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ABSTRACT This chapter examines donor responses to the global crackdown on civil soci-
ety, where governments use legal measures to repress NGOs. Donors, including bilateral
andmultilateral agencies, respond variably; bilateral aid often decreases following anti-NGO
laws, while multilateral aid remains stable. Private donors’ responses depend on factors like
social trust and NGO transparency. NGOs adapt by diversifying funding, forming affiliates,
or shifting to community-based support. As the space for civil society continues to shrink,
coordinated international efforts are essential to counteract these repressive trends and
uphold civil society’s role in democratic governance.

Beginning in 2003, Africa and Middle East Refugee Assistance (AMERA) Interna-
tional provided pro bono legal support for refugees entering Egypt. Based in London,
this international non-governmental organization (INGO) maintained a small staff of
legal experts in Cairo and raised the bulk of its funding from organizations in London,
receiving most of its revenue from a private charitable foundation, Comic Relief UK.
Despite Egyptian laws restricting INGO activities, AMERA enjoyed a positive relation-
ship with government authorities. In the wake of the 2011 Arab Uprisings, though,
the Egyptian government began strictly enforcing laws prohibiting foreign funding for
civil society, blocking AMERA’s access to Comic Relief donations. In 2014, AMERA
shuttered its Egyptian office and redirected its programming to local projects in the
United Kingdom (Heiss 2019b).

The experiences of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) like AMERA are not
uncommon. While a large literature in law and political science focuses on the role
of international law, domestic legal institutions, and legal mobilization that may re-
duce state crackdown (Klug 2005; Powell and Staton 2009; Simmons 2009; Conrad and
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Ritter 2013), the last two decades have shown that states also use laws not to expand
rights, but to further restrict rights and repress organizations (Christensen and Wein-
stein 2013; Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2016; Bakke, Mitchell, and Smidt 2020; Glasius,
Schalk, and De Lange 2020; Bromley, Schofer, and Longhofer 2020; Chaudhry 2022).
Administrative crackdown—or the use of laws to create barriers to entry, funding, and
advocacy by civil society groups—has proliferated across the globe over the past few
decades—both across democracies and autocracies (Chaudhry 2022). As of 2023, 87% of
the world’s population now lives in countries where the space available to civil society
is closed, repressed, or obstructed (CIVICUS 2023).

The growth in states using law to repress can be attributed to three main factors.
First, administrative or legal crackdowns have many advantages over the use of vio-
lence. It allows governments to maintain a democratic facade and limit the domestic
backlash because citizens tend to view legal crackdown as regulation rather than re-
pression (Chaudhry 2022). Anti-NGO laws rarely elicit international condemnation
or threats to withdraw aid. States also learn about the efficacy of these legal strate-
gies from their peers and subsequently implement them in their own country (Glasius,
Schalk, and De Lange 2020; Gilbert 2020; Chaudhry 2022). Finally, these tactics are
part of a broader trend of using legal means to subvert democratic institutions and
norms (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018).

Administrative crackdown via anti-NGO laws that bar access to foreign funding and
foreign technical assistance has been particularly insidious. Without access to foreign
funds, many INGOs, such as AMERA, cannot continue their overseas operations. Even
domestic NGOs may be heavily strapped for money. Most NGOs in the Global South
require a constant stream of competitive grants from foreign donors to implement spe-
cific projects (Bush 2015). Local groups tackling contentious issues may not be able
to raise funds domestically, as publics may prefer donating to service organizations
focusing on health, education, and poverty (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2016; Brechen-
macher 2017). Even local philanthropists may be deterred from giving to organizations
focusing on contentious issues such as advocacy, media freedom, and anti-corruption
initiatives due to poor tax incentives or a fear of retribution.

The effects of such repression are visible in many countries. For instance, the 2009
Ethiopian Charities and Societies Proclamation Act stipulated that NGOs working on
any rights issues in the country must acquire 90% of their funding from domestic
sources. It also prohibited organizations from spending more than 30% of their bud-
get on “administrative costs,” which the act does not define, but could be interpreted
to include the provision of free legal aid, advocacy, and other activities essential to
the missions of rights groups (Brechenmacher 2017, 69). This law dealt a devastating
blow to Ethiopian civil society, as most domestic NGOsworking on human rights relied
almost exclusively on foreign aid (Brechenmacher 2017). Within two years, the total
number of local NGOs decreased by 25%, and by an astounding 90% among human
rights NGOs (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2016). INGOs such as Mercy Corps and Action
for Development abandoned their conflict resolutionwork, while Human RightsWatch,
Amnesty International, and the International Federation for Human Rights were pre-
vented from opening field offices in the country. Of the 125 human rights NGOs in op-
eration when the law passed, only 10% registered under the new requirement (Dupuy,
Ron, and Prakash 2016).
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Given the increase in administrative and legal repression of civil society, how have
their donors responded? How do these responses differ across foreign government and
private donors? How have local philanthropists and NGOs adapted and responded to
such repression? What challenges do civil society groups continue to face despite these
responses?

