Index confirmed that South and Southeast Asia was below 
the global average when it comes to enabling philanthropic operations and support of 
non-profit organisations (NPOs) (Ali and Shazia 2018).

Overall, regulatory systems tend to limit the right of association to satisfy national 
interests and direct CSOs towards prescribed roles. While service delivery may be 
encouraged and sponsored, authorities view advocacy-oriented activities as against 
the state or crony business interests (see Chong and Elies 2011; Xie and Garland 2019). 
With the shrinking of civic space in recent years, already restrictive measures have been 
tightened to restrict CSOs or to compel them to operate as apolitical for-profit enterprises 
(Sidel 2015, 2018). Prominent in the growth of more-stick-than-carrot regulations have 
been measures to control CSOs resources and undermine their efficiency. Governments 
in Southeast Asia, like in other conservative parts of the world, are becoming more 
adept in employing financial tools for repressive purposes, from withholding public 
funds and limiting the type of CSO activities that can be funded; to taxing donations 
or denying the charitable status needed to receive tax-free donations; requiring donors 
to register with state agencies; and arbitrarily applying anti-money laundering, anti-
trafficking and, more recently (as in Malaysia and the Philippines), counter-terrorism 
rules against NGOs and their international donors (Aho and Grinde 2017).

Increasingly, regulations that aim to scrutinise CSOs’ use of domestic resources from 
individual and philanthropic giving are rising throughout the region. Governments are 
wary of digital fund-raising platforms and try to regulate them, not only to limit fraud, 
but also to direct the flow of funds towards social services rather than advocacy activ-
ities (Sidel 2018). Heightened scrutiny is also placed upon funding from foreign donors 
as a form of ‘external interference’, resulting in higher aid barriers and the rise of phil-
anthropic protectionism – ‘a particularly insidious means to narrow the space for civil 
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society [in] an environment where significant domestic funding for CSOs is absent’ or 
minimal (Retzen in Harvey and Kozlowski 2016, 6th para). As many NGOs receive for-
eign funding, they are vilified for being ‘foreign agents’ paid to promote a ‘Western 
agenda’ dismissive of Asian values and, in extreme cases, are accused of treason and 
criminalised, even when the same governments who accuse them are themselves foreign-
aid recipients.

In Cambodia, the 2015 Law on Associations and NGOs (LANGO) requires CSOs 
to submit extensive operational and banking data to the government (Khuon 2017). In 
Laos, the New Decree on Associations No. 238, issued in 2017, limits CSOs to selected 
development fields such as health or agriculture, prescribes that CSOs attain approval 
from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs before receiving donations from foreign individ-
uals or entities, and requires that CSOs have their financial reports and assets reviewed 
(FIDH 2017). The introduction of the law caused lengthy delays in receipt of funding 
and has forced CSOs to either operate as small businesses to survive or to shut down 
(RFA 2018). In Indonesia, the enactment of Ministry of Home Affairs Regulation No. 
56 of 2017 on the Monitoring of Societal Organisations under a Tim Terpadu (Integrated 
Team) led by the Ministry of Home Affairs and including representatives of the military, 
police and State Intelligence Agency, securitised registration and tightened oversight 
of both national and international CSOs, their operations, and their funding (Hartnell 
2020). In Thailand, local and international organisations are in uproar about a draft 
law to control NPOs and public associations. In its rationale, the law states that ‘sev-
eral [NPOs] accepted money [from foreign sources], and used them to fund activities 
that may affect the relationship between the Kingdom of Thailand and its neighbouring 
countries, or public order within the Kingdom’. Consequently, Section 6 would mandate 
that NPOs get permission from the Ministry of Interior to use funds received from non-
Thai entities and that authorities have discretion to determine which activities can be 
funded. Moreover ‘the registrar shall have the authority to enter the office of a NPO to 
inspect the use of money or materials’ (Article 19 2021; Sutthichaya 2021).

Government-imposed constraints also affect funding streams at their sources, 
impairing funders’ capacity to get out their support. Rules to govern the emerging 
philanthropic sector include complex registration processes, tight oversight, and even 
criminal punishments. Tax incentives are scarce or only for those foundations the gov-
ernment welcomes – most often faith-based foundations active in health and educa-
tion, along with local variations, like royal foundations in Thailand (Sciortino 2020). 
Government-backed grant-making foundations, a hybrid kind of institution consisting 
of public funding and semi-independent management with a significant presence in 
Southeast Asia, are at high risk of direct intervention. In 2016, Thailand’s government 
tightened its control of the Thai Health Promotion Foundation, the largest donor in the 
country, funded with excise taxes on tobacco and alcohol. Members of its board were 
expelled and grant-giving rules were revised, allegedly to enhance transparency and 
to meet declared objectives, but in actuality, reduced the financing of transformative 
actions and of CSOs (Bangkok Post 2016).

