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Strategy for Support to Civil Society Development
in the Turkish Cypriot community

The present document is a result of an initiative by a wide group of CSOs that started a process of
strategic discussion about the problems CSOs in the northern part of Cyprus face and the need for a
clear joint vision between the administration and CSOs on how to support the development of a
sustainable and independent civil society.

CSOs are an indispensable part of Cypriot society. Currently in the northern part of Cyprus there are
approximately 1000 associations and foundations that engage with more than 20.000 volunteers.

CSOs are an important partner to the administration in solving existing social problems and ensuring
the democratic development of Cyprus. They have a very important role by:

e Representing the interests of various groups including of vulnerable groups that have
problems to defend their own interests;

e Providing contributions to the decision-making process and in finding the best policy
solutions;

e Providing necessary services to the needy including on behalf of the government;

e Defending human rights and supporting the development of a democratic system and rule of
law;

e Bringing innovative models and involving people in societal life, etc.

The Strategy has as an overall objective to create suitable conditions for development of CSOs and to
stimulate the partnership between them and the administration at national and local level. It also
aims to ensure that the environment in Cyprus creates conditions for active, independent and
sustainable CSOs. The primary target group of the Strategy are CSOs that are subject to the “Law on
Associations” and “Law on Foundations”.

1. The Current Situation

An evaluation of the CSO sector carried out in 2016* has identified a number of weaknesses of the
environment in which CSOs in the northern part of Cyprus operate. Below are listed some of the key
problems that CSOs face:

e Weak civil society

Reports have identified that civil society organizations are small in size and suffer from insufficient
resources. There is a limited number of donors that can support the work of CSOs. This is one of the
reasons why also the impact of the work of CSOs is limited. Most of the organizations rely primarily
on volunteers and have no employees.

According to the assessment “it should be noted that due to political constraints and other limitations
mentioned in the Report the concept and understating of “civil society” is still in a nascent stage and
growing. It is likely that if more favourable conditions are presented a viable civil society focusing on
diversified areas will emerge in the northern part of Cyprus.”

1 Panov, Luben and Varon, Liana; Assessment of the Civil Society Environment in the northern part of Cyprus,
2016
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e Lack of trust among people

One of the biggest problems that exist in the northern part of Cyprus is the lack of trust. Survey show
that CSOs are among the most trusted but, it is important to note that there are a number of cases
when CSOs are treated with suspicion. Among the wrong perceptions about CSOs are that there are
too many organizations, that it is not clear what they are doing and whether they are engaged in
political issues.

e Lack of understanding of CSOs

There is low involvement of people in CSOs. It is difficult to state whether this is a result of the lack of
knowledge of CSOs or it is vice versa — because people are not involved in CSOs, they do not know
them well.

e Limited number of funding sources

The lack of sufficient funding sources is the biggest problem that CSOs in the northern part of the
island face. EU and USAID have been the main sources of support for civil society organizations. But
with the end of USAID funding, the situation of CSOs in terms of access to funding sources has
deteriorated. The level of development of alternative sources of funding (different from the
traditional donor grants) has not been too high. While there are examples of organizations that
achieve good results in fundraising, these are rather the exception. Funding from the Turkish Cypriot
administration is also limited.

2. Principles

The listed principles are a prerequisite for honest and working partnership. The cooperation between
CSOs and the administration will be based on them.

o Independence of CSOs: Civil society is free and independent in defining its goals, making decisions
and planning its own activities. The authorities respect the independence regardless of whether
they implement activities financially supported by the administration and or participate in the
policy making processes.

e Respect: The principle of respect reinforces the different and mutually beneficial role CSOs and
the public sector play in developing and implementing policies. Each party shall respect the
viewpoint of the other party. The varying opinions and perspectives and their ability to be
expressed and heard are essential elements of democracy.

e Participation/Civic engagement: Authorities support the involvement of civil society in policy
making, so as to integrate the interest and proposals of citizens in the processes of decision-
making, implementation of the policies and their monitoring and evaluation.

e Partnership: Successful cooperation between administration authorities and civil society is based
on partnership relations. The principle of partnership means cooperation on equal grounds among
all entities for the purpose of establishing dialogue and respect for different opinions when
defining and implementing the common goals.

e Transparency and accountability: Acting in the public interest, both CSOs and the administration
authorities show openness, responsibility and accountability for the activities carried out and the
funds used. The central and local administration authorities undertake to openly distribute the
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funds for the civic sector under this principle, while CSOs give a public account of the use of the
funds received, the activities performed and the results achieved.

e Equal treatment and opportunities: Public authorities aim at observing equal opportunities for all
citizens in view of exercising the fundamental human rights. They maximize the opportunities for
all people to contribute based on their distinctive traditions, religions, cultures, values and
abilities to the shared life of their community.

