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Capital: Manila 

Population: 114,597,229 

GDP per capita (PPP): $8,000 

Human Development Index: Medium (0.699) 

Freedom in the World: Partly Free (55/100)  

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 3.8 

 
In 2021, the Philippines continued to grapple with the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact and welcomed a gradual 

though halting return of economic growth.  

The second year of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Philippines was similar to the first: lockdowns were 

implemented in response to two waves of COVID-19, first in March and again in August, and the contact tracing 

system remained ineffective. In May, police were ordered to arrest and detain any members of the public not fully 

masked, and in September the government instituted a new framework for smaller, more localized (“granular”) 

lockdowns. This approach was particularly implemented in the National Capital Region (NCR), where by late 

September, at least 294 areas, including individual houses, streets, and buildings, were under granular lockdowns. In 

2021, the country reported 2,372,238 cases of COVID-19 and 42,249 deaths. By the end of the year, 60 percent of 

the target population (12 years and older) was fully vaccinated, but there were clear disparities in vaccination rates 

between regions and communities.  

In 2020, the government had provided relief and economic stimulus measures through the Bayanihan to Heal as 

One Act and the Bayanihan to Recover as One Act. Though a third Bayanihan was legislated in 2021, promising to 

distribute PHP 400 billion (approximately $7.6 billion) in financial assistance to the poor, health-care workers, and 

micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs), ultimately Congress did not pass it. Instead, the 2021 budget 

allocated funds to government agencies involved in the Build, Build, Build infrastructure program and to the 

National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC). Meanwhile, community pantries 

mushroomed nationwide in an attempt to meet urgent needs for relief, some of which the government initially 

“red-tagged” (a method of blacklisting in the Philippines by labelling groups or actions as tied to communist 

terrorist groups). Following a rebuke from the mayor of Quezon City, where the movement began, and vocal 

public frustration, the police chief later issued an apology to those who had been accused of communist ties. 

The administration’s pandemic response was criticized in areas of public health policy, public funds management, 

and governance. The Commission on Audit found “deficiencies” in how the Department of Health (DOH) 

managed COVID-19 funds due to noncompliance with pertinent laws and regulations: in 2021, approximately PHP 

67.32 billion ($1.3 billion) in funds “remained idle and were not translated to health supplies, equipment, and 

services that were badly needed.” The audit report also found a “pattern of corruption” in the use of COVID-19 

funds by the Department of Budget and Management’s Procurement Service (DBM-PS), including in transactions 

with the Pharmally Pharmaceutical Corporation. These findings prompted a Senate investigation, even as President 

Rodrigo Duterte defended his allies in DOH and DBM and barred Cabinet members from attending the Senate 

hearings. The House of Representatives, led by many Duterte allies, countered the Senate investigation with its 

own hearings, and investigations continued through the end of the year as the public and civil society expressed 

grave concerns around the massive scandal.  
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At the same time, however, the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) grew by 5.6 percent in 2021, a significant 

leap from the 9.6 percent decline in 2020. Still, that economic growth remained bumpy and the economy has not 

yet reverted to pre-pandemic rates. The National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) projected that it 

would take another decade before the country returns to its previous economic trajectory. Unemployment was 46 

percent higher than it was in 2020, and at the start of 2021, more than 26 million were considered poor, 

approximately 4 million more than in 2018.  

In July 2020, Duterte signed into law the Anti-Terrorism Act of 2020 (ATA). The ATA’s vague definition of 

terrorism covered virtually all advocacy activities, including speeches, publications, and banners in public places, and 

prompted thirty-seven petitions to the Supreme Court that claimed it infringed on rights guaranteed by the 

constitution. In December 2021, the Supreme Court ruled that all but two provisions of the ATA are 

constitutional. It struck down Section 4, which had allowed “advocacy, protest, dissent, stoppage of work, (and) 

industrial or mass action” to be classed as terrorism, as well as Section 25, which empowered the Anti-Terrorism 

Council (ATC) to designate people and groups as terrorists at the request of other countries or international 

organizations.  

