Round Table Discussion on
“Civil Society in Changing Philippines: Emerging Roles, Strategies and Relationships”


PRIA and PRRM organised a round table discussion on 15 November 2011 in Manila. The following is the summary of the discussion.

· [bookmark: _GoBack]The consultation in the Philippines reflected on what has happened, what is happening and what may happen in the world and what all of these mean for the promotion of justice, equality and inclusive development. All the values espoused by NGOs and the broader civil society seem to be on the line given the numerous challenges each country is facing. How to convert these seemingly “lost causes” into “winning causes”. 

· It may be difficult to be optimistic not only for the Philippine but for the entire world especially because many events have occurred which introduced many changes in society, such as the 9/11 attacks and the convergence of the “Quadruple F” crises of Food, Fuel, Finance and Flu. 

· Question was asked whether CSO participation in global discourses and agenda setting is actually improving, declining or stagnating from the time the UN System opened participation in 1953, and especially during the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit. Most of the issues brought by social movements then are the same issues now, but with different timelines and levels. Many of those in the social movements and civil society have been travelling around and meeting time and time again, but the same issues resonate all around. It is probably an opportune time to make a deep reflection of civil society, how it engages the government, how it works with or without government, how it plans to improve peoples’ lives, etc. 

· The division between ‘North’ and ‘South’ is getting blurred day by day. Even CSO colleagues from America and Europe have been encountering similar challenges. This reflection is aimed at looking at the stories of the struggle of civil society for better democratic space in different parts of the world. 

· Looking at the global context, we are at a very confusing state and can be considered as a kind of complex paradox that Asia has been experiencing. On one hand, we see economic growth in the region despite the global financial meltdown, countries resisting the meltdown to a large extent, and the emergence of China, India, Indonesia, and even the Philippines. The Euro crisis has affected Asian markets, but still, there are new emerging economies. The question is how far this growth has improved the lives of a number of people. 

· Globally, there is more political assertion by Asian countries as compared to the 1960s to 1970s. There is a great hope that democracy is finally emerging in the region, but we also have to look into the crises (food, fuel, and finance) that are occurring and the vulnerabilities of many countries to climate change. Even as democracy exists, there is a paradox as we can observe many human rights abuses, ethnic violence, religious violence, the growth of terrorism, among others. Poverty is still entrenched in many nations and dignity continues to be elusive for many people. It is important to ask what will be the response of civil society to these many issues. 

· Many national governments have been sceptical about civil society actors. There is a crackdown on civil society’s democratic space in many countries as shown in the recent reports of CIVICUS. 

· Half of the world’s people are living in urban areas but not in a manner that is sustainable. There is also a growing urban middle class. There are also “spontaneous movements” such as the Arab Spring and Occupy the Wall Street Movement. All these have contributed hopes for civil society, but it is also important to look at the relationship between institutionalised civil society and these spontaneous movements. 

· Another emerging phenomenon is the changing roles of civil society as many social sector programmes of the governments have been inviting civil society organisations to play a larger role as provider of services, which also tend to raise questions about the independence of organisations involved with government projects. 

· Other items that should be examined is the emergence of new policies like Freedom of Information (though the Philippines still has not passed the proposed measure), the increasing space for the role of media, the fusion of media and technology, the growth of “corporate social responsibility”, and the public-private partnerships. The connivance between government leadership and private companies has also led to issues on access to land and water resources of the poor. 

· The financing for civil society organisations, especially as the funds have been drying up over the years, assumes an important dimension in the debate. The CSOs’ ability to maintain independent voice is increasingly declining and CSOs are now coming up with new ways to sustain their operations. 

· Is global funding and global discourse an overwhelming factor in the national discourse? Sometimes, global funding drives the discourse at the national level and this is an issue that has to be considered.

· The challenge for civil society in the Philippines is to identify where it will position itself in the whole scheme of things. Civil society also has to locate itself considering that in this country, CSOs are very broad, ranging from the traditional left to the ones funded by global agencies. It may not be an issue of which is better, but we should be able to locate where CSOs are in the whole society. Perhaps an interesting first step is to find out the tagalog translation of the term “civil society” (“Kalipunan ng Kapwa tao - ?”). 

· Even as the 1st Global Summit on Education was held in 1990, there was no significant follow-up after that except for the campaign in Bangladesh. There were many promises about global education but there was no institutionalization after the conferences. The problem is not just state weakness but also the weakness in civil society. The engagement of CSOs at the global level cannot be and should not be sporadic, and rhetorical commitment should be followed up by action. On the Rio +20 process, it might just be the same thing all over again if there will be no implementing mechanism. All these efforts will just be events that inspired, but without any follow through. 

