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MUTUAL EXCHANGE

STARTS WITH

RELATIONSHIPS

Across the world, civic space is shrinking
and activists for democracy and human
rights are pushed back. Swedish diploma-
tic missions can play an important role in
supporting local civil society. That effort
starts with meaningful, safe and inclusive
relationships and meetings. Both physical
and digital.

Since the beginning of the 2000s, the space for civil
society, activists and human rights defenders around the
world has been decreasing. In 2021, CIVICUS! repor-
ted that only 3.1 percent of the world’s population lived
in countries with a free civil society. States and other
actors limit civil society’s room to manoeuvre through
direct violence as well as through bureaucratic harass-
ment, changes in legal frameworks and limitations in ci-
vil society’s funding opportunities. Protracted conflicts,
the COVID pandemic and increasing digitalisation have,
among other things, contributed to shrinking the demo-
cratic space around the world. Civil society in Sweden
and worldwide is therefore in great need of political
forces to provide strong support. Political forces need

to collaborate with local civil society in decision-making
processes and policies that affect both the present and

the future.

Civil society plays a key role in Swedish development
policy and is essential for it to succeed. In spite of this,
there is a lack of standardised methods for Swedish
diplomatic missions and their cooperation with local
civil societies. Both we and our partner organisations see
how certain Swedish diplomatic missions have built good
relationships with civil society, having established a sys-
tematic contact and offer political support in vulnerable
situations. Other Swedish diplomatic missions lack such
relationships and are unable or unwilling to support civil
society when needed. It is therefore of utmost impor-
tance that all Swedish diplomatic missions receive clear

directives that enable uniform efforts and predictability.

1 https:/findings2021.monitor.civicus.org/in-numbers.html

A diplomatic mission’s support to local civil society must
not be dependent on individual desk officers’ prior know-
ledge of civil society or having Sida employees focusing on

aid work as part of the mission.

In 2015, the Swedish Government decided on joint
commitments with Swedish civil society organisations for
stronger dialogue and collaboration within development
cooperation. The joint commitments form the basis of the
Ministry for Foreign Affairs’ approach to Swedish civil
society organisations where, among other things, dialogue,
openness and transparency are key principles. A review
performed during the winter of 20222 regarding the joint
commitments, however, emphasises that the dialogue
between Swedish diplomatic missions and local civil society
organisations needs to be further developed and systema-
tised. The guide that you are now reading is a contribution
to this important work and is aimed at those of you working
at Swedish diplomatic missions. Based on our own and our
partner organisations’ experiences, we have compiled infor-
mation and recommendations on how Swedish diplomatic
missions can build relationships and collaborate with civil
society organisations. We have put together concrete advice
on how to arrange physical and digital meetings, consul-
tations and decision-making processes, which are mea-
ningful, inclusive and safe. The publication is also aimed

at the Swedish Government and the Ministry for Foreign
Affairs, to support them in working more coherently with
civil society on a global level. By standardising the Swedish
diplomatic missions’ work with civil society organisations,
the aid work of organisations, as well as the Ministry for
Foreign Affairs and the Swedish Government, can become

even more effective, generating even greater positive results.

This guide may also inspire other international civil society
organisations and platforms in their work with their national
governments and foreign ministries. It should also serve as a
good basis for how EU institutions should coordinate their
work with civil society both in Brussels and at delegations

around the world.

2 Promemoria 2022-01-21 UD2022/01482
Gemensamma ataganden: Slutredovisning av kartlaggning, Utrikes-
departementet. Authors: Emilia Walldin, Staffan Tillander



MEANINGFUL

RELATIONSHIPS

“ The

basis for good
and meaningful
dialogue is to
have a relation-
ship character-
ised by mutual
respect, where
the parties
regard each
other as posi-
tive resources.
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Working actively with civil society should be a
major task for every Swedish diplomatic mission.
As the link between business, democracy, human
rights and the environment is apparent, this also
applies to diplomatic missions with a trade-pro-
moting role. The organisations ”Global Witness”
and ”Business & Human Rights Resource Centre”
regularly conduct surveys monitoring hate, threats,
violence and murders around the world. These
surveys show that most such human rights viola-
tions occur in connection with business operations.
Sweden is often seen as a leading country in terms
of human rights, equality and the environment, and
we have a responsibility to ensure that our defence

of human rights covers all political areas.