Serious human rights violations continued in 2021. According to official government records, as of early 2022, 

Duterte’s “war on drugs” had resulted in the killing of 6,221 people since July 2016; human rights groups, however, 

estimate that the number is much higher, potentially as many as 30,000. Over 300 people were killed in 2021 

alone, according to government figures, which in October 2020 had reported a total 5,903 killings. Thus far, just 

one case among thousands has resulted in the conviction of police officers, though according to a national 

Commission on Human Rights (CHR) October 2021 report, police were culpable in at least fifty-two cases. The 

Department of Justice has been criticized for delays, lack of transparency, and excluding CHR from its review of 

cases. In September, the International Criminal Court (ICC) began an investigation into the bloody drug war, but 

the investigation was paused in November after the Philippine government asked to defer the case. The Duterte 

administration’s respect for the rule of law remained a significant concern in 2021, even after the Supreme Court 

ruled that Duterte was obliged to cooperate in the criminal proceedings, though the country had formally 

withdrawn from the ICC in 2019. The Presidential Spokesperson disregarded the court’s remarks, arguing that 

they represented the opinion of the justices rather than a legally binding verdict.  

The government’s ongoing restrictions on freedom of expression continued to be highlighted by the persistent 

cases against journalist and press freedom advocate Maria Ressa. When she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 

October 2021—alongside Russian journalist Dmitri Muratov, for their “courageous fight for freedom of 

expression”—there were still seven active court cases pending against Ressa and Rappler, the outlet she co-

founded and leads. 

The year 2021 also launched the seven-month long road toward the national and local elections, to be held on May 

9, 2022.  

The overall sustainability of the CSO sector deteriorated slightly in 2021, though it recorded both improvements 

and deteriorations within the underlying dimensions. The legal environment and financial viability of CSOs 

continued to decline in 2021 as organizations faced further harassment and restrictions from the government and 

scarce financial support. However, organizational capacity recorded a slight improvement as CSOs better adapted 

to the operational challenges that had begun in 2020 with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. CSO advocacy, 

service provision, public image, and the infrastructure supporting the sector remained unchanged. Though some 

positive developments were noted demonstrated their abilities to adapt to a difficult environment, ongoing 

challenges due to financial limitations, restrictions, and self-censorship continued to prevent wider improvements.  

According to various national government agencies, there are approximately 378,500 CSOs registered in the 

Philippines, as compared to 362,000 in 2020. This includes 172,747 nonprofit organizations as of 2020, 24,693 

homeowner’s associations (2022), 28,784 cooperatives (2018), 66,407 workers’ associations (2019), and 85,833 

labor organizations (2019). While these figures show a combined increase since 2020, the various agencies that 

register CSOs are not consistent in their reporting.  
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LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 4.5 

The legal environment for CSOs in the Philippines 

continued to deteriorate for the seventh consecutive 

year, registering a moderate decline in 2021. State 

harassment of CSOs intensified and government 

issuances presented additional administrative burdens.  

Most CSOs, including non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), foundations, and some people’s organizations 

(POs, a form of membership organization), register and 

annually update their registration with the Securities and 

Exchange Commission (SEC). Cooperatives register with 

the Cooperative Development Authority, while 

homeowners’ associations register with the      

Department of Human Settlements and Urban 

Development (DHSUD). Labor organizations and 

workers associations register with the Department of 

Labor and Employment. At the sub-national level, the accreditation process for CSOs and government engagement 

with CSOs is also regulated by memorandum circulars (MCs) issued by the Department of the Interior and Local 

Government (DILG) to local government units (LGUs). 

As the COVID-19 pandemic continued in 2021, many regular government functions continued to occur online, 

including the renewal of SEC registration applications. The online application eased registration and the submission 

of reporting requirements, but the issuance of SEC MC 01 in January 2021 further complicated the registration 

process by requiring CSOs to disclose additional information on the organization’s beneficial owner(s). Typically, 

regulations requiring transparency of beneficial ownership support anti-money laundering and counter-terrorism 

measurements. CSOs, however, often do not have clear definitions of who the beneficial owner is considered to 

be; further, while data on beneficial ownership will not be made public, CSOs fear that it may be shared with and 

misused by law enforcement and security forces and spur further limits on CSO funding and activities.  