Across Southeast Asia, past agreements and permission procedures for foreign donors 
and international NGOs (INGOs) to establish offices and operate in the country are 
being reviewed in more restrictive terms, with closer scrutiny of beneficiaries and funded 
activities. In Indonesia, international funding agencies and their grantees must report to 
Tim Terpadu and agree to dictated conditions to see their projects approved, while their 
autonomy to fund local partners is heavily restricted. The amendment to the Law of 
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Foundations in 2004 further stipulates that foreign entities can only set up philanthropic 
foundations in partnership with a local organisation. Overall, foreign donors’ scope of 
activities excludes activities perceived as political or sensitive matters that supposedly 
trigger social anxiety, such as sexual diversity and religious and ethnic pluralism (CAPS 
2018, 2020). Being generally risk-averse, most donors, especially multilateral and bilat-
eral donors, quickly adjust to government signals. As an example, following objections 
by Indonesian politicians and Islamist groups against a United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP)-led ‘Being LGBTI in Asia’ initiative in 2016 (AsiaNews 2016), 
foreign donors in the country reduced funding for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
intersex (LGBTI) rights, even though the initiative continued regionally.

Civic space has further been restricted by COVID-19 and the emergency powers 
granted to authorities to control the pandemic. Academics, CSOs, and media criticising 
the pandemic response have been threatened with regulations purportedly issued to 
stem fake news. Already impaired in undertaking their activities and relegated to online 
space by the pandemic, many CSOs also must cope with selective judgement of their 
initiatives as being ‘essential’ for society or not. In Cambodia, activities not directly 
relevant to COVID-19 have been prohibited under vague regulations while NGOs have 
encountered difficulties in attaining local authorities’ permission to distribute protective 
materials to disadvantaged communities (Soeung and Lee 2021). Other governments, 
especially at the beginning of the pandemic, have tended to reject CSO involvement, 
so as not to be seen as failing in their responses. In Thailand, individuals and informal 
networks handing out food and preventive tools were reprimanded for creating a crowd, 
with donors prosecuted rather than assisted in crowd-management (Ganjanakhundee 
2020). In Malaysia, the government used the Movement Control Order to bar NGOs 
from assisting vulnerable migrant and refugee communities, instead employing military 
and paramilitary groups, with poor results. The situation prompted NGOs to launch 
a ‘Let Us Work with You’ campaign, which led to the eventual reversal of the decision 
(Chen 2020). More recently in the Philippines, the national police red-tagged a make-
shift community-pantry movement to collectively distribute basic necessities, with the 
slogan ‘Give according to your means, take according to your need’, branding it as ‘com-
munist’ and in contravention of emergency orders (Wong 2021). While CSOs’ social wel-
fare work has attracted individual and corporate donations, they remain challenged by 
financial shortages and economic uncertainties derived from an evolving donor arena.

An aid landscape hostile to civil society

Embedded in restrictive domestic contexts, multiple international trends in aid and phil-
anthropy impact the resourcing of civil society. To start, official development assistance 
(ODA) from the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) donor countries – all of them Western 
economies except for Japan and South Korea – has fallen short of aspirational targets. 
Despite the long-standing UN recommendation for donor countries to allocate at least 
0.7% of their gross national income (GNI) to ODA, only a few Nordic countries and 
Luxemburg have realised that goal (UNECE n.d.). After reaching a peak in 2010, ODA 
real-value fell globally due to changing geopolitics and a waning appetite among conser-
vative politicians and the public for overseas spending, amid the financial crisis of 2008 
and Eurozone turmoil. A slight rebound began in 2012 and lasted until 2016 but was 
mainly due to the influx in Europe of refugees and associated in-donor-country refugee 
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costs; resources flattened in the following triennium. Greater aid portions were allocated 
to humanitarian relief, multilateral programmes, and in-donor-country refugee costs, 
while bilateral programmes, and thus direct funding to developing countries, grew at a 
slower pace (Dodd, Knox, and Breed 2021; OECD 2021).