The basis for good and meaningful dialogue is to
have a relationship characterised by mutual respect,
where the parties regard each other as positive re-
sources. A good trusting relationship takes time to
build and requires continuous interaction. To make
things easier for staff when changing postings, and
to be able to evaluate and analyse the impact of the
work more easily, all Swedish diplomatic missions
should have the same routines for systematic, mea-
ningful, inclusive and safe dialogues with local civil
society organisations. Harmonised routines also
help civil society organisations to understand how
they can cooperate with and make use of Swedish
diplomatic missions around the world in matters
of democracy and human rights, which in turn
strengthens their trust in the respective mission.

Swedish diplomatic missions’ relationships with
local civil society should also extend beyond capital
cities. There must be resources for the diplomatic
mission to reach and collaborate with the most
marginalised groups, as well as with civil society
organisations in other regions and in rural areas.
Every diplomatic mission, regardless of focus area,
should have at least one contact person dedicated
to civil society. This role should be assigned to
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How to build MEANINGFUL RELATIONSHIPS
WITH CIVIL SOCIETY

an individual in a senior position, preferably with
diplomatic status. However, the relationship with
civil society organisations should clearly rest with the
diplomatic mission rather than with the individual,
in order to reduce the risk of losing or damaging the
relationship when the personnel changes. If a con-
tact person at the diplomatic mission leaves, the civil
society organisations and the successor should be
introduced to each other well in advance to ensure a
good handover process, as well as of course ensuring
that the relationship is maintained.

All diplomatic missions’ regular reporting should in-
clude a section dealing with the democratic situation
and civic space in their respective country. Civil so-
ciety should be consulted in regard to this reporting
process. Civil society organisations are an important
source of information about local, regional and
national contexts, especially in countries where the
media are not allowed to operate freely, and where
other sources of information are very cautious when
it comes to expressing themselves as well as using a
great deal of self-censorship. In addition to this, the-
se organisations are located in different parts of the
country, and can thus also provide information and
knowledge based on a broader thematic perspecti-
ve from marginalised groups that rarely feature in

standard reporting.

One way to build and strengthen good relations is
to make regular field visits together with civil society
organisations to the locations where the organi-
sations operate. Such visits may include visitors
from the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs,

the Swedish Government as well as the Swedish
Parliament. These field visits also provide important
information about the operations that are being
financed with Swedish aid money. Another way to
build relationships is to offer physical and digital
workshops and seminars in the local language about
processes for applying for financial support or about
different relevant thematic issues.




RECOMMENDATIONS & CHECKLIST FOR
THE MINISTRY FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND
SWEDISH DIPLOMATIC MISSIONS

For the Ministry for Foreign Affairs

Establish directives on how all Swedish diplomatic mis-

sions should build relationships with civil society organ-
isations, as well as routines for systematic, meaningful,

inclusive and secure physical and digital meetings with

local civil society organisations.

Ensure that all Swedish diplomatic missions have similar
routines, related to building relationships and engaging
with civil society organisations, which can be adjusted
to suit the local context.

Ensure that all reporting contains a section that deals
with the democratic situation and civil society’s demo-
cratic space in the respective country.

For the Swedish diplomatic missions

Ensure that you develop relations with civil society,
even outside capital cities. Always consider margin-
alised groups and add resources to strengthen these
contacts.

Appoint a senior contact person for civil society.

Ensure that the respective diplomatic mission, rather
than individual desk officer, owns the relationship with
the organisations, in order to guarantee that the rela-
tionship is maintained in the event of staff changes.

Consult civil society and report on the democratic situ-
ation in the country.