Responses from official aid donors
A rich literature on the purposes of foreign aid explores why states transfer money
and resources to other countries. Both national aid agencies and multilateral interna-
tional organizations face competing interests when deciding how to allocate resources,
which projects to undertake, and which countries to work with. States rhetorically
declare normative justifications for engaging in development, with recipient-focused
goals like poverty reduction, democratization, human rights promotion, and environ-
mental protection (Hoeffler and Outram 2011). In practice, though, aid is given for
far more instrumental reasons based on donor countries’ domestic and foreign policy-
oriented strategic goals (Alesina and Dollar 2000; Apodaca 2017). A key enforcement
mechanism to ensure that recipient-country actions align with donor-country goals
is to condition aid on the achievement of specific democratizing and economic goals
(Cheeseman, Swedlund, and O’Brien-Udry 2024; Hoeffler and Justino 2024). However,
this dual-purpose strategy often creates dilemmas—if aid is withdrawn, it may jeop-
ardize humanitarian programs or worsen political conditions. Conversely, continuing
aid might signal tolerance for rights violations, weakening the credibility of the donor’s
human rights agenda. Prior research finds conflicting relationships between human
rights abuses and foreign aid, variously concluding that donor agencies punish repres-
sive states by reducing or withdrawing aid (Lebovic and Voeten 2009), increasing aid
to repressive states as a way to counter state violence (Nielsen 2013), or making no
measurable change in aid allocations (Neumayer 2003b, 2003a).

One reason for such mixed results is that the decision to withdraw or suspend aid in
response to human rights abuses (including civil society crackdown) is often seen as a
binary choice driven by self-interested motivations: a donor country that sees human
rights abuses in a recipient state will consider its own foreign policy interests before
deciding to either continue or curtail aid. In reality, however, the decision is far more
complex and involves a wide range of possible motivations and responses. Cheeseman,
Swedlund, and O’Brien-Udry (2024) offer a stylized decision tree of possible choices
following recipient-country human rights violations—we provide a simplified version
of their framework in Figure 1.

Donor countries thus have a range of possible responses to recipient repression, in-
cluding doing nothing and ignoring the violation, threatening to change aid allocations,
withdrawing or suspending aid, or shifting aid to other projects or programs. In turn, re-
cipient governments can then respond by doing nothing and ignoring the suspension,
or changing their behavior and ceasing the repression to improve their relationship
with the donor country, or pressuring the donor country to back down and withdraw
their complaint. In this simplified decision tree, there are 12 possible combinations of
outcomes, and each pathway is conditional on a host of donor-country and recipient-
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Recipient government
action

Donor government
response

Recipient government
response

Violate human rights

Do nothing

Threaten

Withdraw
or suspend

Shift aid

Do nothing

Modify to improve
relationship

Pressure donors
to back down

Figure 1: Possible donor- and recipient-country responses to human rights violations

country characteristics and contexts, including geopolitical dynamics in the recipient
country’s region, domestic political institutions within the donor country, public opin-
ion in the donor country, coordination between coalitions of donors, the type of aid,
and the type of human rights violation, among others (Cheeseman, Swedlund, and
O’Brien-Udry 2024). Such complexity makes it difficult to find consistent treatment
effects in research that explores the overall effect of repression on aid—that is, we can-
not definitively say that human rights abuses cause an overall reduction or increase in
aid. Instead, newer research looks at donor responses in more specific circumstances,
exploring the factors that lead to specific response pathways (Corwin 2023).

