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Recent donor commitments have expanded support for locally led 
development, yet many local civil society organisations continue to face 
structural barriers to sustainable institutional development. This article 
argues that these challenges arise not only from limited direct funding 
but also from the governance of the funding architecture. By examining 
delegated authority, intermediary arrangements, funding quality, and 
institutional development, it demonstrates how governance influences 
opportunities, accountability, and organisational sustainability. It 
concludes that international support should be assessed not by funding 
channels alone, but by whether it strengthens credible, sustainable, and 
accountable local civil society institutions. 
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In the wake of recent updates and the introduction of new policies 
and strategies by various institutional donors aimed at 
strengthening local civil society organisations1, many of these 
organisations continue to face significant challenges in sustaining 
their vital operations in their communities. Persistent structural 
barriers continue to impede their ability to perform essential work 
effectively, despite the encouraging commitment2 to shift and 
share power with local actors, channel high-quality funding to 
them as directly as possible, and re-examine the role of 
intermediary organisations in supporting locally led development 
as pledged by donors for international development cooperation. 
 
However, with the exception of a few notable success stories, a 
considerable portion of civil society funding remains channelled 
through international organisations and other intermediaries that 
provide crucial functions such as grant management, compliance, 
risk management, and technical assistance. Concurrently, 
enhancements in funding quality—namely, substantial, multi-year, 
and flexible funding—do not necessarily benefit local 
organisations. The central issue transcends the mere inadequacy 
of funding directly reaching local entities. Elevating funding for 
local actors and improving individual grant terms may increase 
participation without fundamentally altering control over 
institutional opportunities, the equitable distribution of funding 
quality, or the extent to which international assistance bolsters 
stronger local civil society. 
 
This situation underscores a structural gap within the locally led 
development agenda, necessitating that all stakeholders critically 
evaluate the entire funding architecture. It requires examining how 
delegated authority is exercised where direct funding is not 
feasible, how funding quality is maintained throughout the funding 
chain, and whether governance arrangements remain transparent, 
accountable, and accessible to local organisations. Ultimately, 
the success of international support should be measured by its 

 
1 Examples include Sweden’s Strategy for Sweden’s Development Cooperation 
with Civil Society 2025–2029 (including its implementation model for direct 
support to local civil society actors) and the Netherlands’ Focus on Freedom 
programme, which explicitly defines the roles, activities, and funding parameters 
of support partners (intermediaries) and in-country partners. 
2 At the 2022 Effective Development Co-operation Summit in Geneva, 18 
members of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) and 15 philanthropic 
foundations committed to advancing locally led development. 
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effectiveness in strengthening credible, sustainable, and 
accountable local civil society institutions. 
 

Influence through Delegation 
 
Given their limited capacity to engage directly with large numbers 
of diverse local actors, institutional donors often delegate 
substantial responsibility to intermediary organisations. Beyond 
managing grants and ensuring compliance, intermediaries identify 
local partners, allocate resources, interpret local contexts, 
convene stakeholders, and maintain ongoing relationships with 
civil society. Delegation therefore extends beyond administrative 
functions to the exercise of strategic discretion over how donor 
support reaches local organisations. This raises a fundamental but 
insufficiently examined question: who governs relationships, 
priorities, and opportunities within delegated funding systems? 

 
In many funding arrangements, intermediary organisations select 
local partners according to their institutional strategies, thematic 
priorities, risk frameworks, and established networks. These 
arrangements enable donors to navigate complex operating 
environments while reducing administrative burdens and meeting 
fiduciary requirements. As partnerships develop, local actors may 
participate in programme design and implementation. 
Nonetheless, prevailing aid mechanisms and funding structures 
often constrain both the information available to local actors and 
their ability to influence broader funding priorities and decision-
making. This includes how resources are allocated, which issues 
receive sustained attention, and whose perspectives ultimately 
inform donor decision-making. 
 
These arrangements often encourage local organisations to align 
with priorities established through intermediary-led funding 
relationships. However, local actors who question prevailing 
programme assumptions or bring forward alternative local 
perspectives may be perceived as less flexible or more difficult to 
work with than organisations willing to accept predefined roles. 

Prevailing aid mechanisms and funding structures often 
constrain both the information available to local actors and 
their ability to influence broader funding priorities and 
decision-making. 
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Where selection processes and decision-making responsibilities 
are opaque, concentrated discretion and informal relationship 
networks create risks of favouritism, patronage, or conflicts of 
interest. If left unchecked, these dynamics may disadvantage 
credible local organisations despite their institutional strategies, 
expertise, and constituencies, leaving them outside established 
funding relationships. 
 