In January 2021, DILG issued MC 2021-12 to foster CSO participation in LGUs by encouraging the establishment 

of CSO Desks and local People’s Councils. However, the MC required CSOs to seek clearance from both the 

Philippine National Police and the Armed Forces of the Philippines in order to participate in the governance of 

their local LGUs. Following vocal CSO advocacy in opposition to this requirement for clearance, in May 2021, 

DILG amended the MC to remove the requirement and issued it as MC 2021-054. According to DILG, 526 CSO 

Desks and 48 People’s Councils were created in 2021.  

Some CSO operations were severely impacted by targeted government action under the Anti-Money Laundering 

Council (AMLC), which froze the bank accounts of some CSOs for alleged ties to communist rebels and terrorist 

groups. According to the human rights group Karapatan, in June 2021, AMLC ordered a twenty-day freeze on the 

bank accounts of Amihan, an organization of peasant women often critical of the Duterte administration, and eight 

other NGOs and civil society groups based in Mindanao; the freeze was then extended to six months as 

investigations continued. The freeze order was spurred by testimonies from two individuals alleging that the bank 

accounts supported tactical offensive operations of the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP), the New 

People's Army (NPA), and the National Democratic Front of the Philippines (NDF), which were earlier listed by 

the Anti-Terrorism Council as terrorists. With their accounts frozen, the affected CSOs were forced to pause 

almost all activities. In opposing the freeze order, Amihan maintained that AMLC had mistakenly attributed a bank 

account as theirs and that it never had any projects in the provinces that were the focus of the investigation. In 

November 2021, the Court of Appeals lifted AMLC’s freeze order on the bank account of Amihan for lack of 

probable cause. No further information was publicly available regarding the eight other groups, and CSOs continue 

to view the implementation of the Anti-Money Laundering Act warily, as it could be used to impede other voices 

of opposition in the country. 

State harassment and attacks increased in 2021 and government security forces, led by NTF-ELCAC, continued to 

red-tag specific activists and CSOs. In a speech on March 5, 2021, Duterte ordered police and soldiers to “finish 

off” and kill all communist rebels. Two days later, police forces killed nine individuals and arrested six others in a 
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series of raids against activist groups in Laguna, Rizal, and Batangas provinces dubbed “Bloody Sunday.” According 

to Karapatan, forty-five activists were killed in the first eight months of 2021.  

In April 2021, Ana Patricia “Patreng” Non set up the first community pantry on Maginhawa Street in Quezon 

City—a bamboo cart containing basic groceries and fresh produce with a sign reading, “Take only what you need, 

give what you can.” More followed as volunteer groups and families set up pantries in their own communities. One 

week after setting up the first pantry, however, Non paused the project, fearing for the safety of volunteers after 

the Quezon City Police District (QCPD) and NTF-ELCAC accused the community pantries of being communist 

fronts. Other community pantry organizers also reported being approached by the police for their contact details 

and affiliations. In addition, some government officials issued conflicting statements as to whether community 

pantries would need permits or not, causing further confusion among pantry volunteers. Following a tidal wave of 

public support for the pantries and rebukes from several local and national political officials, the QCPD rescinded 

its accusation and the pantries largely resumed operations, even as some continued to receive threats. 

The ATA, enacted in 2020, continued to threaten freedom of expression and the operations of CSOs as the 

Supreme Court debated the constitutionality of its various provisions. In May 2021, the ATC designated nineteen 

people as terrorists—including a recently freed peace consultant—allegedly for being central committee members 

of the CPP, and their assets were immediately frozen. In December 2021, the Supreme Court ruled that the ATA 

was constitutional with the exception of two provisions: the qualifier of dissent with intent to cause harm as a 

terrorist act, and the designation of a person or group as a terrorist based on a request by another country. While 

some lawyers considered the ruling a small victory and others a consolation, all agreed that the retained provisions 

still present a threat to CSOs. These include vesting authority in the ATC to identify organizations or individuals as 

terrorists; vague definitions of “inciting to commit terrorism” through speeches, proclamations, writing, emblems, 

and banners; and allowing detention without judicial warrant or arrest for up to twenty-four days.  