Research on aid conditionality and agency responses to human rights abuses tends
to look at more overt and violent forms of political repression. The effects of more
subtle administrative crackdown on aid, including the passage of anti-NGO laws and
the constricting of civic space, are less explored. Civil society plays a central role in
the distribution and implementation of international aid. Government agencies, such
as the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and the United
Kingdom’s Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), channel sub-
stantial funding through NGOs in recipient countries. Outsourcing the provision of
aid to NGOs allows donors to avoid aid capture in weak institutional environments
and can lead to more effective program implementation (Dietrich 2013; Cruz, Labonne,
and Wright 2024). Given the importance of NGOs in aid delivery, we have reason to
expect that donor responses to civil society crackdown abroad are treated differently
than more violent forms of repression, following different pathways in Figure 1.

Donor countries have a range of possible responses when recipient countries en-
gage in administrative crackdown. Recent research finds that national and multilat-
eral aid agencies are responsive to anti-NGO laws, though often in inconsistent ways
(Chaudhry and Heiss 2022). Christensen andWeinstein (2013) show that aid from bilat-
eral donors—or direct country-to-country aid—sees an average decrease of $25 million
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after recipient states pass laws that restrict the flow of foreign funds to NGOs. How-
ever, aid from multilateral agencies is not affected by these laws. Similarly, Dupuy and
Prakash (2018) find that the adoption of a restrictive foreign funding law is associated
with a 32% decline in aid from bilateral donors, but has no corresponding change in aid
from multilateral donors.

One key reason for the divergence in the responses of national and international
agencies is the degree to which these donors rely on recipient-country NGOs to im-
plement programs. Donor agencies prioritize the openness of civil society in recipient
countries in different ways. Multilateral donors like the World Bank and OECD tend
to channel money directly to recipient governments rather than domestic NGOs and
are thus more insulated from the effects of local civil society repression, which likely
explains the lack of formal response to anti-NGO laws (Christensen and Weinstein
2013; Dupuy and Prakash 2018). There is more variation, however, in how bilateral
donors work with domestic NGOs. Allen and Flynn (2018) find that the domestic po-
litical environments of donor countries shape how those countries channel their aid
abroad. Because they tend to focus more on poverty alleviation initiatives, states with
left-leaning governments typically channel more aid through recipient-country NGOs.
In contrast, right-leaning governments are typically interested in promoting the eco-
nomic and political interests of their own states, and accordingly prefer to channel aid
directly through recipient-country governments (Allen and Flynn 2018). Human rights
abuses in recipient countries will shape the responses of donor countries depending on
the saliency of the threat to aid provision: political repression that threatens business
interests and investments will be more salient to right-leaning governments, while anti-
NGO civil society administrative crackdown will likely have a stronger effect on left-
leaning governments’ responses, since domestic NGOs are central to donor countries’
aid distribution strategies.

The nature of civil society restrictions also influences how official donor agencies re-
spond. Christensen andWeinstein (2013) cataloged civil society laws into three broader
categories—barriers to funding, barriers to entry, and barriers to advocacy—but they,
and others like Dupuy and Prakash (2018), dedicated the bulk of their analysis to look-
ing at the effects of barriers to funding. This focus on funding restrictions is warranted,
as most authoritarian civil society legal restrictions have been aimed specifically at
reducing or controlling foreign funding (Heiss 2019a; Carothers 2015; Carothers and
Brechenmacher 2014). Moreover, the relationship between foreign aid and foreign
funding restrictions appears to be bidirectional, as states are more likely to pass restric-
tive foreign funding laws in response to increases in bilateral aid (Dupuy, Ron, and
Prakash 2016), especially during competitive elections or times of political protest or
instability (Chaudhry 2022; Heiss 2017). Foreign funding restrictions and aid are thus
linked: increasing aid leads to more funding restrictions (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash
2016), which in turn lead to reductions in aid (Dupuy and Prakash 2018).

Though most anti-NGO laws have targeted foreign funding, others impose barriers
to entry, such as strict and burdensome registration requirements, and barriers to ad-
vocacy that explicitly limit NGO political participation, specifically through vaguely
defined “political activities” (Chaudhry 2022). Donor countries respond differently to
these types of oppression. Chaudhry and Heiss (2024) find that bilateral donors are
quite responsive to barriers to advocacy—on average, total foreign aid decreases by

5



30–40% (or $100 in a typical country) following the passage of an advocacy-focused
NGO law (see also Chaudhry and Heiss 2022). Right, Springman, and Wibbels (2024)
find similar andmore nuanced trends in donor responses: donors committed to political
advocacy (i.e. those that fund democracy and civil society promotion activities) reduce
funding for advocacy programs by more than 70% in response to new restrictions, and
the reduction in aid persists for several years.