3. Goals and Measures
The Strategy will achieve its overall objective by focusing on three specific goals:

e Improving the financial sustainability of CSOs;
e Enabling environment for the operation of CSOs;
e Enhancing the process of participation in decision-making.

For each of the three goals, a set of specific measures are listed below.

3.1. Improved Financial Sustainability

Public Funding

Public funding is one of the most important sources of funding for CSOs internationally. Such funding
is used in many different ways e.g. the to support the institutional development of CSOs or their
participation in decision-making; to finance the delivery of services that are needed; to tackle social
problems to which the state does not have a solution; to innovate and develop new models; etc. In
the northern part of Cyprus funding provided by the administration is really limited and there are
very few examples of institutions providing funding to CSOs. That is why it is important to take the
first step to promote the existing good examples and to ensure the system of funding provided by
the administration is further developed.

Guaranteed Funding

Each year, the central budget should allocate funding for CSOs. The funding shall be sustainable and
shall not be politicized. The funding will be provided for support to the development of CSOs based
on the current strategy.

Each administration institution (including municipalities) will include in its own budget a separate line
item for funding CSOs. The priority themes/issues of the funding will be determined after public
consultations.

Clear Criteria for Distribution of Funding

Allocation of the funding shall be based on the presentation of projects and their evaluation. Clear
criteria shall be determined for funding allocation and the procedures shall be very transparent. To
ensure all institutions follow at least minimum transparency standards, the administration shall
develop a Code of Standards for financing CSOs. This document, which will be prepared in
consultation with CSOs will contain the most important principles for transparent funding.

Fund for Support of Civil Society

The administration shall establish a special Fund for Support of Civil Society. The Fund will not
replace existing funding mechanisms in “ministries” that target specific sectoral policies but will aim
to provide support for activities that are beneficial for the whole CSO sector or aim to improve the

3
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sustainability and capacity of CSOs, support human rights or propose innovative solutions. The Fund
will be created under the Turkish Cypriot Leadership OR “council of ministers”?. It will be an
independent entity with a separate budget, managed by a Committee composed of a majority of CSO
representatives. Similar to the Evaluation Committee of the Culture Unit, this Committee will also be
responsible for evaluating and selecting the projects to be funded. The identification of the CSO
members of the Committee will be based on clear criteria, in a transparent manner and by an open
call. The detailed rules of the Fund should be adopted by a “legal decree/bylaw”, to be developed in
consultation with the civil society. The work of the Fund will be transparent and information about
the amount of funding distributed and the projects supported will be publicly available including by
being available on the institutions’ websites. The CSOs receiving support from the Fund shall also be
held liable to publicly announce the financial report of their project implemented with the funding
they received.

The Fund will be subject to the “court of public accounts” (Sayistay) annual audit, which shall be
brought to the review and evaluation of a “parliamentary committee”. With regards to
implementation and impact, an independent evaluation will be conducted every 3 years by an
evaluator to be selected by CSOs to assess its operation, activities and results achieved. An
independent mechanism shall be created to review complaints and assess the integrity of the Fund.

The priorities that the Fund will provide support to each year shall be determined after transparent
public consultations (and taking into consideration the overall goals of the Fund as listed above).
Once grants have been awarded, the implementation criteria shall be flexible and simple. An
approach encouraging participation shall be adopted and funding should be accessible to CSOs,
regardless of their year of establishment as well as various other stakeholders such as civil society
units at universities and not-for-profit companies, etc.

Contracting CSOs for Services and Promoting Social Entrepreneurship

A feasibility study will be conducted to compile and analyse the existing legal and operational
framework around contracting of CSOs by the Turkish Cypriot administration as service providers as
well as social entrepreneurship, which will also imply the engagement of CSOs in mission related
economic activities to generate income. This study will also include an analysis of EU standards and
best practices regarding the two topics, as well as amendment recommendations within the existing
frameworks.

Philanthropy

Philanthropy is another key source of funding for CSOs internationally. There should be a possibility
for both individuals and corporations to donate to CSOs and there should be tax benefits donors
receive for contributing to the public good. Another important element is to ensure philanthropy is
promoted to the people as a good practice, good examples are shared and CSOs have the necessary
capacities to engage in fundraising.

2 Consultations with CSOs are ongoing as to which body seems to be the best suited for such a Fund to be
established. Once all consultations with stakeholders are finalized, this part of the draft strategy will be revised
accordingly.
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Legal Framework for Fundraising

In the northern part of Cyprus, the legal texts on charity and fundraising are very outdated, some
even dating back to the British rule. As it stands at the moment, it is mandatory to obtain a permit
from the “district governorship” for each public fundraising activity which is not in line with
international and EU level standards. It shall be amended in its entirety to lift permission
requirement for CSOs and allow them to conduct fundraising activities freely.