¥

THE IMPORTANCE
OF A SYSTEMATISED
DIALOGUE

“The former Swedish Ambas-

EXAMPLES FROM REALITY

sador in country A was open
to meet with civil society and
raised concerns about the
shrinking civic space in the
country. On the initiative of
Swedish civil society organi-
sations, the Ambassador met
several of their local partners.
The Ambassador took the
initiative to invite several other
European ambassadors and
UN representatives. The local
partner organisations invited
the grassroots and indigenous
representatives whom they
work with to the meeting, and
they were given the opportu-
nity to present their current
situation, how the state and
companies acted, and what
recommendations they had for
the diplomats.

A new ambassador is now in
place, and it is clear that there
is less interest in providing
space for grassroots organi-
sations in other forums. This
shows the importance of a
systematised dialogue with
civil society, not relying on

individuals.”




MEETINGS
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invited to a dip-
lomatic mission
and being treat-
ed as a compe-
tent actor can
be decisive in a
context that for
example, may
be hierarchical
or patriarchal.
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How to include civil society in

Civil society organisations should be invited to

meetings and consultations with Swedish diplo-
matic missions to contribute with their expe-
rience, local knowledge and expertise. Consul-
tations and meetings with civil society must

be well-prepared and invitations to meetings,
including information about their purpose, need
to be sent out well in advance. The organisa-
tion needs to be given enough time to plan its
participation, present and discuss the invitation
internally to its members, and arrange logistics
and transport.

In meetings arranged by Swedish diplomatic
missions, there may be an imbalance of power
between the diplomatic mission and civil society
organisations, but also between various civil
society organisations. The meeting must be
planned in a way that allows all participants to
feel safe to participate and contribute. Feel free
to plan interactive elements, which contribute to
ensuring that all voices are heard and conside-
red. It is equally important to think about diver-
sity and invite different types of organisations
from different parts of the country.

To make it possible for marginalised organisa-
tions and informal networks to participate, the
diplomatic mission may need to help fund trans-
portation, for example, and/or ensure access

to interpreters. Swedish diplomatic missions
often target larger actors, such as within the UN
system, or large organisations from capital cities
that they are already acquainted with. Diploma-
tic missions that want to build broad trust with
civil society actors should, however, ensure that
their network represents a diversity of expertise
and perspective, and that it has a wide geograp-
hical spread. Diplomatic missions have a key
potential to strengthen local civil society and its
role by seeing and recognising the competence
and experience that exists there. For example,

MEANINGFUL PHYSICAL MEETINGS

minorities and other marginalised groups are
rarely given much space in relation to the
national state. Being invited to a diplomatic
mission and being treated as a competent actor
can be decisive in a context that for example,
may be hierarchical or patriarchal.

After the meeting, the diplomatic mission
should ensure that the views and knowledge
that the invitees have shared are taken into
consideration, and that there is feedback on
whether this has been used by the mission, and
if so how. Otherwise, these consultations and
meetings run the risk of simply being ticked
off as a checklist. It is, of course, important
to consider contexts where extra security
measures need to be considered, partly based
on the current situation and partly based on
the significance that written information may
have in the event of a deterioration of the

security situation.

We urge Swedish diplomatic missions abroad
to participate in meetings in cases where civil
society platforms already exist. Otherwise,
diplomatic missions can work with civil society
organisations to create such platforms, where
the structure and content of regular meetings
are jointly developed. A jointly agreed structure
simplifies both the sharing of experience and
the gathering of information. It also facilitates
the harmonisation of joint efforts and is a good
opportunity to identify synergies in the work on
development issues.



RECOMMENDATIONS & CHECKLIST FOR
SWEDISH DIPLOMATIC MISSIONS

Invite civil society organisations that can contrib-
ute with their experience, local knowledge and
expertise.

Carefully prepare for meetings and consultations:
plan in advance, be clear about the purpose and
provide all the necessary information.

Give solid feedback on what was said, as well as
whether information has been used, and if so,
how.

Consider the power imbalance between diplo-
matic missions and civil society organisations or
between invited civil society organisations, to
ensure that participants feel safe.