Amidst austerity drives and protectionist rhetoric, aid has been instrumentalised 
and more firmly tied to donor countries’ broader foreign policy, security, and commer-
cial interests under the so-called whole-of-government approach (Brown 2016; Brown, 
Grävingholt, and Raddatz 2016). There has been a retrenchment from the social sector 
in favour of macro-economic and infrastructure investments, which in turn implied a 
commercialisation of aid objectives, delivery systems, and development partners. Donor 
countries’ renewed emphasis on economic gains is also reflected in a shift away from 
no-interest giving for development purposes, in the form of grants. From 2010 to 2019, 
development grants as a proportion of total ODA decreased from 72 to 61%, while loans 
increased from 20 to 28% and a larger portion (14 instead of 8%) was allocated for humani-
tarian aid (Dodd, Knox and Breed 2021). In 2020, investments in COVID-19 recovery and 
an increase in bilateral sovereign lending resulted in an exceptional jump of 3.5% when 
compared to the previous year. Still, the total ODA value of USD161.2 billion represented 
only 0.32% of the combined DAC donors’ GNI, and the share of loans by international  
financial institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 
Bank had further increased (Dodd, Knox, and Breed 2021; OECD 2021). Moreover, 
some declared expenditures are in-donor-country expenses for vaccine development 
and commitments to international bodies to finance shared development of drugs and 
vaccines (Morozkina 2020). Looking ahead, and based on past crises, it can be expected 
that a drop will follow, with some countries’ having already announced reductions 
in their aid budgets (UK) or reallocations (Australia) away from non-COVID-19- 
related purposes (Morozkina 2020; Pallas 2020).

In the resulting configuration of foreign assistance, Southeast Asia has fared poorly; 
donor countries consider the region to have lower strategic value than other regions, 
especially Africa for the US, and Europe and the Pacific islands for Australia (Galloway 
2020). Today, of the five largest donor countries, only Germany has increased its 
assistance, with Australia, the US, and Korea decreasing aid. In Japan, which gives 
funds mostly in loans, repayments outnumber new loans (Ingram 2020). Donors also 
see the region’s fast growth as validating its readiness to ‘graduate’ from aid and use 
that status to justify reduced support, notwithstanding growing inequities, persistent 
vulnerabilities, and unresolved development challenges (Asia Foundation 2014). While 
most Southeast Asian countries, with the exception of wealthy Singapore and Brunei 
Darussalam, are still in the DAC list of beneficiaries, the value of contributions has 
diminished, with the possible exception of Myanmar until recently.

The scaling back and repositioning of foreign assistance has implied a turning away 
from civil society and from the role donors envisioned for CSOs since the late 1980s. At 
that time, in Southeast Asia as in other regions, DAC donors started to provide official 
funding to the non-profit sector and enlisted INGOs in their countries to work overseas 
as a prerequisite for development programmes, leading some to speak of an ‘NGO-
isation of development aid’ (Kappert 2011). While governments remained consistently 
the main ODA recipients in bilateral and multilateral initiatives, across the region, local 
CSOs gradually started to be funded through INGOs, and to a lesser extent, directly by 
donors, in programmes not only to reduce poverty and enhance people’s welfare, but 
also to foster good governance and peace.
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Commitment to civil society as an ‘independent’ force in development to advance 
people’s rights grew in the new millennium. Donors pledged at high-level international 
cooperation fora in Accra (2008), Busan (2011), and Mexico City (2014) to create enab-
ling conditions for CSOs to perform, including ensuring financial viability (Aho and 
Grinde 2017). Yet such repeated global agreements have only partly materialised in 
Southeast Asia. The narrow interpretation of the principles of national ownership and 
coordination, as the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness emphasises – effectively 
coming to mean ‘government ownership’ – has affected CSOs’ independence by dis-
couraging direct donor support and subordinating CSOs as recipients of international 
funding via and as ‘extensions’ of their government. Governments have now started to 
procure education, healthcare, and other basic services from NGOs to enhance access 
to out-of-reach groups, although levels of such procurement are still low in Southeast 
Asia when compared to South and East Asia (CAPS 2018, 2020).

In the process, more critical CSOs are sidelined as they lack government approval and 
are often too small to compete in public bidding processes. Myanmar before the recent 
coup is a noteworthy example. While before the ‘democratic transition’, international 
donors had prioritised civil society and their human rights activities from across the 
border, during the semi-democratic intermezzo, they engaged directly with the gov-
ernment and shifted funding to government-approved channels to roll out large-scale 
programmes ‘framed in non-political development terms’, with the eventual participa-
tion of CSOs as sub-grantees or ‘implementing partners’. On their side – just as has 
happened in other Southeast Asian countries before – civic groups had become more 
technocratic as service providers and acted less as watchdogs of corrupt government 
practices and vested business interests (Bächtold 2017, n.p.).

