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Report: Roundtable, Kigali, Rwanda with Rwandan Civil Society and INGOs  
4 March 2008 14.30-17.30 
 
Summary:  Interesting and insightful discussion about the relationships around European 

Aid in Rwanda, including the role of and space for CSOs. Special attention to 
the role of the European Commission in the aid environment, including  
challenges, opportunities and modalities surrounding budget support in 
Rwanda.  This report is especially interesting if read in conjunction with the 
report on the accompanying workshop with Donors and government 

1. Introduction 
 
‘Whither EC Aid’ (WECA) is an independent, joint ActionAid-ECDPM project that aims to 
contribute to a broader based common understanding of the characteristics, added value 
and impact of EC development cooperation. After the finalisation of an initial discussion 
note, the project has entered a phase of consultations to stimulate further inputs from 
stakeholders. After holding a total of 6 workshops in Europe, the first in a series of group 
discussions in partner countries took place in Kigali, Rwanda on Tuesday 4 March 2008.  
After a first workshop with donor and government officials the second round table was held 
with representatives of Rwandan Civil Society as well as INGOs based in Rwanda. 
 
The roundtable started with a welcome by Theresa (ActionAid Rwanda) Joanna Maycock 
(ActionAid), facilitated the discussion. Gwénaëlle Corre (ECDPM) made a short presentation 
of the main issues identified in the discussion note and from previous workshops as those 
meriting special attention in the workshop with the small group of donor/government 
representatives. This report provides an overview of the roundtable’s objectives, the main 
issues discussed and a list of participants. 

2. Objectives of the roundtable 
 
1. To inform participants about the WECA process so far and to introduce the main 

findings from the project’s first phase, and second phase so far. 
2. To create space for an open discussion about the key issues emerging from the 

project. 
3. To seek inputs, examples and lessons to share with the broader project constituency 

about the experience in Rwanda. 

3. Key emerging issues 
 
3.1. Perceptions of the EC by CSOs in Rwanda 
• The EC is seen as a major actor in Rwanda, supporting infrastructure, government 

programmes, decentralisaiton. The EC is also known for providing useful and interesting 
support for CSOs in Rwanda  

• There was praise for EC budget support, and the complementary channels for project 
and CSO funding. However the mechanisms for EC funding for both Budget support and 
for thematic funding were criticised as being too time consuming and bureaucratic 
(inefficient) 

• The EC’s image had certainly been negatively impacted by the whole process, and 
discussion about EPAs which made many in Civil Society felt had shown that the EU and 
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EC were pushing their own agenda and not listening to the voices of Rwandans. Even 
worse the CSOs felt there had been an attitude of threats that had prevailed in the 
negotiations.  

• There is a need for the donor community and especially the EC to engage with the 
partner countries in discussions about alternative development and growth strategies. 
CSOs feel quite excluded from the discussions with donors about the kinds of 
development strategies to be pursued. 

 
3.2. Budget support 
• The Government has strong and coherent policies and strategies for the reduction of 

poverty in Rwanda. There is a certain amount of consultation with citizens and CSOs in 
that process. Donors like the EC are increasingly putting their funds through the 
governments own strategies and systems in the form of budget support, basket funding, 
SWAPs etc . This is largely seen to be a positive thing by CSOs  as it gives resources 
and flexibility to the government.  

• The EC is seen as a large scale donor with large aid budgets and the means to fund 
large-scale activities (including infrastructure). However, at the micro level  and even at 
the level of strategic planning and programming, CSOs feel there should be more 
consultation with them. CSOs felt they had not even been properly consulted on the 
CSO funding programmes in country; 

 
Some of the challenges and potential pitfalls for Budget Support in Rwanda : 
• Absorption capacity is an issue for the government, especially if large scales of aid going 

through budget  
• With moves to Budget Support special attention needs to be placed on reducing aid 

volatility enhancing multi-annual and predictable support. 
• Donors will find it difficult to attribute the impact of their support to Rwanda’s 

development. They may struggle then to sell the aid programmes to taxpayers in Europe  
• Certain CSOs felt that there is an element of « fashion » and trend in the aid 

environment. In the case of Rwanda it is felt that much on the positive attitude of the 
donor community is due to the popularity of President Kagame to the donor community. 
What happens if there is a change of leadership? This seems like a potentially huge risk 
in Rwanda, that the budget is dependent on the level of popularity of the leader to 
outside actors. (Not very democratic) 

• There is also a risk that with high levels of budget support and dependency, Rwanda will 
become especially vulnerable to the latest development buzz words for development 

 
3.3. CSO relations and funding 
• CSO : loose too much time looking for funding and managing their funds according to 

donor requirements. In this respect the EC is particularly frustrating as a donor in that the 
financial regulations are especially burdensome. This means that CSOs do not have 
enough available time to focus on their “real work” of engaging in strategic scrutiny of 
donors and government, or in working directly with communities 

• An interesting question raised was that if Budget Support is so good for government, why 
can’t the same rule be applied to CSOs funding: providing a large budget support 
approach, This would free up CSO time to work on the things that really matter such as 
implementing projects which directly benefit poor communities.  