Ensure diversity for meetings and events, and in-
vite different kinds of organisations from different
parts of the country.

Set aside a budget for the participation of civil
society organisations in meetings.

Consider alternative ways to participate and
contribute to civil society organisations’ work and
ability to act where they exist.

¥

“In country B, the Swedish
Embassy has had contin-
uous contact with human
rights activists, including
LGBTQI+ activists. When a
campaign against them was
carried out on social media,
the Swedish Embassy was
quickly able to contact the
leaders of LGBTQI+ organ-
isations, and put them in
touch with relevant organ-
isations that could provide
support with security train-

ing.

-
2
CONTINUOUS DIA- &
LOGUE STRENGTHENS §
CIVIL SOCIETY i
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In the same country, the
Embassy has also promot-
ed a discussion on how to
raise awareness about and
combat violence against
women during the election
campaign, as well as how
to support human rights
activists. Through its con-
tinuous dialogue with civil
society actors, the Swedish
Embassy has been able to
both provide support when
needed, lead on issues in
various forums that have
come up in the dialogues,
and introduce other actors
to the expertise that exists
within civil society.”
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important to
be clear about
who has been
invited and
why. Then in-
vitees can also
assess whether
they feel safe
attending the
meeting and
sharing infor-
mation.

Before meetings with civil society actors, a dip-

lomatic mission must perform a risk assessment.
This should include a list of those who are due
to participate in the meeting, the issues to be
raised and whether the meeting will be a private
or public event. It is also important to establish
the situation facing different groups within civil
society. For example, when is it safe for women,
minorities or young people to travel to and from
meetings, and how should they be invited? How
can information be collected and shared without
putting individuals and organisations at risk?

It is important to be clear about who has been
invited and why. Then invitees can also assess
whether they feel safe attending the meeting and
sharing information. In complex contexts, it is
particularly important that the diplomatic mission
performs a mapping or assessment of the relevant
actors and actively includes different groups and
their perspectives. This process must take into
account knowledge of the context and existing
power structures within the society.

Since civil society is multifaceted with several
levels and forms of collective organisation, it

is important that the diplomatic mission stay
informed about the groups that different organi-
sations represent. For some organisations, espe-
cially smaller ones and those in rural locations, it
can be difficult to decline an invitation from an
embassy or similar, since there may be pressure
from the rest of the organisation and the local
community to participate regardless of any poten-
tial threat. The diplomatic mission must take this
aspect into account in any risk assessment.

State actors often avoid threatening or harming
individuals and organisations with close links

to diplomatic missions. Therefore, diplomatic
missions who have established contact with civil
society can give organisations and their represen-

How to conduct SAFE PHYSICAL MEETINGS
AND CONSULTATIONS

tatives greater protection. However, contact between
a diplomatic mission and civil society may also put
individuals and organisations at risk. A diplomatic
mission must therefore carry out an analysis of how
the contact may affect the civil society organisation’s
and its members’ security situation.

For some meetings arranged by diplomatic
missions, it may be relevant to invite both repre-
sentatives from civil society organisations and
representatives from the government or state
authorities. The risk assessment before the meeting
should consider whether it is a good idea to bring
these two parties together or if there is a risk of
exposing representatives from civil society to any
kind of danger. If you nevertheless decide to go
ahead and bring the two parties together, you need
to be aware that such meetings can give rise to
charged exchanges of opinion and a high level of
conflict. This can also be the case when different
types of organisations from civil society are brought
together. The person leading the meeting needs to
be prepared to manage any such situations.

More and more repressive states use so-called
GONGOs, government-operated non-governmental
organisations. As a diplomatic mission, you need to
be aware of the existence of such organisations as
well as the risk that they present in contexts where
civil society meets decision-makers. If GONGOs
participate in meetings, there is a risk that other
civil society actors may refrain from participating, or
that they do not feel comfortable in expressing their
opinions. It is therefore important to be clear about
which actors have been invited to the meetings and
why. The invitees can thus assess whether they feel
safe attending the meeting and sharing information.