Overall, bilateral aid does not decrease significantly in response to new barriers to
entry, but the distribution channels of that aid shift as donor countries channel more
aid through domestic rather than foreign NGOs (Chaudhry and Heiss 2024). USAID
even explicitly encourages its program managers to rely more on domestic, in-country
NGOs when facing a restrictive legal environment (United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development 2014). In addition to changing the amounts and recipients of for-
eign aid, donor agencies often adjust the focus of the programs they fund, redirecting
funding away from programs related to politically sensitive issues like human rights,
anti-corruption, and democratic development and towards tamer topics that are more
compatible with recipient-country preferences, such as education, health, and human-
itarian services (Bush 2015).

These shifts in funding patterns in response to restrictive civil society laws have
had measurable effects on NGOs in recipient countries. In 2021, USAID pledged to
send 25% of its aid through local NGOs over the next few years (Power 2021), but prac-
tical obstacles remain. New local partners take longer to vet and train compared to
established INGO partners. Turning to local organizations entails greater risk, as do-
mestic NGOs can be easily shut down by their governments. Additionally, commu-
nities often distrust local groups that accept Western aid, especially those focused on
democracy assistance (Barkan 2012). Donor preferences have also changed. Over the
past two decades, bilateral donors and foundations have increasingly provided short-
term grants for projects that have easily measurable, quantifiable outputs (Bush 2015).
This model may work well for civic groups working on relatively tame causes or exclu-
sively development-focused goals, but more contentious organizations facing govern-
ment crackdown may need flexible funding that does not bring immediate results or
does not have easily measurable goals (Herrold 2020).

Responses from private donors
States and international organizations are not the only institutions that engage in inter-
national giving. Private individuals exercise power and influence in unique ways that
differ from other non-state actors. Since 2000, foreign aid funding from philanthropic
foundations and individual donors in the United States has more than doubled (Desai
and Kharas 2018), with nearly $30 billion donated to international affairs and develop-
ment organizations in 2023 (Giving USA 2024). Private foreign aid now serves as a
complement to official bilateral and multilateral aid, particularly in response to acute
humanitarian crises (Desai and Kharas 2018). Work in nonprofit and philanthropic stud-
ies has long explored the personal motivations of individual donors, including reputa-
tion, altruism, and psychological benefits (Bekkers and Wiepking 2011), but there is far
less research regarding the organizational or institutional mechanisms that drive donor
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behavior. Donors are motivated by the broader political and institutional contexts of
NGO programming, and individuals are less likely to donate to foreign nonprofits and
prefer giving to local causes, since the result of their giving is more visible (Casale and
Baumann 2015; Tremblay-Boire and Prakash 2017; Wiepking 2010).

Donor motivations influence how individuals respond when potential recipient or-
ganizations face legal trouble abroad. However, the exact menu of responses is more
limited (and less explored) than what is available to bilateral and multilateral states.
Figure 2 presents a preliminary framework for outlining possible individual donor re-
sponses to anti-NGO repression. When a potential recipient NGO faces legal crack-
down in its host country, private donors can respond by (1) increasing their donations
as a sign of support and solidarity, (2) decreasing their donations, punishing the NGO
for doing something to run afoul of its host government, or (3) not considering the
host country legal environment and making no change in their donation behavior.
Chaudhry, Dotson, and Heiss (2021) explore how different combinations of donor char-
acteristics determine which response individuals are likely to take when NGOs face
crackdown. They find that donors with longer experiences with the nonprofit sector
and high levels of social trust—i.e. those who frequently volunteer, regularly donate to
charity, and trust political institutions—are more likely to maintain their support for
international NGOs that face criticism or crackdown abroad.

NGO host government
action

Individual donor
response

NGO
response

Restrict civil society

Do nothing

Increase
donations

Decrease
donations

?