A CSO may apply for tax exemption with the Bureau of Internal Revenue (BIR) by registering as a donee 

institution. Income derived from the use of CSO assets, like building rental, or other income-generating activities is 

not exempt from taxation.  

CSOs are allowed to generate income by charging fees for their facilities and services, if this is stipulated in their 

Articles of Incorporation. They may also conduct public solicitation or fundraise from the public if they have a 

permit from the Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD). CSOs may also receive foreign funding, 

though in February 2021, the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA) issued a directive requiring all foreign 

diplomatic missions to seek clearance with DFA before channeling funds to Philippine NGOs. Diplomatic sources 

said that the DFA directive was reportedly part of the ongoing investigation and freezing of assets of several 

designated terrorist groups or individuals under the ATA, and echoed similar requests in 2019 following the 

Duterte administration’s claims that foreign governments were providing support to alleged communist fronts. 

Given increasing state harassment, CSOs’ need for legal services increased in 2021. The availability of such services 

continues to be centered in major cities. State harassment and intimidation of lawyers working with CSOs or 

defending critical voices further obstructs the provision of legal assistance to CSOs, and in April 2021, the National 

Union of People’s Lawyers (NUPL) reported that there had been a “steady increase” in the number of work-

related attacks on lawyers since 2016.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 3.5 

The organizational capacity of CSOs slightly improved in 2021, as they were able to better adjust their operations 

and technological capacities to the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Many LGUs required COVID-19 RT-PCR test results prior to entering the community. Given the added cost of 

COVID-19 testing and travel restrictions, many CSOs limited their field work in 2021 and adjusted the way they 

worked with their partner communities. In urban areas, CSOs were able to involve their constituents in online 

meetings, interviews, and webinars by providing the knowledge and skills needed to access virtual platforms. The 

use of online platforms, however, remained a challenge in rural areas, so some CSOs and foundations implemented 

their projects by strengthening collaboration with community-based organizations (CBOs). In providing food 

assistance, for example, companies and foundations brought deliveries to the boundaries of LGUs then had CBOs 

distribute them.  
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Most CSOs recalibrated their strategic plans because of 

the pandemic. As in 2020, some smaller CSOs decided 

to  forego discussions around strategic planning due to 

mobility restrictions, while larger CSOs with more 

access to resources held strategic planning sessions 

online. Regardless, there were inherent constraints in 

facilitating comprehensive discussions remotely. Given 

the uncertainty of the situation and cyclical surge of 

COVID-19 cases in 2021, CSOs also found it difficult to 

articulate long-term plans and objectives. Larger CSOs 

prioritized short-term support to the sectors most 

affected by the pandemic. 

Larger CSOs, cooperatives, and corporate foundations 

typically have more sophisticated internal management 

systems, including detailed governance, human 

resources, financial management, and fundraising systems, policies, and processes. Smaller CSOs, POs, and CBOs 

have simpler systems, including board elections and terms of office, that still allow them to practice appropriate 

decision-making processes. Most CSOs continued to hold their staff and board meetings remotely in 2021 due to 

mobility restrictions. As lockdown restrictions eased and vaccines were rolled out, smaller CSOs, POs, and CBOs 

were able to conduct their annual general assemblies in person.  

Typically, larger CSOs have clear human resource policies and maintain regular staff while smaller organizations 

have lean staffing structures and are supported primarily by volunteers. In 2021, some CSOs were able to engage 

volunteers online, but most CSOs continued to have difficulty maintaining staff and long-term volunteers because 

they are only able to offer limited salaries and training opportunities. Budget constraints forced some CSOs to 

downsize, and some ceased operations altogether. Within the Caucus of Development NGO Networks (CODE-

NGO), for instance, at least five member-based organizations ended operations in 2021. Some staff from small 

CSOs and POs also resigned in 2021 due to COVID-related health concerns. Despite limited resources, NGOs, 

foundations, and large CSOs worked to support their staff’s welfare and mental health needs. 