· Various strategies of CSOs can also be considered as dilemmas. CSOs either: 1) have the current system perform as it is (perform better but accept a limited agenda), 2) reforming the system, and; 3) transforming the system. Some accuse CSOs of being “co-opted” if they choose the first strategy. Perhaps the strategy should be on how to have these efforts co-exist in society. 

· The importance of social entrepreneurship was discussed. Social enterprises are becoming relevant because of the drying up of overseas development assistance. This situation is pushing CSOs to problematise their own resources as many NGOs have put up their own social enterprises such as bars, café, eco-tours, among others. However, sustainability remains a key problem as CSOs did not focus on social enterprises at the beginning and more on natural resource management and socio-political organising.  Donors are also pushing NGOs to produce results within the project time frames. Social enterprises are linking communities to markets which can be considered as a strategy not only to make the system perform but to build a stronger plural economy anchored on redistribution of wealth. 

· CSOs are very broad nowadays, unlike before wherein a radical question must be responded with a radical form of action by a radical institution. Things are different now and CSOs must learn to have “patient impatience”. Tempered radicalism might be the form to take. In the end, all these theories must be existential. 

· Pro-people empowerment remains an important strategy. It is a matter of believing that everybody has some good in them which will lead to better things and development. People must not lose hope and faith. Happiness is also very important in transforming the lives of people that need support. 

· There was reflection on the term “tempered radicalism” and how it is related to “responsibility”. Responsibility is not that prominent in the language of CSOs and it is about time that it should be considered in all our plans and actions. Civil society is about exercising responsibility but we are not celebrating this fact. 

· Lack of conversation among various groupings has led to polarisation; wherein people care only about their own organisations and do not care what other organizations view them. As administrations in the country change, one group will be closer to it while the others who are not considered close to the new leadership will just be “conversational”.  There is no consensus on how CSOs view things. 

· As an example the controversy about the PeaCe bonds (which has now matured and where government has to pay 35 Billion Pesos) which involves a CSO group was mentioned. This issue should be made transparent and settled immediately. The CSO sector should also at least discuss the issue and come up with a position as it not only affects the involved parties but the entire sector as well. 

· Even as there was an open space after the fall of the Marcos dictatorship, there was an increased hope for change but it did not materialise. CSOs are still faced with many dilemmas and challenges. Some were uncomfortable with the term “civil society organizations” as it has robbed the political and social movements. It has become a convenient term for the business community. 

· Social movements have learned to cooperate, work with government, but also oppose. It is a difficult challenge because even as you work with government, you still have passion for change and maintaining autonomy can be a difficult task. The dilemma is that there are people who view CSOs as being co-opted, while some others see the sector as anti-government. 

· CSOs are now recognised as a state player in the Philippines, and an example of this is the creation of the National Anti-Poverty Commission. However, many organizations are looking at single issues. Although they are doing very well, this phenomenon can also be viewed as a fragmentation of the socio-political movement. Political engagement also has taken a dip and needs to be raised. 

· There is a need to bring the discourse to the local level. There are many conferences at the international, regional, and national levels, but only a few are conducted at the local level. For example, there is hardly any discussion on the challenges for local economies. As big malls continue to be constructed in different provinces they kill the businesses of small entrepreneurs. 

· On the issue of the polarisation of CSOs, the space fought for by the social movements are still there, and the divisiveness is also defined by the current terrain and may be due to the different initiatives. There should be reflection sessions on where CSOs are currently standing and if we now have different missions or just re-inventing old ones. We cannot conclude clearly that there is fragmentation of CSOs as no one has looked into it and researched on it. There is no material basis for that conclusion as of now and therefore we are not in a position to judge. 

· The need for more young people and more women be involved at the communities was stressed. The time for talking among the like-minded is over; this is the time to mobilise more people. 

· Over the year the communities grow, transform, and sometimes disintegrate. CSOs used to have multi-year and multi-area funding, but with the dwindling resources, this is no longer the case. It is important for CSOs to continue working despite the challenges, as the successes will be measured on how the sector has provided positive impacts to the communities. Many NGOs are making millions in lending through microfinance; however, others are also creating impacts on local economies and improving the lives of clients which is still a challenge. Governance is also an issue that has to be addressed because the successes in the projects also depend largely on this. We have to assess the level of impact at the communities and the level of impact on governance. Questions that need to be answered include: What’s in store for us in the future? How do we engage social entrepreneurship? How do we engage the private sector?

· Some participants recalled that there was actually a “Tandang Sora Declaration” which was a product of a meeting of NGOs in Tandang Sora. This should be reviewed by the CSOs. 

· Many organisations nowadays charge “user fees”. NGOs are in no position to tell government agencies to provide basic services to the people if our own organizations charge these fees. But this is also a result of the condition of funders where the organizations have to be financially sustainable in order for them to provide funds for projects. 
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