The whole-of-government approach and its pro-market ideology further push this 
de-politicisation process of CSOs, encouraging economic solutions and actors in devel-
opment. In a resuscitated framework reminiscent of early postcolonial modernisa-
tion endeavours and the Washington consensus, donors see economic growth (and its 
supposed trickle-down effects) as the driver of sustainable development. This is exem-
plified by current donor support to Southeast Asia’s overarching regional body, the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), to foster women’s empowerment. 
That approach focuses on women’s entrepreneurship and enterprises as instrumental 
to economic growth while placing less emphasis on supporting women rights’ groups, 
building feminist movements, changing cultural norms, or enhancing women’s political 
participation to achieve gender equality (Gerard 2017).

The global shift from grants to non-grant instruments mentioned above is also vis-
ible in Southeast Asia. Through an expanding variety of income-generating financial 
instruments, aid is increasingly directed at nurturing and funding the for-profit sector 
and at building a conducive environment for it. The new mission is fostering a ‘vibrant 
business sector’ – rather than a ‘vibrant civil society’ – of small and medium enterprises 
and socially responsible corporations, upon which sustainable development and trade 
performance are assumed to rest. The hype is now for social enterprises: traditionally 
non-profit, but increasingly for-profit organisations that apply commercial strategies 
to attain social, environmental, as well as financial outcomes. Major donors in the 
region, like Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) and the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), have identified business-sector development and the making 
of ‘bankable’ projects to encourage public–private partnerships as a priority and have 
allocated resources accordingly (DFAT 2015; Zochodne 2019).
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In a parallel trend, calls for ‘boosting aid effectiveness’ have dictated a streamlining 
of programmes and the concentration of aid in large institutions with a global reach. 
Multi-stakeholder vertical funds, such as the Global Fund for AIDS, Tuberculosis, and 
Malaria (GFATM) or funds managed by international development banks and other 
financial institutions, have mushroomed to channel earmarked funding to countries 
(World Bank Group 2013). More and more, these funds enlist private entities – trusted to 
be more ‘efficient’ than non-profit counterparts – to administer foreign aid in the target 
countries. In the resulting multi-layered aid industry of mainly private contractors and 
facilities and, to a diminishing extent, large INGOs and UN agencies, local NGOs are 
expected to bid for a project or respond to calls for proposals rather than initiate activ-
ities and are eventually employed as sub-contractors to deliver services on commission. 
In Southeast Asia, as in the rest of the world, changes in the development sector towards 
being ‘narrowly focused on short term results and values for money’ (Banks, Hulme, 
and Edwards 2015) are taking resources and autonomy away from CSOs and comprom-
ising their ability to strive for social justice and transformation.

The arrival of COVID-19 has further complicated the situation, with the global 
increase in ODA not necessarily benefiting the region or its CSOs. Donor countries 
taken by storm by the pandemic have concentrated on their domestic needs and on 
setting up new work-from-home systems, putting ongoing plans on hold. Gradually, 
support has restarted, mostly in the form of bilateral and multilateral relief directly to 
governments for medical needs (increasingly vaccines) and contributions to COVID-
19-related stimulus packages – to the detriment of other causes. NGOs complain that 
they were allowed to reorient their programmes to address the pandemic but received 
no additional funds. Previously pledged support for non-COVID-19-related work has, 
at times, been discontinued, without much thought regarding impacts on sustainability. 
In light of many uncertainties, the submission of new proposals has been delayed, if not 
suspended, compromising future activities (Soeung and Lee 2021). Established funding 
programmes in the region have been repurposed fully or partly for relief activities and 
distributed through the same multi-layered aid structure. For instance, in pre-coup 
Burma, the multi-donor Livelihoods and Food Security Fund (LIFT), which the United 
Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS) managed under its COVID-19 response, 
funded 128 local CSOs (84% of grantees). However, only an estimated 24% of the USD22 
million total was entrusted to them, while 76% went to 25 international organisations. 
Moreover, LIFT contracted only ten local CSOs directly; INGOs and, in rare cases, 
larger local CSOs sub-contracted the rest (Hlaing 2020). Although there is much talk 
among donors of engaging civil society in the COVID-19 response, such as at ADB 
(Bhargava 2021), CSOs feel they are being overlooked or steered into pre-assigned, sub-
ordinate roles.