Tax Relief for Donors

The current legal texts are far away from drawing a clear and explicit framework. It is necessary to
review the existing benefits in the legal texts governing both the corporate tax and income tax to
ensure they provide sufficient and clear benefits for donors to CSOs.

It is equally important to focus on how to facilitate the implementation of the respective legal texts.
It is important to review the implementation practices and prepare a related guide and information
on how tax benefits for donors could be used. The respective Guide shall cover information about
under what circumstances and for whom tax exemptions/deductions are applicable, how much
deduction can be awarded to what type of donations, what shall the corporations and individuals
(donors) do in order to benefit from tax deductions.

Policies/Measures Supporting Philanthropy

Organizing campaigns and making advertisements that encourage donations is important. Equally
important is to ensure that CSOs have the necessary capacity to engage in fundraising but also in
ensuring they report on how they use the donations collected. The administration should support
philanthropy through:

e Providing support for the promotion of good examples and the need to donate for CSOs;

e Supporting capacity building initiatives aimed at increasing the level of knowledge and skills
of CSOs to engage in fundraising; etc.;

e Providing annual awards for the biggest corporate and individual donors.

Tax Exemptions for CSOs

There is a need to revise the legal text on Charitable Organizations which is outdated and not
compatible with today’s conditions. In addition, there shall be a review of the existing tax exemptions
for CSOs, to ensure that the tax framework provides a spectrum of benefits to all CSOs and not only
to charitable organizations. As such, the legal framework will be developed and amended by
bringing a public benefit status compatible with EU standards and good practices.

Outcomes

Amended legal text on public fundraising

New legal framework is available for a more inclusive public benefit status

A transparent and accountable fund for CSOs is established and operational

A feasibility study is available on contracting CSOs for public services and social
entrepreneurship

Established an award for philanthropy

A guide is developed and published on tax reliefs to promote donations
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3.2. Enabling Legal Framework for Civil Society

Reviewing the legal texts governing foundations and associations

A new legal text for associations has been adopted in July 2016. It has improved to a great extent the
legal framework for associations but there still remain a few issues to ensure that it is completely in
line with international standards. In addition, there are some practical problems that have arisen out
of the new legal text that need to be addressed. At the same time, the legal framework around
foundations is outdated, dating back to the British times, contains vague and unclear elements and is
not compatible with today’s conditions.

Drafting and adopting a new legal text for foundations

There is a need to update the “law on Foundations” and render it as amenable to current conditions
and needs. Specifically, the needs and operations of the “modern (¢cagdas) foundations” cannot be
properly met with the existing legal framework. There are several problems in the existing legal text
on a variety of issues such as vagueness and challenges in founding and managing a foundation and
to which authority they are liable to in their activities, permissions, etc. These all result in
implementation problems.

Thereby, a new legal text governing the founding and operations of foundations shall be drafted and
adopted, which will be compatible with EU standards. Compatibility with the legal text on
associations shall also be sought. This draft will be prepared in consultation with the CSOs,
specifically with foundations.

Amendments to the “law on associations”

A number of issues with the implementation of the new legal text have been noted and that is why it
is necessary to make a thorough assessment of how it has affected CSOs in practice. One problem
already noted is that a part of the civil society sector is not covered— the existing unions, for example.
In addition, there are several specific provisions that should be reviewed to ensure that foreigners
enjoy the same rights as citizens; foreign associations (and associations of foreign origin) can operate
in the northern part of Cyprus in all areas just like local associations and the procedure for this is not
too burdensome; there is no requirement for preliminary approval in case of foreign funding but only
notification for all types of associations; etc.

Improved Implementation

A “regulation/by-law” for the new legal text is necessary for proper, consistent and systematic
implementation and it shall be drafted in consultation with CSOs. Guidance and trainings will also be
provided to ensure its proper implementation.

There is a need for increasing the knowledge of the employees/staff in the “district governorships”
about the legal framework and their implementation. The lack of sufficient expertise leads to a
considerable loss of time and labour. Insufficient and incoherent knowledge and guidance of the
employees may, from time to time, lead the organizations to take wrong steps and even be fined.
The respective employees of the “district governorships” shall be provided periodic trainings on civil
society and its role, international and EU standards around freedom of association, as well as the
existing legal framework.

Other measures to improve the implementation framework shall also be taken as below:
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e Publishing simple questions and answers on the official website of the “ministry of interior”
on the most frequently asked questions;

e Providing contacts of a person in the administration that can provide brief information to
CSOs on the new law,

e Qutreaching to CSOs for reminders (e.g. when annual reporting deadline is approaching) and
for raising awareness about the requirements and provisions of the legal environment.