Figure 2: Possible individual responses to civil society restrictions in recipient countries

Experimental evidence examines how donors react to the knowledge that potential
recipient NGOs face legal difficulties. Chaudhry and Heiss (2021) find that foreign civil
society restrictions serve as a heuristic when deciding to donate—learning about NGO
repression increases individual generosity and causes potential donors to be willing
to give substantially more to legally restricted nonprofits. This effect is strongest for
privately-funded human rights-focused NGOs that face legal crackdown, as individu-
als feel that the organization deserves their support. Several participants justified their
increased support because restricted NGOs are “doing good work in countries where
it is tough for groups like them to operate and they need all the help they can get”
(Chaudhry and Heiss 2021, 496). Building on this work, Chaudhry, Dotson, and Heiss
(2024) examine how organizational characteristics (e.g., issue area, funding sources)
and practices (e.g., financial transparency) interact with structural concerns like legal
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crackdown abroad. They find that, all else equal, legal crackdown on its own causes
donors to reduce their support for nonprofits—individuals are 5–10 percentage points
less likely to donate to an NGO that is criticized or restricted, compared to an orga-
nization that enjoys a friendly relationship with its host government. However, this
reduction in support can be offset by organizational characteristics. Financial trans-
parency and accountability protect each increase the probability of donations by nine
percentage points under the worst conditions of legal crackdown. Individual donors
thus typically reduce their support when seeing legal crackdown, but change their re-
sponse and increase their support when seeing other signs that the organization follows
best practices and is more deserving.

The question of how organizations respond to different donor reactions to legal
crackdown remains unexplored (see the far right panel of Figure 2). To our knowledge,
no work has been done regarding individual-level nonprofit fundraising strategies in
the face of closing civic space, presenting promising avenues for future research.

While private donations have become an important source of funding in the age
of closing civic space and increased restrictions on foreign funding, they are unlikely
to fully supplant large bilateral and multilateral sources of foreign aid, nor can they
serve national foreign policy interests like more standard foreign aid. Testimony at a
2017 U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations hearing maintained that “[n]either
remittances nor philanthropy can replace the expertise, scale, or agenda setting capac-
ity of American foreign policy assistance” (Runde 2017). Thus, despite promising new
research on how to raise funds from private sources for besieged NGOs abroad, official
aid donors also need to mount a coherent response to the shrinking civic space.

Local solutions
Due to the reduced access to (or prohibition on) foreign funds, many domestic NGOs
have explored alternative funding models. Some have engaged in diversification, cre-
ating affiliate organizations to ensure their survival (Toepler, Pape, and Benevolenski
2020). Others have switched organizational forms, becoming for-profit firms that are
not subject to the same legal restrictions (Ye and Heiss 2024). In Russia, many environ-
mental NGOs have employed informal models of organization and deregistered with
the state due to political and financial constraints, while others partner with businesses
directly—for instance, the Ecological Union in St. Petersburg offers private green certi-
fication to businesses that undergo a third-party audit of their manufacturing and retail
processes (Sundstrom, Henry, and Sperling 2022).

A growing number of organizations in the Global South have also turned to com-
munity philanthropy. Community foundations facilitate democratic and transparent
decision-making by allowing the local community to decide who recieves grants. This
approach allows local groups to respond and be held accountable to local priorities,
overcoming many criticisms of international donor aid (Murad 2014).

Social enterprises—for-profit, nonprofit, or hybrid organizations with social
objectives—offer another alternative funding model for NGOs. These entities often
advance their cause with a for-profit business model and reinvest profits in the com-
munity or the nonprofit. For instance, Bangladesh has some of the most notable social
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enterprise nonprofit organizations, including the Bangladesh Rural Advancement
Committee (BRAC) and the Grameen Bank. BRAC’s programs address a wide variety
of issues, including health, education, craft markets, milk and cattle farming, and
micro-credit. During the organization’s initial stage of development, it reinvested half
of its commercial profits back into the enterprise and the other half into its nonprofit
programming (Cho and Sultana 2015). These alternative funding models can generate
sustainable income while achieving social goals of socioeconomic and community
development.

Continued challenges from anti-NGO rhetoric
Foreign donors already face many criticisms from grantees, including implementing
models without taking local contexts into account and prioritizing projects that are
more easily quantifiable and regime compatible (Bush 2015). In an environment of
closing civic space, NGOs—especially those receiving grants from foreign donors—face
even bigger risks. In a 2011 survey of 1,473 NGO respondents that had received foreign
funds, 37% felt the greatest risk of receiving democracy assistance was being labeled
an “agent” or “stooge” of outside forces. (Barkan 2012). In a 2016 survey of over 1,000
activists from Colombia, Egypt, India, Kenya, Russia, Sudan, Turkey, Uganda, Ukraine,
and Venezuela, respondents reported that their foreign donors created security and
safety concerns by neglecting to take adequate measures to protect their partners, even
when they have been targeted or arrested (Miller-Dawkins 2017).

