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Civil Society OrganizaƟons (CSOs) have made significant contribuƟons to the inclusive and equitable development of 
Afghanistan. CSOs are providing criƟcal services and support to Afghans in hard-to-access parts of the country that the 
government and other actors cannot reach. CSOs also play a key role in advocaƟng on behalf of the Afghan people to 
their government for promoƟon and protecƟon of human rights, access to basic services, and good governance, among 
other issues. However, despite a large number of actors, CSOs capacity for human rights advocacy is sƟll limited. CSOs 
have developed skills in raising human rights issues and drawing aƩenƟon to them, however, a clear understanding of 
the advocacy cycle, and appropriate ways to posiƟon an advocacy1  campaign2 , are sƟll skills in development.3 
In the last 15 years, Afghan civil society has developed some capacity in advocacy, with notable achievements in 
advancing legal frameworks and policy agendas as well as in consultaƟve processes.4 CSOs advocated for and in many 
cases succeeded in bringing about new policy and legal reforms, such as changes to the naƟonal family law, 
amendment of the NGO law, parƟcipaƟon in the naƟonal budgeƟng process, contribuƟons to the development of the 
naƟonal youth policy, the Access to InformaƟon Law, and the Law of Rights and Privileges of Persons with DisabiliƟes. 
Government failures to implement legislaƟon, however, have made many5 of those advocacy successes of liƩle or no 
consequence.6 
CSOs sƟll rely on internaƟonal partners to engage in successful advocacy processes. Much of the assistance is either 
through specific donor-funded programs or as part of partnerships with internaƟonal NGOs operaƟng in Afghanistan 
and engaging local partners through aid coordinaƟon plaƞorms such as ACBAR7. 8Therefore, some CSOs are lacking the 
capacity to understand a policy context, access or generate rigorous evidence, package it for different audiences, 
engage with policy processes, and network and communicate with a range of partners. This requires financial 
investments and a wide range of technical capaciƟes.9 
Besides, monopolizaƟon of civil society voices by parƟcular individuals or organizaƟons that control the messages going 
out to the government and public on behalf of civil society, the dominance of patronage poliƟcs10, weak verƟcal 
relaƟons between CSOs and the people, weak advocacy capaciƟes especially at the subnaƟonal level; media 
censorship; negaƟve impressions and mispercepƟons about the civil society are among the other challenges weaken 
CSOs advocacy efforts.11 
This policy brief discusses CSOs Advocacy and ParƟcipaƟon in Public Policy Reforms in Afghanistan, including 
achievements, key challenges, and opportuniƟes. It provides relevant recommendaƟons to the CSOs, the Afghan 
government,and donors. AICS, an Afghan CSO, focused on promoƟng a posiƟve enabling environment for Afghan civil 
society, developed this brief based on qualitaƟve field research conducted in Kabul and key provinces. They also 
provided a desk review, specifically the State of Enabling Environment for CSOs in Afghanistan (SEECA) report published 
by AICS in the last three years.

Context Analysis
Though the basic role of civil society is advocaƟng for public needs and acƟng as an intermediary between the public 
and government, just 11 percent of Afghan CSOs cite advocacy as the chief focus of their acƟviƟes indicates room for 
greater training in the important role of advocacy in civil society.12 These CSOs cover a wide spectrum13 of advocacy 
issues and the overall score for the disseminaƟon of their advocacy results is 57 percent. 76 percent of CSOs play an 
acƟve role in seƫng the agenda to deal with significant advocacy issues and 77 percent of CSOs dedicate sufficient Ɵme 
for advocacy acƟviƟes. However, reacƟve advocacy rather than proacƟve advocacy, lack of support from the 
government, and the lack of adequate advocacy budgets are among the challenges CSOs face when involved in 
advocacy acƟviƟes.14 

Advocacy efforts in Kabul are appraised much more posiƟvely and the common senƟment was that some of the Kabul 
based large CSOs were good at gaining access to the government for advocacy efforts. However, problems were sƟll 
noted and division within the advocacy efforts were apparent. In some provinces, it appeared that various 
personaliƟes, both inside and outside the government, and warlords had monopolized the flow of informaƟon to CSOs 
and their understanding of the government policy.15 In general, 75% of the CSO members find it difficult to receive 
needed informaƟon from the government16  which directly impact CSOs parƟcipaƟon in policy reform processes. 