Swedish civil society organisations operating in the
specific country can help to provide an overview
of national organisations’ thematic and regional

coverage.




RECOMMENDATIONS & CHECKLIST FOR
SWEDISH DIPLOMATIC MISSIONS

Perform a risk assessment/mapping of the meet-
ing or event, with respect to the participants,
issues to be discussed, power structures within
society, as well as information that is collected
and how it is shared.

Problematise your role as a diplomatic mission
and whether any contacts can put individuals
and organisations at risk, especially in relation to
repressive governments.

Find out whether so-called GONGOs (govern-
ment-operated non-governmental organisations)
are operating in the country, and what this may
mean for specific events, meetings and relation-
ships.

Remember that Swedish civil society organisa-
tions can help provide a good overview of civil
society organisations in the respective country.

¥

TWO DIFFERENT
SWEDISH DIPLOMATIC
MISSIONS, TWO DIF-
FERENT APPROACHES

“In a repressive

context, the Swedish

diplomatic mission C
has opened their doors to very
sensitive meetings, providing
special security routines and
the creation of safe spaces.”

“Meetings or dis-

cussions are always

initiated by civil
society organisations. The
Embassy D is not familiar with
local partners of the Swedish
organisations and does not

invite them.”

EXAMPLES FROM REALITY




“ These

new possibili-
ties also create
new security
risks for or-
ganisations,
especially

those operating

10

in repressive
contexts where
it is difficult

to create truly
safe spaces.

How to safely incluce civil society in

DIGITAL MEETINGS

During the COVID pandemic, many decision-ma-

king processes and consultations were conducted
digitally. This has led to a change in meeting
culture, and digital meetings will continue to be a
permanent feature of our everyday lives. This must
be understood and managed in the context of civil
society’s space and participation. How, and under
what circumstances, can digital meetings be used
in a meaningful and inclusive way without jeopar-
dising the participants’ safety?

New digital meeting forms create new opportu-
nities in terms of broad participation in deci-
sion-making processes within Swedish foreign
policy and international development coope-
ration. Exchanges can now take place between
actors in different cities, regions and countri-

es, more or less without major costs. The bias
towards actors in capital cities that often occurs
within the international development sector can
be counteracted with digital meetings by allowing
organisations in rural areas or smaller towns to
participate on more equal terms. Meetings and
processes can now involve more people as active
participants or listeners. They can include acti-
vists and volunteers connected to civil society or-
ganisations as well, not only employed members
of staff. The meetings can also be arranged more

frequently and at a shorter notice.

These new possibilities also create new security
risks for organisations, especially those opera-
ting in repressive contexts where it is difficult to
create truly safe spaces. It is hard to be certain
who listens in and observes what is said during
a video conference, which may subsequently put
civil society actors in life-threatening situations.
This is particularly true for groups that are
already disproportionately exposed due to pre-
vailing power structures. The uncertainty among
many civil society organisations about where

the threats are is just as problematic, as is when

individual participants expose themselves to security
risks. Both real and perceived threats risk leading to
passiveness, reduced openness and reduced com-
mitment, especially among vulnerable groups whose
trust in authorities is already lacking. Uncertainty
about security risks by ministries and diplomatic
missions must not lead to the avoidance or cancella-
tion of discussions and consultations.

Diplomatic missions should increase capacity building
efforts concerning risks of digital meetings, as well

as strategies, methods, tools and platforms that can
directly be used to mitigate these risks. Local analysis
of work with civil society should include a special
section on digital meetings and decision-making pro-
cesses. To identify sensitive issues, both in general and
for specific groups, any analysis should involve civil
society organisations operating in a local setting.