Such risk does not necessarily just imply threats to physical or legal safety. Many
states use negative rhetoric designed to sow distrust between these groups and the
communities they serve. In Hungary, government officials declared they wanted to
“sweep [NGOs] out of the country,” while asking the intelligence services to investigate
all NGOs receiving money from the Hungarian-born financier George Soros (Reuters
2017). Using similar rhetoric, the Trump administration accused protestors opposing
Brett Kavanaugh’s confirmation to the Supreme Court of being funded by wealthy lib-
eral donors like Soros (Choi 2018).

Recent research shows that NGOs consider government rhetoric whenmaking oper-
ational decisions. A survey experiment of NGOs across Cambodia, Uganda, and Serbia,
found that negative NGO rhetoric significantly reduces NGO leaders’ willingness to
work in a community and curtails NGOs’ preferences for partnering with local govern-
ment authorities (Hollerbauer et al. 2024). Thus, NGOs not only seek to avoid working
in communities repressed by the government, but also avoid working in areas where
authorities use anti-NGO rhetoric. While donor responses have largely focused on
navigating and adapting to repression, the use of such rhetoric raises broader ques-
tions about research and policy in the nonprofit sector: how is such rhetoric changing
public attitudes and engagement with these groups? Given that anti-NGO repression
and rhetoric can exacerbate burnout rates (Joscelyne et al. 2015), what are organiza-
tions doing to support rights advocates, and what kinds of interventions can help sup-
port activists and professionals? In response to these concerns, organizations such
as Defend Defenders, Frontline Defenders, Peace Brigades International, Civil Rights
Defenders, and Protection International provide physical security, legal and digital sup-
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port, and mental health resources to activists at risk. Regional initiatives such as the
Mesoamerican Women Human Rights Defenders Initiative, Forum Asia, and the Euro-
Mediterranean Foundation of Support for Human Rights Defenders also help provide
formal protection mechanisms for activists.

In many cases, foreign donors have also allied with local NGOs and provided train-
ing to local groups to help defeat anti-NGO bills. In Kyrgyzstan, Freedom House col-
laborated with local NGOs to lobby against a draft bill restricting NGOs. They warned
legislators that the proposed Russian-style “ForeignAgents” lawwould harm charitable
and humanitarian NGOs and reduce essential social services. The US, EU, and DAC-EU
members, which provide a quarter to a third of Kyrgyzstan’s aid, also expressed con-
cerns directly to Kyrgyz legislators (Cheeseman and Dodsworth 2023). The bill was
defeated in 2016, and legislators who voted against the bill cited the country’s need
for foreign funding: “We get financial assistance from [international organizations] in
many fields including healthcare, education, and agriculture among others. We need
this money” (Lelik 2016). Local NGOs similarly partnered with INGOs in Kenya—their
campaign emphasized that 8,500 organizations in the country rely heavily on foreign
donors and that a proposed 15% cap on foreign funding would have devastating con-
sequences for the NGO sector. During the subsequent reading of amendments to the
NGO bill, several legislators justified their rejection of the bill based on the risks posed
to the socioeconomic development of Kenya. (Berger‐Kern et al. 2021). These exam-
ples highlight how donors can use their leverage, especially their role in social service
provision, to successfully push back against repressive NGO laws.

Conclusion
Donors have long faced criticisms from practitioners, policymakers, and academics,
who argue that international donors in particular replicate global hierarchies and are
unresponsive to the needs of local communities. However, with the global crackdown
on civic space—including inmany established democracies in the Global North—donors
from these countries may lose credibility when speaking out against civil society re-
strictions abroad. For instance, the U.S. government has teetered dangerously close to
the rhetoric and practices of many other governments repressing civil society. In June
2018, Nikki Haley, the U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations (UN), blamed NGOs for
the U.S. withdrawal from the UN Human Rights Council. International actors have
struggled to mount a coherent campaign against civil society repression.

While the examples of Kenya and Kyrgyzstan discussed above show that donors
and local activists can successfully push back against anti-NGO laws, a more system-
atic approach is needed. To tackle this administrative repression, Western states need
a more effective and coordinated response that engages not only aid agencies, donors,
and international NGOs but also businesses, development communities, and local pop-
ulations to address larger structural issues that exacerbate government crackdowns on
civil society. Without such an effort, the repression of civil society organizations may
be the canary in the coal mine that sets the groundwork for future democratic erosion.
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