This brief lays out three major areas that describe CSOs advocacy and their parƟcipaƟon in public policy reform 
processes. 
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CSOs Advocacy Capacity
Low capacity for advocacy works was idenƟfied as a 
major issue limiƟng the scope for iniƟaƟon effecƟve 
advocacy processes by CSOs in Afghanistan.17 There is a 
lack of pracƟcal knowledge among CSOs on how to 
conduct advocacy and there is a need for capacity in a 
number of issues such as stakeholder analysis, 
idenƟficaƟon of groups of interest, understanding of 
points of entry for advocacy, and development of 
advocacy strategies. Just 19% of CSOs reporƟng that they 
had a developed plan for their advocacy programs.18

Advocacy needs to be based on evidence, structured 
through greater collaboraƟon between civil society 
actors, and complemented by clear recommendaƟons.19 
Using research20 based evidence in advocacy can increase 
the legiƟmacy and effecƟveness of CSOs’ advocacy 
efforts.21 Afghan CSOs have a limited capacity to use 
evidence in policy processes.22

In most cases, CSOs are only engaged in the government 
policy formulaƟon process, either aŌer the policy is 
finalized and approved, or not at all. They need to be 
understood as a construcƟve dialogue process based on 
clear and well-founded proposals.23 

Networking and Partnership for Advocacy
Networking and Strategic Partnership is a driver for 
success in advocacy.24 AcƟng alone advocacy will have 
limited impact, scope, scale and sustainability.25 
Increasing coordinaƟon will most directly improve 
advocacy efforts, resource sharing and the ability to learn 
from each other’s strengths and specializaƟons.26 In 
Afghanistan, The emergence of sectoral networks and 
themaƟc groups, pooling together experƟse has 
improved the ability of CSOs to structure their advocacy 
efforts. Benefiƫng from increased collaboraƟon, 
coordinaƟon has also been improving, though at a much 
slower rate and with mechanisms rather ad hoc than 
systemaƟc.27 

Some CSOs also shared the concern about possible 
efforts by the government to somehow control civil 
society voices. For instance, some CSOs express their 
concerns that whether this move of signing a MoU with 
the government will affect their imparƟality and 
independence or whether their advocacy is under the 
direct influence of the government or controlled by state 
insƟtuƟons in general.28

CSOs Participation in Consultation and Policy 
Reform Processes
In recent years, CSOs have become increasingly acƟve in 
legislaƟve and policy processes, advocaƟng for their 
experƟse to be taken into account, making 
recommendaƟons for policy reform, parƟcipaƟng in 
consultaƟons on policy reform, and technical and 
advisory boards for policy implementaƟon. Some 
internaƟonal donors have been pressing the government 
for more inclusion and beƩer recogniƟon of civil society’s 
role. The government also demonstrates a willingness to 

include civil society representaƟves in reform processes 
and to consult with them on a more regular basis. To 
date, however, Afghan civil society’s involvement 
remains sporadic. There is a lack of systemic interacƟons 
between civil society and the government on policy 
development. This is aƩributed both to vagueness in the 
legal framework surrounding the definiƟon of civil 
society and its legiƟmacy in effecƟvely parƟcipaƟng in 
policy formulaƟon, and the mistrust between civil 
society and the government. There are notable 
concerns that consultaƟons of CSO representaƟves on 
policies and legal reform are largely cosmeƟc, with 
recommendaƟons rarely taken into account in the final 
product.  IniƟaƟves by civil society itself to engage in 
policy processes remain mostly inconsistent, ad hoc and 
lack coordinaƟon.29

In discussing whether the government facilitates the 
development of the civil society sector and its 
parƟcipaƟon in policymaking, 51% of SEECA survey 
respondents responded negaƟvely.30 Also, there is a 
believe that CSOs partnership with the government for 
service delivery oŌen undermines CSOs capacity to take 
part in vitally important acƟviƟes such as advocacy 
work.31  