As remote work continued, CSOs demonstrated adaptability and resilience, building on the shift to online or 

hybrid work that had begun in 2020. They became adept at using online platforms and social media to 

communicate with constituents and development partners and assisted their partner communities in accessing and 

using information communication technology (ICT). This enabled a wider reach for some webinars and fora, at 

lower cost to CSOs. Many CSO staff used their personal resources for ICT expenses, and staff of CBOs and POs 

often shared equipment. Internet connectivity in urban areas somewhat improved in 2021 but remained a challenge 

in more rural areas. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 4.4 

CSOs’ financial viability slightly deteriorated in 2021, following a significant decline in 2020.  

Foreign funding to Philippine CSOs has become less consistent in recent years, and in 2021, major international 

funding sources continued to divert their attention to meeting urgent needs like COVID-19 prevention and relief. 

This negatively impacted CSOs that rely on foreign support particularly for work related to elections, governance, 

and democracy building; CSOs working on human rights were among the few exceptions in the sector that 

otherwise saw declining support in 2021. Some international organizations and coalitions that provide funding to 

local CSOs and networks, like Forus International and the CIVICUS Affinity Group of National Associations, scaled 

down their usual portfolios in the country and globally in 2021. In the humanitarian sector, international and 

national organizations continued to discuss the localization of humanitarian support, including the need to increase 

support for local actors and capacity-building programs, but it had little impact on funding opportunities in 2021. 

Many human rights NGOs, however, experienced no significant change in funding in 2021. Recognizing the 

deteriorating human rights situation in the country, funding partners continued to extend support and even 

allowed human rights NGOs to allocate funds to assist families and communities urgently in need due to the 
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impact of the pandemic and lockdowns. The Philippine 

Human Rights Information Center (PhilRights), for 

example, was able to renew its foreign funding in 2021 

for the next three years. 

Like foreign funders, corporate donors and corporate 

foundations also diverted most of their project funding to 

COVID-19 response and recovery, purchasing personal 

protective equipment (PPE) for frontline workers and 

their staff and vaccines for staff and their families. CSOs 

and corporate foundations formed temporary coalitions 

to provide food to the most affected communities and 

fund livelihood opportunities, especially in urban poor 

communities. This cooperation leveraged scarce 

resources to meet a multitude of needs.  

Many CSOs were drained of their limited resources 

during the pandemic, and savings were quickly used up in 2021. Communities could not pay for services that were 

previously provided for a fee, and CSOs’ collection of membership dues and loan payments slowed. Income from 

CSO investments and rental of facilities and equipment also decreased. Fundraising activities were heavily 

constrained, though some CSOs reached out to their networks to solicit support for communities affected by the 

pandemic. Government in-kind assistance to CSOs in the form of goods for community livelihood, such as boats 

and food carts, provided a small boost while economic activity remained sluggish. Even corporate foundations 

were forced to limit their      administrative expenditures and geographic and program focuses. Mobility 

restrictions caused delays in some project implementation, forcing the recalibration of work plans and adjustment 

of donor funding. Investment income in 2021 was minimal for CSOs that had investible funds.  

The easing of community restrictions somewhat helped CSOs’ search for income. As COVID-19 cases declined, 

social enterprises began to jumpstart their operations and some organizations revived or began new income 

streams by rendering technical consultancy services. Still, earned income remained negligible for most of 2021. 

Community enterprises that offered ecotourism services were especially affected due to the drop in tourism amid 

pandemic restrictions.  

Near the end of 2021, CODE-NGO prepared to develop a COVID-19 Recovery Agenda for the Philippine CSO 

Sector, aiming to ensure the recovery of the sector. It will be developed by CSO leaders from across the country, 

then used to call for support from key stakeholders.   

Foundations, established NGOs, and cooperatives typically maintain good financial management systems. Few 

organizations publicly post annual and financial statements. Small CSOs submit their financial reports to SEC and 

other government agencies as required. 

ADVOCACY: 4.0 

In 2021, CSO advocacy work remained unchanged overall and continued to face significant challenges.  

Since the beginning of lockdowns in 2020, most fora, gatherings, campaigns, and other advocacy activities shifted 

online. This shift proved difficult, however, as internet access remained limited: according to Hootsuite, internet 

penetration in the country at the start of 2021 was just over 67 percent of the country’s population of 110.3 

million. Some CSOs also continued to struggle to adapt to maximize audiences through online advocacy, and 

online platforms could not replace the depth and effectiveness of community organizing in building momentum for 

broader socio-political advocacy campaigns. 

