Civil society engagement with national health policy processes

Q&A with Mayowa Joel, Communication Development Centre, IHP+ Southern Civil Society Representative

What challenges do CSOs face when they engage with health policy and planning processes?
At both global and national levels, CSO engagement in health policy and planning processes is very challenging for so many reasons. This is primarily because civil society engagement in health policy and planning processes is very limited. Very few civil society organizations are focusing on policy issues or actively engaged in health systems strengthening processes including Health Sector Coordinating Committees. Also, the attitude and support for effective civil society engagement at the health policy and planning processes is very inadequate. The encouraging thing is that there is general consensus on the need for effective civil society engagement in all policy and planning processes in the health sector including IHP+.

How do CSOs get involved with national planning processes? 
This depends on country context but a few examples include through direct engagement with the Ministry of Health especially its Department of Planning, Research and Statistics. Civil Society Organizations are also involved in the national planning process through their networks or coalitions. The latter is likely to be more sustainable and effective than other ad-hoc engagements.

How has IHP+ contributed to this? 
IHP+ is one of the catalysts for improving CSO engagement in policy and planning processes in the health sector. There has been increased consciousness and acceptability on the value-added of CSO engagement. Many more Ministries of Health and development partners are reaching out to CSOs. CSOs are also expanding their focus by using disease-specific and issue-based programs as entry points to broader health issues. A significant change is the improvement in collaboration and coordination among CSOs in the health sector in order to improve their engagement in policy and planning processes.

What is your hope for the future in relation to aid effectiveness and CSOs?
Our hope for the future is for CSOs to be active partners in promoting aid effectiveness and monitoring all other resources to health. Most importantly, it is envisaged that CSOs will continue to improve their watch-dog role in improving transparency and accountability of aid.

What would you say to CSOs who want to get involved in planning national health strategies? 
Primarily, CSOs should properly understand the role of government and other stakeholders as well as appreciate their own complimentary roles and comparative advantage. Furthermore, CSOs need to improve the collaboration and coordination among themselves in order to ensure an effective and sustainable engagement in all policy and planning processes. Also, CSOs need to maintain the same standard of accountability and transparency that are demanded of government and other stakeholders.