RECOMMENDATIONS &
CHECKLIST FOR SWEDISH
DIPLOMATIC MISSIONS

o Think about how you can address ex-
isting challenges locally, such as digital
security.

e Analyse how the increase in digital
meetings and decision-making pro-

cesses affects your relationships with
civil society organisations.

e Analyse and document the opportu-
nities, obstacles and challenges that

digital meetings and decision-making
processes create in specific contexts.
This should be done through regular
consultation with civil society.
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tial to enable
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exclude actors
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of accessibility
and/or capacity.
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Digital meetings breaks down physical barriers
and have the potential to enable broad participa-
tion, but there is a risk that they exclude actors
due to a lack of accessibility and/or capacity.
Many smaller civil society organisations lack
access to equipment, internet connectivity
and/or the necessary skills to use digital tools.
Consultations and meetings that take place
digitally risk reinforcing existing gaps between
larger non-governmental organisations and
smaller grassroots-based organisations, as well

as informal actors. Moreover, organisations in
different parts of the same country are affected
in different ways by problems, such as a lack of
networks and power outages, which can cut off
entire areas and thus limit representatives’ ability
to participate.

Diplomatic missions should spend time on pre-
parations, as well as consider how meetings can
be as meaningful and inclusive as possible for all
those involved. They should consider

having a preparatory conversation with
participants with little experience of similar
meetings, on matters such as the procee-

dings of the meeting, for example. Diplo-
matic missions need to assess how meetings

are affected by power relations and other
conditions affecting participants, and then
choose methods that enable everyone

to speak, regardless of position, age and
gender.

As the meeting organiser, you should
consider the possibility of simultaneous
interpretation, and assess ways to make
meetings accessible for those with disa-
bilities. It is important to ensure clarity
and transparency before the meeting by
informing participants about who will
join the meeting, how the meeting will be
conducted and in what forms participants

How to achieve MEANINGFUL
DIGITAL MEETINGS

will be invited to comment. Also clarify how and
in what forms the meeting will be documented.
In addition, organisers should offer compensa-
tion to resource-poor organisations and in other
ways enable the participation of representatives
without a stable and reliable internet connection.
This means that meeting invitations must be sent
out well in advance. Thereby, participants and
the partner organisations that support them can
ensure their participation by, for example, buying
mobile data, providing a mobile router or pre-
paring a pre-recorded presentation as a back-up.
It is incredibly important that digital meetings
are supplemented with field visits and physical
meetings to ensure that those who lack the op-

portunity to use digital tools can take part and

provide their input to processes.




RECOMMENDATIONS & CHECKLIST FOR
SWEDISH DIPLOMATIC MISSIONS

Plan digital contacts, meetings and decision-making
processes well in advance. Be clear about the objec-
tives and provide sufficient information.

Take into account the potential imbalance of power
that may exist between a diplomatic mission and
civil society organisations, or between invited civil
society organisations.

Ensure diversity in digital meetings. Take the oppor-
tunity to invite different types of organisations from
different parts of the country.

Perform a risk assessment of the digital meeting or
event, with respect to the participants, the issues to
be discussed and the way that information is shared.

Set aside a budget for civil society organisations to
participate in meetings.

Never let digital meetings replace physical meetings
and field visits. Personal contact is often a prerequi-
site for building trusting relationships.

¥

TWO DIFFERENT
SWEDISH DIPLOMATIC
MISSIONS, TWO DIF-
FERENT APPROACHES

“The Swedish dip-

lomatic mission in

country E has for
quite some time been an ally
to vulnerable human rights
defenders, as well as judges

and prosecutors facing threats.

A Ministry for Foreign Affairs
official said: ‘The human rights
defenders | met during my visit
all said that when we can’t go
anywhere else, then we go to

’9

the Swedish Embassy.

“The (Swedish)

embassies should be

more proactive. Now
it’s up to civil society organisa-
tions to approach embassies
when for example a Swedish

company has acted in a way
that affected the partner or-

ganisations they work with.”

EXAMPLES FROM REALITY
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GIVE SPACE!

A GUIDE FOR THE SAFE AND MEANINGFUL
INCLUSION OF LOCAL CIVIL SOCIETY

Across the world, civic space is shrinking and activists
for democracy and human rights are pushed back.
Swedish diplomatic missions can play an important

role in supporting local civil society. That effort starts

with meaningful, safe and inclusive relationships and
meetings. Both physical and digital.
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