A proliferation of false or misleading information, especially online, has also presented a significant challenge to 

CSO advocacy. According to a December 2021 survey by the Social Weather Station, 51 percent of Filipinos find it 

difficult to identify mis- and disinformation on television, radio, and social media. The susceptibility of some of the 

public to misleading or false claims makes it difficult for some CSO campaigns to gain support. In response, 

consortiums of CSOs like the PARTICIPATE Coalition and its members have worked to combat mis- and 
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disinformation since 2020 as part of their work to 

ensure clean, safe, and free elections in the country, and 

in 2021  provided online resources to help audiences 

identify false information.  

The hostile environment spurred by the ATA and the 

operations of the NTF-ELCAC also continued to 

significantly weaken critical voices, including both 

individuals and CSOs of all sizes. Fearing red-tagging or 

designation as terrorists, many CSOs continued to 

engage in self-censorship, limiting their public criticism of 

the government in the interest of maintaining 

relationships with local government officials and 

executives who were supportive of the Duterte 

administration.  

Despite this, CSOs carried out several advocacy 

campaigns that influenced decision-making processes at both the national and local levels. For instance, CSOs 

opposed MC 2021-12’s requirement for CSOs to seek clearance from the Philippine National Police and the 

Armed Forces of the Philippines, as noted above, arguing that such clearance should not be a prerequisite for 

participation in governance and might further encourage self-censorship; the accreditation process to acquire 

clearance would also be cumbersome for CSOs. Following this vocal opposition from CSOs and networks like 

CODE-NGO, DILG amended the MC to remove the requirement for clearances and issued it as MC 2021-054. 

CSOs at the local level were also able to successfully advocate their positions on environmental protection and 

oppose plans for reclamation of land in coastal areas.  

CSOs engaged in numerous advocacy activities in response to the Commission on Audit’s report on improper 

spending of COVID-19 funds. For example, the Citizens' Urgent Response to End COVID-19 (CURE COVID) 

organized a number of webinars on the pandemic spending scandal, while CODE-NGO and the Philippine Open 

Government Partnership (OGP) Non-Government Steering Committee issued a strong statement and formal 

letter to DBM. The Right to Know Right Now (R2KRN) coalition also continued to use social media in 2021 to 

promote its work on transparency, using platforms like Viber and Facebook to disseminate reports on public 

spending for COVID-19 relief.  

The OGP continued to offer a platform for negotiation and collaboration, stressing transparency, accountability, 

and citizen participation. Several CSOs formed part of the commitment holders in the Philippines’ Fifth National 

Action Plan of the OGP and engaged with fourteen agencies in their programs.  

CSOs also more actively participated in advocacy with the start of election season. For instance, the PARTICIPATE 

coalition worked to ensure greater public participation by commissioning research and evidence-based 

recommendations for the Commission on Elections (COMELEC) on conducting safe and fair elections in the midst 

of the health crisis. The coalition then held an online press conference in May 2021, including the COMELEC 

Commissioner, on the resulting recommendations. Some success was already evident from these efforts in 2021, 

as COMELEC extended the registration timeline for first-time voters from September to October. PARTICIPATE 

consortium members also held numerous sessions and voter education webinars on electoral oversight, the role of 

media, and how advocates can push for electoral reforms.  

Political candidates were pressed to include the demands of their communities in their platforms, which were 

channeled through POs and CSOs. Demands included education reforms and programs for health, sustainable 

agriculture and fisheries, economic reform, and sustainable development outlined in a Development Agenda 

adopted by the trans-partisan Change Politics Movement with input from CSO coalitions such as CODE-NGO. 

In 2021, there were few initiatives for CSO law reform beyond MC 2021-054, discussed above. The proposed 

Social Welfare and Development Agencies Act, deliberated in 2020, made no further progress and does not yet 

have a clear impact on CSOs. 
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SERVICE PROVISION: 3.41 

CSO service provision remained unchanged overall in 

2021. Although the easing of lockdown measures allowed 

improvement in some areas, CSO services have not yet 

fully recovered to pre-pandemic levels.  