• It was felt that the EC Call for Proposal system was at least transparent and fair and “the 
best wins”. However delays in decision making and in releasing funding to successful 
applicants are undermining many of the positive elements of the EC’s CSO aid 
programmes. Another problem in the system is that it creates an elite of organisations 
with the capacity to elaborate and implement projects, and these always win the Calls for 
Proposals. 

• CSOs feel that EC is doing a better job in funding CSOs that the US or DfID. However 
there needs to be more engagement with CSOs in designing the programmes. Also 
funding needs to be more sustainable  
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• Projects by civil society are more sustainable, stronger than the one set up by 
government and more tangible activities and visible results. In particular CSOs have 
been doing particularly valuable and effective work programmes tackling excluded 
groups such as prisoners, also very successful projects looking at women’s rights, 
violence, HIV/Aids. 

 
3.4 Accountability and Impact of aid on poverty.  
• CSOs felt there needs to be much more work done looking at the impact of the EC aid 

programmes on the poor populations. Attribution will become even more difficult in the 
future with increased budget support. However, there must be accountability on the 
impact of aid programmes in tackling poverty, CSOs could offer useful contributions and 
insights into the elaboration of systems to measure impact. The EC could take a role in 
this kind of work. 

• CSOs feel strongly that they have capacity to contribute to these collective reflections, 
but there is no real sense that the EC or the government is interested in hearing the 
voices of CSOs with respect to the impact of their actions on poverty. This leads to a 
level of frustration on the part of the CSOs  

• There needs to be more emphasis on the issue of shared responsibility in the partnership 
arrangements between donor and partner government. This means sharing 
responsibility for success… but also for failure. Both provide opportunities for learning. 

• There must be much more publically available information about donor funding and also 
impact and results. At the moment it is felt that there is not enough transparency of 
information 

• Sustainability of efforts must also be taken into account. Often the impact doesn’t 
correspond with the expected results. Beneficiaries need to be much more engaged in 
the formulation and monitoring of programmes as well as in the learning processes 
ensuing.   

 
3.5 Technical Assistance and capacity building 
• Expertise is needed, but TA should be made available to support long-term interests, not 

2 year projects  
• CSOs felt disappointed that the NSA clauses in the Cotonou Agreement had not opened 

up really any formal space for the CSOs to engage in strategic reflections with donors 
and governments.  

• Much discussion about the need for an organised and representative CSO voice in 
Rwanda to ensure strength and credibility of message. Only in this way can the CSOs 
really manage to have their voice heard wit amongst more powerful actors such as the 
donors, the private sector and the government. EC should support CSO efforts to 
organise. Some felt that at least the second generation PRSP : the DPRS had including 
the engagement of CSOs and the media at least.  

• How to reinforce CSO capacity : by determining areas of focus, by supporting research, 
excellence and professionalism. Also the need to support methods for joint strategic 
thinking and collective action. This is classically an area that is difficult to find donors.  

• A development forum operating a local level does manage to create space for information 
sharing about activities and projects at the level of the district. This manages to avoid 
duplication of efforts. 

 

4. Wrap up ideas emerging from the discussion: 
 
EC 
Positive 

- Second generation PRSP (DPRS) is better than first and has included a degree of 
citizen’s consultation  

- The EC is an important partner for the government and for Rwanda’s development  
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- EC contributes to funding some good projects, including some interesting CSO 
activities 

But 
- Inadequate strategic engagement of the EC with CSO partners 
- EPA negotiations have also created a negative feeling towards the EC : a feeling 

that the EC is not listening  
 
Civil Society: 
CSO space exists and there is some space for the CSO voice, even at institutional level. 
However, CSOs need support to organise into more representative and legitimate structures 
to be more effective. They lack structural funding to support their long term and strategic 
development. They also need more information about possibilities for cooperation and about 
activities of donors. There is competition for funding that creates competition between 
CSOs, and wasted resources and time. Finally they feel discouraged about engaging in 
consultative processes as they have seen clearly that their voice is not being heard.   
 
On the positive side : there is hope as Cotonou Agreement foresees space for CSOs to 
engage in strategic dialogue, so the question is how can CSOs demand that space. Also 
there are possibilities for INGOs to increase their support for the development and learning 
of African CSOs. 

 
5. Participants  
 
From ActionAid:  Joanna Maycock (EU representative) 

Theresa Karugwiza (Country Director), Rose Mukantabana 
(Programme Manager), Francois Hitayezu, Governance Coordinator 
ActionAid Rwanda 

From ECDPM:  Gwénaëlle Corre (policy officer)  
 
Name (in alphabetical order) Position, Unit 
 