Even where intermediaries operate transparently and in good faith, 
their institutional discretion inevitably influences which 
organisations gain visibility, which capacities are strengthened, 
which priorities receive sustained support, and which local actors 
remain outside donor relationships. When delegation extends 
beyond an administrative role to encompass governance 
functions, questions of accountability also extend beyond 
financial oversight. If locally led development seeks to shift and 
share power with local actors, it should also examine how 
accountability and transparency are maintained in decisions 
concerning partner selection, institutional development, and 
influence throughout the funding architecture. 
 

Funding Quality across the Funding Chain 
 
Discussions on locally led development increasingly recognise 
that the quality of funding matters as much as its quantity. Flexible 
funding, core support, indirect cost coverage, budget adaptability, 
and multi-year commitments are widely acknowledged as 
essential for strengthening civil society. However, the effectiveness 
of these reforms depends not only on the quality of the original 
grant, but also on whether that quality is preserved as resources 
move through intermediary funding relationships. 
 
Institutional donors often provide substantial, multi-year funding 
directly to intermediary organisations and other implementation 
partners. Combined with adequate indirect cost recovery, 
contingency provisions, and flexibility to adapt programmes over 
time, such funding can strengthen organisational stability, support 
long-term planning, and enable institutional development. These 
arrangements recognise that organisations require predictable 
resources and operational flexibility to fulfil both programme 
objectives and broader institutional responsibilities. 
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The nature of funding, however, changes considerably when 
intermediary organisations regrant resources to local civil society. 
Although local partners receive funding that incorporates similar 
principles, these regrants are often significantly smaller in scale 
and shorter in duration. Consequently, provisions that generate 
meaningful institutional benefits at one level of the funding chain 
may produce only limited practical value at another. Funding 
quality is therefore not automatically preserved merely by retaining 
similar grant conditions. 

 
This imbalance becomes more apparent when considering the 
responsibilities assigned to local actors working with smaller, 
short-term grants. Local organisations may be expected to satisfy 
proposal, reporting, monitoring, and risk-management 
requirements adapted from systems designed for larger-scale 
funding arrangements. While these requirements can strengthen 
accountability and institutional learning and development, their 
value depends on proportionality. When administrative and 
compliance obligations consume significant organisational 
capacity without corresponding financial support, flexibility, or 
institutional investment, they divert local actors from programme 
delivery, strategic development, and constituency building. 
 
Such imbalances create a funding quality gap within the 
governance system, where institutional advantages remain 
concentrated higher up the funding chain while responsibilities 
and administrative obligations are progressively transferred 
downward. Consequently, some requirements, including 
compliance and risk management, may become procedural 
expectations rather than proportionate mechanisms to strengthen 
institutional capacity. If locally led development aims to channel 
high-quality funding to local actors, it should assess whether 
flexibility, institutional support, proportional accountability, and 
the authority to manage delegated responsibilities are preserved 
throughout the system, down to local civil society. 

Such imbalances create a funding quality gap within the 
governance system, where institutional advantages remain 
concentrated higher up the funding chain while 
responsibilities and administrative obligations are 
progressively transferred downward. 
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Intermediaries and the Governance of Reform 
 
Intermediary organisations continue to perform functions that 
many institutional donors cannot readily undertake themselves, 
particularly where donors have limited staffing, country presence, 
administrative capacity, or risk tolerance for managing 
relationships with large numbers of local organisations. Beyond 
grant administration and fiduciary oversight, intermediaries can 
provide technical assistance, coordination, contextual knowledge, 
and institutional support that enable donors to operate in complex 
environments. Their continued role therefore reflects practical and 
operational realities rather than simply institutional preference. 
 
At the same time, reform itself may carry governance risks. Direct 
funding, local intermediaries, and pooled funding mechanisms 
can all reproduce gatekeeping, favouritism, or unequal access 
when selection processes and decision-making remain opaque. 
Likewise, direct funding is not inherently synonymous with locally 
led development. Larger, more flexible grants also concentrate 
resources among organisations with stronger capacity to secure 
and manage successive projects, potentially at the expense of 
organisations with deep thematic expertise, representative 
constituencies, or long-term institutional strategies. 
 
Similarly, pooled funds reduce funding diversity by concentrating 
donor resources within a limited number of funding channels, 
making local organisations more dependent on collectively 
defined priorities and limiting their flexibility to pursue independent 
institutional strategies or respond to emerging local needs. Simply 
relocating intermediary functions from international to local actors 
therefore does not necessarily redistribute influence, preserve the 
quality of funding, or strengthen local civil society institutions. The 
challenge for donors is therefore to balance efficiency, 
accountability, risk management, institutional diversity, and local 
ownership within civil society support. 
 