Volunteering

Regulations shall be amended, new ones will be drafted if/when necessary and put into effect for
promoting and encouraging volunteerism.

Outcomes

A new legal text is adopted for foundations

Amendments made on the legal text for associations

A “by-law/regulation” is adopted for better implementation of the legal text on associations
The capacity of duty-bearers for implementing the legal framework for CSOs is increased via
guidelines and periodical trainings

A system of information is created by the administration to provide CSOs with guidance and
information about the legal framework and its implementation

The legal framework is improved to promote volunteerism

3.3. Participation in Decision-Making

CSOs are important partner to the administration in the decision-making process. They can provide a
different point of view, provide alternative ideas and can also provide the opinion of groups that
otherwise may be difficult to reach e.g. people with disabilities, etc. More importantly, participation
is a recognized right under the International Covenant for Civil and Political Rights (art. 25) and under
the Council of Europe Guidelines on Civil Participation in Political Decision-Making (adopted by the
Committee of Ministers on 27 September 2017). It is important to establish mechanisms through
which to ensure that CSOs have access to information on the planned policy and legislative
initiatives, are involved in the consultation process and in active dialogue and participation.

Consultation Standards

In order to strengthen the consultative role of CSOs, the Turkish Cypriot administration shall develop
standards for involvement of CSOs — these will be simple rules on when and how CSOs should be
involved in the development of policies and legislation. Examples of such standards include the need
to publish draft legal texts for consultation, to provide a minimum number of days to receive
opinions of CSOs, to provide feedback with motives for rejecting/accepting the proposals made, etc.

A mechanism shall be developed and put in practice for promoting the participation of CSOs in
decision-making, by measures such as making the information about draft decisions and laws publicly
accessible, together with the analysis of recommendations proposed.
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Structures for CSO Participation

There is a need for the appointment of “civil servants” with duties that are related to civil society in
all administration institutions (“municipalities”, EVKAF, “ministries”, etc.). Such contact
points/officials within the administration shall be responsible for organizing public consultations,
engaging CSOs and serving as a liaison between the institutions and CSOs.

Clear Criteria for Selection of CSO Members in Joint Bodies

There are some committees, the establishment of which is stipulated in certain legal texts, and which
envisage participation from civil society. Very often the selection criteria are not defined and clear in
the respective provisions. Such “laws” shall have clearer rules on how organizations participate. The
bodies established under them shall also be open to control and monitoring of civil society - they
shall be more transparent and accountable.

Increasing the Capacity of CSOs and the Administration

Capacity building work about the role and importance of CSOs shall be carried out in all existing
administration units (such as the “ministry of interior” or the “district governorships”). This will help
the administration understand better their potential partners. Similarly, the administration should
support and help organize trainings for CSOs in collaboration with civil society on how to be involved
in the decision-making process and what is the benefit for them.

Civic Education

A crucial element of participation is civic education. In order for people to participate either directly
or through CSOs, they need to understand the benefits of participation and the value of being
involved in the decision-making process. It is necessary to encourage the youth to engage in civil
society, and include civic education in the schools. The new “law on associations” facilitates the
membership of the children to the associations so it is important to organize awareness and capacity
building at schools. The curriculum shall be reviewed and revised to ensure young people receive
education on civil society and participation.

Outcomes

Criteria and standards for CSOs’ consultation developed and in place

A consultation system is created and in place to ensure the implementation of standards, to
encourage involvement of CSOs and publish analysis of feedback

Focal points in all administration units are identified for improved CSO relations

Clear criteria developed and adopted for CSO members in joint committees in administration
units

Increased capacity of the administration and CSOs on the importance of CSOs and
participation mechanisms
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4. Monitoring and Implementation

To ensure smooth implementation of the Strategy, the administration will also adopt an
Implementation Plan for the measures listed within three months of the Strategy’s adoption. The
Plan should include the exact activities to be undertaken to implement the measures, the timeline in
which the respective activities will be implemented, the primary responsible administration agency
for the implementation (as well as any related agencies) and the budget necessary for the
implementation. Each year the Implementation Plan will be reviewed and updated, if necessary.

The institution responsible for the overall implementation and coordination will be special unit to be
established under the Turkish Cypriot Leadership OR ”“council of ministers”.

Additional monitoring mechanisms shall also be developed as below:

e Internal reports by all obliged units/institutions to the main administration institution
responsible for the Strategy implementation;

e Annual report on the implementation (taking into account the reports of obliged
institutions);

e A website that visualizes the progress in the implementation of the Strategy;

e Once every two years “parliamentary” level deliberations on the implementation of the
Strategy where both the administration and CSOs present reports;

e Annual conferences held by the “parliament” with the CSOs to review the progress and
deficiencies in Strategy implementation;

e Mid-term and final evaluation by independent expert(s).