UNAMA’s civil society mapping revealed that civil 
society engagement in policy dialogue is growing only at 
the naƟonal level.32 Local governments oŌen show 
reluctance to acƟvely engage CSOs in policy making 
processes.33 At the provinces, there seems to be a 
certain level of resistance among some government 
officials at all levels regarding the consultaƟon and 
parƟcipaƟon of CSOs in the provincial development 
process. This challenge could be the result of an unclear 
framework regarding the parƟcipaƟon of civil society.34 

Conclusion
In general, CSOs are having a limited impact on public 
policies due to their low advocacy capacity and reacƟve 
advocacy efforts. CSOs should build their capaciƟes, 
improve their public image, strengthen their relaƟons 
with the government and improve their networking both 
at the capital and subnaƟonal level. The government, the 
private sector, media, and donor support is also vital in 
promoƟng CSOs advocacy efforts. Furthermore, CSOs’ 
financial dependency and their lack of the capacity to 
become sustainable have also impacted their efforts for 
well-structured advocacy intervenƟons.

Besides, there is a strong need for government to 
recognize that a vibrant, independent and sustainable 
civil society contributes and complements the 
government in addressing various needs. Government 
needs to establish trustable relaƟons with civil society 
and give them a meaningful role in the formulaƟon of 
public policies. The Civil Society Joint Working Group 
(CSJWG) and key networks should lead to establishing 
trustworthy relaƟons with the government for more 
proacƟve civil society advocacy and effecƟve parƟcipaƟon 
of CSOs in the policy formaƟon process. 
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FighƟng against corrupƟon needs to remain a top priority for CSOs. CorrupƟon is tainƟng the percepƟon of CSOs 
from the side of government and the public which ulƟmately reduce CSOs advocacy results. CSOs should enhance 
transparency and accountability in their services by developing and applying self-regulaƟng mechanisms.

CSOs should strengthen their relaƟons with media. CSOs should encourage media to provide more coverage on the 
laws and policies as well as relevant advocacy iniƟaƟves.

CSOs have to build their advocacy capaciƟes. Donors should fund and support CSOs’ systemaƟc, tailor-made and 
result-oriented capacity building acƟviƟes specifically focusing on research, advocacy, negoƟaƟon skills, policy 
formulaƟon, and stakeholder analysis.

CSO advocacy needs to move beyond the reacƟve mode with its condemnaƟon or protest of any event or case. The 
strategy of civil society advocacy should be updated by CSOs, while strong emphasis must be added to the 
follow-up part of what is decided in a meeƟng, naƟonal documents, public gathering, or speech by a senior 
government official.

Advocacy networking between CSOs should be supported. Provencal CSOs should be connected with Kabul based 
CSOs to undertake effecƟve advocacy campaigns. CSOs should move away from a culture of compeƟƟon and 
encourage knowledge exchange for beƩer advocacy.

The signed Access to InformaƟon Law needs to be operaƟonalized through government iniƟaƟves, which will allow 
civil society to access relevant informaƟon for their advocacy and policy consultaƟon efforts. 

For an effecƟve and successful policy engagement, CSOs need to keep themselves updated about naƟonal policy 
prioriƟes, policy processes, and key stakeholders and accordingly design their advocacy strategies. 

The Civil Society Joint Working Group (CSJWG) should prioriƟze acƟon-oriented mechanisms for inclusive civil 
society consultaƟons in the formulaƟon, design, and implementaƟon of the government policies and programs and 
set measure indicators of assessing the results of their advocacy efforts. 

CSOs should listen to the concerns of the community on local issues before designing and implemenƟng advocacy 
strategy and messages

The government needs to establish a relaƟonship of trust with CSOs. Enabling a meaningful engagement of CSOs in 
public policy formulaƟon, sustained CSO-government dialogue, and increased informaƟon sharing as well as 
recognizing each other’s roles can help to build trust between CSOs and government. 
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