From Funding to Institutions 
 
These governance arrangements influence more than individual 
funding decisions; they shape the long-term development of local 
civil society. When funding flows through various intermediaries 
with different priorities, procedures, and networks, and local 
organisations primarily receive small and short-term grants, they 
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may increasingly organise around funding opportunities rather 
than their own institutional strategies or constituencies. Over time, 
these dynamics contribute to a fragmented civil society landscape 
in which organisational sustainability becomes increasingly 
dependent on successive funding cycles rather than long-term 
institutional development. This reduces opportunities for local 
organisations to strengthen their own institutional capacities, 
cultivate representative constituencies, and pursue long-term 
strategic priorities independently of project cycles. 

 
These governance challenges also have broader implications for 
confidence in civil society and international assistance. Where 
governance and funding systems lack transparency and 
accountability, they contribute to a civil society landscape that 
appears unresponsive to local priorities or disconnected from 
people’s needs. As a result, public confidence and trust in both the 
civil society sector and international assistance may weaken. At 
the same time, donor governments, parliaments, and taxpayers 
increasingly expect international assistance to demonstrate 
meaningful and sustainable results. 
 
The effectiveness and legitimacy of international assistance, 
therefore, depend not only on the reallocation of resources or 
responsibilities but also on whether governance arrangements 
within the funding architecture bolster strong local civil society 
institutions. Ultimately, the success of locally led development 
should be measured by whether it enables those institutions to 
earn the confidence of both the communities they serve and the 
international partners that support them. 
 

Aligning Authority, Resources, and Accountability 
 
The critical question is therefore not simply who receives funding, 
but how delegated authority is exercised, how funding quality is 
maintained throughout the funding chain, and whether governance 

Where governance arrangements and funding systems lack 
transparency and accountability, … public confidence and 
trust in both the civil society sector and international 
assistance may weaken. 
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arrangements remain transparent, accountable, and accessible to 
both existing and prospective local partners. 
 
Establish Direct and Open Channels with Local Actors: Donors 
should establish accessible, ongoing channels through which 
local actors, including those outside existing intermediary 
networks, can share contextual information, feedback, and locally 
developed project ideas. Accessible confidential feedback 
channels and standing opportunities for collaboration and input on 
policies or programmes enable donors to gain a deeper 
understanding of local needs, expertise, credible organisations, 
and potential partners. These channels can complement 
information and relationships developed through intermediary 
partnerships while enabling donors to maintain their own 
institutional knowledge of the civil society landscape and identify 
opportunities for future engagement and support. 
 
Select Intermediaries Strategically and Use Them as Enabling 
Partners: When direct funding is not feasible, donors should select 
intermediaries based on relevant thematic expertise, partnership 
principles and practices with local civil society, and the efficiency 
and transparency of their intermediary systems. Donors should 
assess publicly available institutional information, including global 
strategies, partnership policies, and annual reports, to understand 
how potential intermediaries engage with local actors and how 
meaningfully their resources support local partners. Selecting 
intermediaries through an institutional and strategic assessment 
can help donors identify organisations that provide clear added 
value beyond project-based grant management and use them to 
enable support for credible local actors identified through direct 
donor engagement. 
 
Ensure Funding Quality and Transparency across the Funding 
Chain: Donors should establish explicit expectations for both 
resource transfer and funding-quality pass-through when 
intermediaries are funded to support local civil society. 
Intermediary arrangements should preserve the quality of funding, 
including amount, duration and flexibility, as resources move 
through the funding chain, make intermediary costs visible, and 
demonstrate that resources retained at each layer are 
proportionate to the functions performed and the value added. 
Donor and intermediary systems should also be transparent and 
accessible to local actors, enabling them to understand 
partnership opportunities, eligibility and selection criteria, 
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available funding modalities, funding conditions, decision-making 
processes, relevant cost structures, and mechanisms for 
feedback or raising concerns. Donors should regularly assess 
whether intermediary arrangements deliver meaningful resources 
and funding quality to local organisations, provide demonstrable 
added value, and enable local actors to understand, access, and 
engage with the funding systems intended to support them. 
 
Locally led development should not be understood as a choice 
between direct funding and intermediary support. Rather, it 
requires funding architectures that align delegated authority, 
funding quality, institutional accountability, and local ownership. 
Intermediaries will continue to play important roles in many 
contexts, but their effectiveness should be judged not only by 
compliance or project delivery, but also by whether they 
strengthen credible, sustainable, and accountable local civil 
society institutions. Ultimately, the measure of success is not 
where funding enters the system, but whether it leaves behind 
stronger local institutions capable of leading their own 
development. ● 
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