Nor do CSOs find consolation in the non-DAC-donor countries operating in Southeast 
Asia – mainly China, India, and Middle Eastern countries. Their COVID-19 responses, 
as well as their previous investments, are fully government matters and do not include 
CSOs as partners. China’s denial of a development role for civil society matters the 
most due to the rapidly expanding scale and scope of its ‘soft’ diplomacy, financial 
capacity, and presence in the region. A latecomer to development assistance, China 
has ramped up foreign aid on a grant-equivalent basis of an estimated USD1 billion 
in 2005 to USD5.9 billion in 2018, becoming the seventh-highest donor among DAC 
and non-DAC countries alike (Kitano and Miyabayashi 2020). Southeast Asia is a pri-
ority area for Chinese aid given its proximity to China, its ethnic Chinese diaspora, and 
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its abundant natural resources (Copper 2016). That emphasis became apparent during 
the pandemic, as China promptly offered medical supplies and personnel, and sold or 
donated vaccines at critical junctures (Vannarith 2021). Through bilateral and regional 
aid, along with loans from the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and other 
financial incentives under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), China is surpassing most 
traditional aid-donor countries (Sheng 2018). From the start, aid has been heavily 
skewed towards economic measures, blurring aid and financial investments and loans, 
and delivered through private-sector or state-owned enterprises, with few socio-cultural 
projects and almost no funding for NGOs. Increasingly authoritarian regimes welcome 
the ideological dissociation of economic growth from civil liberties and democracy, fur-
ther expressed in no-strings-attached and hands-off aid policies, but it clearly precludes 
a meaningful role for civil society.

Philanthropy and CSOs: from foundation darlings to orphans?

We can also discern a declining trend for philanthropic flows that used to benefit CSOs 
in Southeast Asia the most. Historically, international foundations have sponsored the 
establishment and strengthening of civic institutions and movements in Southeast Asia 
much earlier and at a higher level than bilateral and multilateral donors. Beginning in 
the Cold War period, US foundations – foremost among them the Ford Foundation 
and the Rockefeller Foundation – engaged with countries in the region with the aim of 
assisting them to ‘take off’ on the development and democratisation path, or as critics 
argue, to strengthen US imperial hegemony and limit left-wing political and cultural 
influence. At the time, the Rockefeller Foundation placed staff in local institutions and 
the Ford Foundation established country offices across the region, with the premise that 
proximity was necessary to understand the context and to make strategic grants. These 
examples were eventually followed by the Open Society Foundations, with its offices 
and affiliated foundations, and several Japanese and European foundations and grant-
making institutions. Other foundations, such as the Asia Foundation, operated from 
abroad through intermediary organisations on a variety of issues, but especially inter-
national affairs, peace and security, and propagating liberal economic models.

Early on, in the 1960s and 1970s, US philanthropic foundations’ support facilitated 
the ‘decolonisation’ of government institutions, strengthening incipient governance 
structures and public services. Inspired by the modernisation theory dominant at the 
time, top-down programmes provided imported solutions, technology transfer, and for-
eign know-how. Western institutions were entrusted to build or strengthen local univer-
sities and educate the emerging national leadership, in-country and abroad, as well as 
to create a pool of technical personnel, teachers, and administrators. INGOs, mainly 
from the US, were also funded to establish chapters or help build local organisations 
in selected programme areas such as population, health, agriculture, and governance 
(Geithner 2008). During the 1980s, as international foundations adopted a more hol-
istic and bottom-up paradigm towards the end of the Cold War, they offered the first 
local NGOs and other CSOs capacity-building assistance and long-term funding to 
address the social and cultural dimensions of development and to spearhead commu-
nity programmes in disadvantaged areas. By the 1990s, principles of ‘participation’, 
‘empowerment’, and ‘local ownership’ were firmly established among international 
foundations and grant-making institutions. They increasingly directed grants to local 
CSOs in emerging democracies as the best positioned entities to find systemic and 
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context-specific solutions to complex societal challenges, including fostering more open 
and accountable governments. Philanthropic funding supported both advocacy NGOs 
aiming for structural socio-cultural and political transformation and NGOs focusing 
on service delivery and community development (Renz and Samson-Atienza 1997).

As dictatorships came to an end and optimism about democracy bloomed in Thailand, 
the Philippines, and Indonesia, CSOs mushroomed. International foundations, espe-
cially the Ford Foundation, Open Society Foundations, and publicly supported German 
political foundations like the Heinrich Böll Stiftung and Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (Mohr 
2010), funded a plethora of activities to raise awareness of human rights, women’s rights, 
and minority rights. This social-justice-oriented model of philanthropy was challenged 
in the early 2000s by the emergence of a new brand of foundations – especially the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation as the largest foundation ever, with an endowment 
today of USD49.9 million – and the paradigm they proposed.