CSOs traditionally offer a diverse range of services, 

encompassing areas like training and education, health 

and nutrition, livelihood development, cooperative 

development, social services, and lending and 

microfinancing. In 2021, however, increasing numbers of 

CSOs were forced to abandon some of their usual 

programs due to both financial concerns and government 

restrictions. This particularly impacted, for instance, 

CSOs previously focused on capacity development or 

providing micro-finance services. Smaller CSOs and 

CBOs also faced greater difficulties in 2021 than they had 

in 2020 due to the ongoing financial drain. 

The continued focus on combatting the impact of COVID-19 necessarily halted some CSO activities in traditional 

service areas, as financial support was largely allotted to pandemic-related activities. CSOs continued to go beyond 

their traditional clients and services in order to meet urgent needs and those with the financial capacity 

participated in COVID-19 response measures, demonstrating their responsiveness to their communities even as 

they shifted their usual focus areas. For example, human rights activists who traditionally support victims of human 

rights violations and document the cases added COVID-19 relief efforts to their scope of work, actively providing 

supplies to both their beneficiaries and their staff. CSOs and POs initiated food aid programs and community 

pantries, though their traditional work focused on training in community development or disaster preparedness. 

Other networks, like the CSO Collab (formerly named COVID Warriors), trained parents to better assist in their 

children’s schooling as classes continued to be online.  

Many larger CSOs were also able to resume services in their usual pre-pandemic areas with the advent of COVID-

19 vaccinations in the second half of the year. CSOs slowly returned to community organizing work, and some 

played a significant role in on-the-ground disaster response to Typhoon Odette (Rai), which hit the southern 

Philippines in December 2021.  

As face-to-face engagements remained restricted to essential activities, educational and informational services like 

workshops and seminars were largely conducted online. While these platforms were integral for many CSOs to 

adapt to the pandemic, some worried that online methods were less impactful than face-to-face programs. 

Cost recovery remained a challenge for many CSOs, especially those dependent on donor funding. CSOs were 

already reluctant to charge fees for their services or engage in consultancy services, and the financial impact of the 

pandemic further limited those opportunities. 

Some government agencies, such as DILG and DSWD, continued to recognize CSOs as sources of credible 

information and reliable service providers. However, government recognition and support of CSO work focused 

primarily on those that provided social services like health and nutrition programs and capacity building for good 

governance, and others considered “social welfare and development agencies.” 

 

 

 
1 The Service Provision score was recalibrated in 2018 to better reflect the situation in the country and to better align it with 

other scores in the region. The score does not reflect a deterioration in Service Provision, which remained largely the same in 

2018 as in 2017. 



The 2021 CSO Sustainability Index for the Philippines  9 

SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 3.1 

In 2021, the infrastructure supporting CSOs was 

unchanged. As in 2020, lockdown restrictions pushed 

intermediary support organizations (ISOs) and resource 

centers to move activities online. 

CSOs’ capacity-building activities successfully helped 

their members and partners in transitioning to online 

work in 2021, and many ISOs, CSO resource centers, 

and CSO networks strengthened their capacities to 

provide training services online. As COVID-19 cases 

dropped and restrictions eased in some areas, some of 

these organizations offered a combination of face-to-face 

and online training activities. However, smaller and more 

rural organizations still struggled to access some of these 

opportunities, given their lack of reliable internet 

connectivity and ICT.  

Several CSO networks and other local CSOs provided capacity-building activities for their members and partners 

in 2021. For instance, the Association of Foundations continued its Lead2Serve program by conducting online 

training workshops with member foundations, while the Ramon Aboitiz Foundation’s Center for Leaders piloted 

limited face-to-face training courses on youth and professional development. Agriterra’s Generating Rural 

Opportunities by Working with Cooperatives (GROW-Coop) initiative continued to support in-depth mentoring 

and partnerships for capacity development, tapping larger cooperatives such as AgriCoop as local resource 

organizations. In 2021, it shifted to online training activities on financial management, governance, and business 

management. The GROW-Coop project also facilitated the development of the Agricultural Cooperative 

Development Agenda (ACDA) and the Cooperative Resiliency Mechanism (CRM) with partner networks and 

other POs to promote the sustainability of agricultural cooperatives, particularly in times of crises.  