In line with thinking in development-aid circles, so-called venture philanthropy – or, 
more critically, ‘philanthrocapitalism’ – reframes modernisation discourse in globalisa-
tion terms, putting faith in the expansion of markets and innovations to drive worldwide 
development. In the search for universal ‘magic bullets’, these foundations dismiss local 
contexts and have little appreciation for the less-quantifiable fields of human rights, cul-
ture, and the arts, or for socio-economic and political processes. This decline of socially 
engaged and contextual grant-making also affects the position of CSOs as the primary 
partners of international foundations globally and in the region. New foundations priv-
ilege public–private partnerships and social enterprises, impacting investment through 
a novel approach that seeks social benefits and financial returns. When they involve 
NGOs, it is to develop products or deliver services with the expectation that they 
operate according to ‘entrepreneurial’ principles. Southeast Asia is not a priority region 
for them generally; when they operate there, they do so mainly through intermediaries, 
often companies if not government institutions. The Gates Foundation’s grants data-
base shows initial grant-making to have started around 2007/2008 in Southeast Asia and 
now to be concentrated especially in Singapore, Thailand, and Indonesia, with a focus 
on development of bio-technology and pharmaceutical products and financial inclu-
sion. In the last biennium, state companies in Indonesia have received large grants (up 
to USD40 million) for the development of vaccines, drugs, and diagnostics for neglected 
diseases and reproductive health matters. Interestingly, of the impressive resources the 
Gates Foundation and other philanthropies have pledged for COVID-19, not much 
seems to have touched the ground in Southeast Asia. It was a new set of philanthropic 
actors, Chinese foundations like the Alibaba and Jack Ma Foundations, that promptly 
responded as the pandemic began to spread in the region, donating medical supplies to 
affected governments (Sciortino 2021).

Meanwhile the ‘traditional’ US foundations, even when not fully subscribing to the 
technocratic paradigm, have modified their modus operandi and reduced appreciation 
of local contexts and actors. Operations have been centralised in headquarters and, 
with the notable exception of the Open Society, field offices have been closed or reduced 
to logistic hubs. Most revealingly, of the many Ford Foundation offices in Southeast 
Asia, only the Indonesia office remains open, having been downsized to only the grant-
making area of Natural Resources and Climate Change. This diminished presence also 
implies a shrunken budget for the countries in question and reduced direct funding to 
local organisations, especially CSOs, as no staff are there to identify smaller and less-
known groups among growing ranks of potential recipients. Even when there is a local 
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presence, global priorities may take precedence. For instance, in 2020, Open Society’s 
Asia programme had to forego resources to serve their headquarters’ reallocation for 
COVID-19, even when, in principle, they had already committed to partners (Hobson 
2020). With these and related changes in philanthropy, CSOs are at risk of becoming the 
‘orphans’ of international foundations rather than the ‘darlings’ they once were.

The limits of local benefactors

Confronted by diminishing international resources, civil society has placed high hopes 
on being able to tap into home-grown philanthropy. At first sight, such hopes seem justi-
fied: in spite of a lack of national data (with the exception of Singapore), observers agree 
that the Southeast Asian philanthropic sector has undergone robust growth in the last 
two decades, driven by the fast accumulation of wealth and greater societal pressure for 
corporate social accountability (CAPS 2020). Individual donations remain the dominant 
form of giving, but domestic foundations and other forms of institutionalised giving 
are growing throughout the region, burgeoning in the richer countries of Singapore, 
Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines, while gradually emerging in other 
countries. This, however, only translates into new opportunities for mainstream CSOs: 
home-grown philanthropy at this early stage of development is generally not inclined 
towards social- (or political-) change approaches and refrains from becoming involved 
with transformative CSOs (Sciortino 2017a, 2017b).

This pattern reflects the composition of the philanthropic sector as much as it reflects 
the political environment in which it is embedded. As mentioned above, the regula-
tory framework is not encouraging of philanthropic operations and there is little tax 
incentive to institutionalise giving and formalise philanthropic foundations. Home-
grown philanthropy in Southeast Asia is dominated by family-corporate foundations 
and, even more commonly, corporate-giving programmes operated through informal 
or corporate channels. Intermingling of business interests and philanthropic objectives 
is rife, with giving tied to the family business and directed at enhancing its scope and 
reputation. In carrying out their missions, corporate family foundations mix grant-
making with direct implementation and fundraising for their own programmes, thus 
reducing funding opportunities for resource-poor organisations. When they provide 
finances externally, they rarely consider proposals, and their preference is to give at 
their will to those they personally know in academic, business, or government circles. 
They generally mistrust non-profits, which they perceive as neither transparent nor 
accountable with funding, and as a potential liability with governments, and have 
enthusiastically adopted venture philanthropy, with its emphasis on social enterprises 
and impact investment. They do, however, ‘hire’ NGOs with expertise in certain areas 
as contractors for programmes they operate. As a philanthropy practitioner explained 
in Indonesia:

In the past NGOs were largely funded by international donors, but they are now 
looking for local funds, and implementing programmes for a local corporate or 
family foundation may be a way for them to earn a sustainable income. Rather 
than NGOs identifying areas of work and finding donors to support them, 
they might have to be more willing to be flexible and do what the donors want. 
NGOs may offer certain programmes that donors can pick from.

(Hanitio in Hartnell 2020, 17)
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The inclination is to work to advance welfare causes perceived as non-controversial 
and to support governments’ agendas in order to avoid potential conflicts that may 
eventually affect business interests. This cautious corporate giving focuses on human 
development and service provision, with a majority of funding dedicated to education – 
especially academic buildings and fellowships – and, to a lesser extent, medical care, 
including hospital buildings and treatment for underprivileged groups. Through their 
companies and corporate social responsibility (CSR) programmes, donors also con-
tribute to community development in the areas surrounding company assets, and to 
ad hoc responses to disasters or community events. Companies do finance less-critical 
forms of arts and culture, partly to attain visibility for the companies’ brands, especially 
when regular channels to advertise their products are restricted, as is the case for alco-
holic beverage corporations in Thailand and tobacco-related foundations in Indonesia 
(Sciortino 2015). Support for human rights, gender issues, and the environment is scant, 
although younger generations of philanthropists seem more interested in such causes. As 
an Indonesian activist put it, ‘these foundations of the wealthy – corporate and family – 
mostly support “safe” issues, never social justice or human rights’ (Chandrakirana in 
Hartnell 2020, 5). When funded to focus on people’s welfare and deliver services, CSOs 
are at risk of seeing their funding cut if they engage in advocacy, as in the case of two 
women’s organisations in Malaysia:

Corporate contributions supported both of these organizations as long as the 
focus was on women’s health and shelter, since battered women come from all 
classes and women’s health is of major importance to companies where 80 to 
90 percent of the workers are women. But challenging human rights abuses and 
advocating for a change in the socioeconomic status quo is too threatening to 
the existing power structure and too vulnerable to government repression for 
any but the most daring donors (usually capable of only small gifts) to risk 
being involved.

(Cogswell 2002, 118)

The same giving and beneficiary pattern also characterises the region’s faith-based 
institutions, albeit for different reasons. These precursors of institutionalised giving in 
Southeast Asia are far more numerous and have greater resources and reach, compared 
to corporate initiatives. This is thanks to cash and in-kind donations from individuals 
and families and, to a lesser extent, income-generating assets and, increasingly, payments 
from social services. In Indonesia, the Muslim zakat (Islamic tithing)-based organisa-
tion Dompet Dhuafa (DD, literally Wallet for the Poor) has become the country’s largest 
philanthropic organisation in terms of received donations, tallying to USD26 billion in 
alms and zakat in 2020, of which it granted more than 90% that same year to implement 
programmes or invest in social-enterprise activities the foundation ran directly. In their 
charity, faith-based institutions prioritise religious deeds and alleviating the suffering 
of the poor, the sick, orphans, migrants, and other vulnerable groups. They also con-
tribute to community development, provide humanitarian aid, deliver health, educa-
tion, and welfare services, and undertake relief programmes. Few go so far as embracing 
an empowering, human rights-based approach grounded in progressive religious inter-
pretations. However, overall, their humanitarian approach rarely strives for structural 
change and giving is often sectarian in nature. Like their corporate counterparts, they 
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are inclined to avoid policy discussions and human rights issues and privilege working 
with NGOs that deliver services, rather than advocacy organisations.

Individual donors, too, do not seem comfortable with CSOs, and particularly not 
with advocacy organisations. Most commonly, people across the region donate dir-
ectly to other individuals in their family and community and, to a lesser degree, to 
strangers in need. When they donate to organisations, they choose religious institutions 
and social services. Research in the Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand shows that, 
irrespective of the majority faith (Catholicism, Islam, and Buddhism, respectively), only 
a tiny minority, fewer than 10%, gave to NGOs, and even fewer gave to human rights 
organisations (Sciortino 2017b).