With USAID support, in 2021, Save the Children implemented a new project on Capacitating Strategic 

Organizations to Strengthen the Civil Society Sector (CSO2), partnering with CSOs and CSO networks to act as 

local resource organizations for capacity-building interventions among small NGOs and POs.  

Local grantmaking organizations such as Peace Equity Foundation and Foundation for Sustainable Society Inc. (FSSI) 

provided some support to other local CSOs, using funds they generate locally. However, that funding remained 

limited in 2021 due to ongoing economic difficulties and a decrease in their own financial resources. 

CSO collaboration continued to ensure an effective and responsive approach to meeting the needs of constituents 

and other vulnerable sectors. Some coalitions that had formed in the first year of the pandemic continued to work 

through 2021. For instance, the CSO Collab group—which began in 2020 and is composed of numerous CSOs like 

the Peace and Equity Foundation, corporate foundations like the Seaoil Foundation, and networks like the 

Association of Foundations—provided services for community health, including COVID-19 vaccinations, to those 

sectors and communities most affected by COVID-19. The group also developed multi-pronged interventions to 

provide food support for poor urban communities, community food stores, and training in micro-

entrepreneurship.  

CSO collaboration beyond the sector continued in 2021, particularly in capacity-building initiatives. For instance, 

alongside DILG, CODE-NGO, Zuellig Family Foundation, and Synergia Foundation conducted a pilot of a capacity-

building program for the CSO members of special local bodies, including local development councils, school 

boards, and health boards. The program aims to support the development of accountable, transparent, and 

participatory local governance, and training activities are to be fully implemented nationwide by the start of the 

third quarter of 2022. 
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PUBLIC IMAGE: 3.4 

CSOs’ public image remained largely unchanged in 2021. 

Despite improvements in public perceptions, media 

coverage and positive government relationships remained 

limited. 

CSOs’ leadership and responsiveness to the challenges 

caused by the pandemic improved public perceptions of 

their missions and work, especially as their services 

reached poor and marginalized communities and 

continued even as pandemic conditions improved. 

Community pantry initiatives particularly boosted the 

public image of CSOs and volunteer groups, as did 

medical assistance for non-COVID concerns, which was 

otherwise difficult to access in the midst of the larger 

health crisis. According to the EON Group’s Philippine 

Trust Index 2021, public trust in NGOs rose from 37 

percent in 2020 to 70 percent in 2021. According to the study, the primary driver for this significant boost was 

CSOs’ impactful work in areas like livelihood, health care, and education. 

CSOs actively engaged online and further utlized technology in the second year of the pandemic, better 

showcasing their work and encouraging transparency by giving the public the opportunity to ask questions and 

directly engage through platforms like Zoom and Facebook. CSOs also increasingly promoted their events and 

projects through Facebook and Twitter.  

However, media coverage of CSO work remained limited, worsened by the ongoing crackdowns on press 

freedom. For instance, one of the largest local broadcasters, ABS-CBN, is now limited to online coverage after its 

television broadcasting was effectively shut down in 2020, while others actively self-censor in regard to sensitive 

issues. Still, in 2021, some media coverage of the red-tagged community pantries helped to promote the public 

outcry that soon led to their re-opening. 

As in previous years, the military and police forces continued to red-tag some activists and CSOs, causing some 

LGU officials to avoid partnerships or collaboration with CSOs. However, as noted above, other government 

agencies like DILG and DSWD continued to recognize CSOs as sources of credible information and partners in 

development, and several high-profile government representatives publicly spoke against red-tagging in the case of 

the community pantries. 

CSOs continued to practice transparency by submitting project reports to donors and reporting to partner 

communities and their members. Larger CSOs published their annual reports in print or post them online. CSO 

networks and other membership-based organizations continued to adhere to their own codes of ethics. 

 

Disclaimer: The opinions expressed herein are those of the panelists and other project researchers and do not necessarily 

reflect the views of USAID or FHI 360. 
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