The public has been very responsive to natural disasters, which are quite frequent 
in the region. Still, COVID-19’s unprecedented challenges have led to extraordinary 
levels of volunteerism and direct giving, with burgeoning ranks of individuals and 
local foundations donating their time and resources for medical and economic support. 
Lockdown limitations and the emergence in recent years of crowdfunding platforms, 
payment applications, and other technologies have amplified giving to volunteer and 
grassroots groups. During the pandemic, NGOs – including advocacy groups that 
took over humanitarian work – and faith-based groups navigated many difficulties and 
continued to play crucial roles in assisting vulnerable communities such as migrants, 
refugees, disadvantaged women, slum dwellers, and people with disabilities (Lorch 
and Sombatpoonsiri 2020). It is, however, informal networks and individuals, often 
with no previous history of activism, that have provided the immediate, flexible, and 
wide-spread assistance needed, using their own finances and, later, direct donations 
solicited by word of mouth via social media and other platforms. Small communities 
all over the region have also counted on traditional saving schemes and mutual aid 
to provide relief to the neediest among them. In many cases, the feeling of being ‘left 
on their own’ due to slow and fraught government responses and seeing many suffer 
due to lack of social protection and access to COVID-19 prevention, treatment, and 
now vaccination has moved many to donate cash or gifts of goods and services. Most 
efforts have been short term to meet acute needs. However, the few that have managed 
to survive and needed to expand their programmes’ reach have become CSOs or been 
integrated into existing CSOs to be able to handle more complex management and 
fund-raising requirements.

Direct donations mostly support welfare activities, seldom challenging failing gov-
ernment policies except by exemplary action. However, there are signs that individual 
funding is also starting to enable more contentious civic activism. Voluntarism and 
mutual aid have been and are still seen at the repeated protests against the current gov-
ernment in Thailand, with loose alliances being formed among students, LGBTI groups, 
labour movements, NGOs, and increasingly disenfranchised youth. For Burma, it is 
the previously apolitical diaspora that has been organising in collaboration with CSOs 
and raising funds through all kinds of events to support the opposition to the military. 
These efforts have funded, among other beneficiaries, striking public employees (espe-
cially teachers and health personnel) in the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM), the 
parallel civilian National Unity Government (NUG), and relief for civilians who have 
been displaced by conflict (Nachemson 2021). These evolving funding practices may 
result in much-sought-after financing alternatives to sustain more critical movements 
intertwined with advocacy and human rights-oriented CSOs, but it is still too early to 
judge their longer term impact on funding practices.
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Southeast Asia needs civil society, and civil society needs support

It would seem, then, that for the time being at least, CSOs in Southeast Asia are being 
pressured to give up their more political features in order to survive. The current funding 
landscape, shaped by conservative political forces and liberal market ideologies at home 
and abroad, has had implications for CSOs’ capacity and sustainability. In Southeast 
Asia, as in other parts of the world, it is also skewing their profile and undermining their 
efforts to challenge the status quo. In the somewhat poetic words of Sriskandarajah 
(2015, 5th para) of the global civil society alliance Civicus, ‘the science of delivery has 
been strangling the art of social transformation’.

The collective dismissal of the advocacy function of CSOs has far reaching 
consequences, as present-day development challenges and structural inequities 
highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic cannot be answered by only adding investments 
and technical know-how, or by simply expanding access to services: they also require 
approaches that challenge entrenched powers and champion social change. The 
weakening of civil society and the re-emergence of authoritarian regimes in recent 
times should be seen as two sides of the same coin. If current threats to civic space are 
to be rebuked, a vibrant civil society composed of more than social-service-delivery 
organisations is needed.

Considering that, in the current climate, it is not realistic for advocacy CSOs to expect 
or accept government support, nor for them to be self-reliant, or to transform them-
selves into social enterprises and service providers, a rethinking of development aid as 
well as a U-turn in international and local philanthropy are needed. For CSOs, it will 
also be important to better understand changes in individual giving, which may well 
develop into a more progressive source of support. The emerging dynamics of direct 
funding may not only contribute to social-service provision and the welfare space but 
also enlarge the broader civic space. If democratic regression and the undermining of 
civil society is to be halted, it is crucial that individual and institutional donors, both 
local and international, see the wisdom of more bold and social-justice-oriented funding.

Notes
 1 This chapter is an updated version of an opinion piece published in New Mandala (Sciortino 

2018), combined with entire new sections and minor parts of other relevant articles by the 
author (Sciortino 2016, 2017a, 2017b).

 2 Available at <https://www.idea.int/data-tools/tools/global-state-democracy-indices>.
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