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Tanzanian civil society 
campaigning for change

by Julie Tumbo, Ben Awinda, and Rhonda Schlangen

Three recent groundbreaking advocacy campaigns signal a shift in the capacity and effectiveness of 
Tanzanian civil society to serve as an influential actor for change:

Jukwaa la Katiba—JUKATA—coordinated a massive national effort to equip citizens to 
participate in the process to reform the national constitution and ensure that government upheld 
commitments for an open and participatory process. 

The Pastoral Women’s Council and Women’s Rights and Leadership Forums in forty-two villages 
united to protect pastoralists’ access to traditional land in Ngorongoro. 

A broad coalition of civil society organizations (CSOs) and citizens banded together in a high-risk 
effort to end a labor impasse between doctors and the government that had dire consequences for 
people who could not access the health care they needed. 

Case studies describing the experiences and learning from these campaigns are aimed at informing and 
inspiring other CSOs in Tanzania and other countries. Through the open participation of the campaigning 
organizations, these case studies provide an unvarnished, behind-the-scenes look at campaigning in 
Tanzania. The people involved generously shared their successes and missteps in hopes that others might 
benefit in the future. 

This document draws common lessons from the campaigns about managing network-based action, use 
of multiple and interconnected advocacy strategies, and identifying campaign “results” that go beyond of 
changes in policies and processes (Table 1).

Campaign for citizen participation 
in the constitution review

JUKATA

Ngorongoro land rights campaign

Pastoral Women’s Council

Campaign to end the 2012 doctors’ strike

Civil society organizations and individuals

During Tanzania’s constitution review 
process (2010–2013), 184 CSOs 
joined together to ensure that citizens 
were meaningfully engaged in an 
open, consultative, and democratic 
constitution-making process. 

Results
• Established a precedent for greater 

voice of citizens in constitution 
reform processes

• Created a platform to coordinate 
participation across interest groups

• Reached more than 4 million 
citizens with information about their 
rights, including those in remote and 
marginalized communities

In 2013, 75,000 pastoralists in eight villages 
of Ngorongoro District were threatened 
with displacement from 1,500 square 
kilometers of their traditional lands. Women 
and traditional leaders of forty-two villages 
and the district conducted a high-profile 
public campaign to protect the land from 
development. 

Results
• Demonstrated the ability of historically 

marginalized pastoralists to organize and 
advocate for their access to traditional 
lands

• Built acumen of pastoralists in technical 
and legal aspects of land rights 

• Held off the threatened development of 
pastoralists’ land

In 2012, a strike by doctors in a labor dispute 
with the government led to a disruption of 
medical care in an already strained public health 
system. A diverse coalition of individuals and 
organizations joined to urge resolution of the 
strike. This campaign is notable for its organic 
nature, the diversity of its participants, and the 
boldness of its action. 

Results
• Demonstrated dynamism of Tanzanian civil 

society and citizens 
• Modeled a fluid, collaborative campaign 

drawing on members’ skills without support 
from external or additional resources

• Reached compromise when the Tanzanian 
government met some of the demands

Table 1. Campaign snapshots

Note: CSOs, civil society organizations; JUKATA, Jukwaa La Katiba Tanzania. 
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Civil society context
The advocacy by civil society actors profiled in the case studies takes place in a contested context.1 
Democratic space in Tanzania for open expression of public opinion is uncertain. Although there are 
thousands of registered CSOs, they have traditionally played a service provider role and have only more 
recently demonstrated their potential as a voice for change. They do so with limited public support and 
threats of repercussions. 

There is limited public appetite to challenge the government or authority in general. Poverty saps interest 
and attention from civic participation, forcing people to focus on daily survival. The media, critical allies 
in the three campaigns profiled here, also lack resources and, in some cases, the technical knowledge to 
serve the public as credible sources of unbiased information. As a result, engaging members of the public 
in speaking out for their rights—even when those rights are clearly codified and guaranteed by law—can 
be difficult.

Advocacy work undertaken by some of these CSOs engenders significant barriers and risks. The public 
may view CSOs—particularly those that do not provide tangible community benefits or services—as less 
credible than the government. Advocacy is also a relatively new strategy to advance social justice goals and 
has only become a common strategy for CSOs over the past twenty years. Without a strong history of high-
profile successes, citizens are often indifferent to CSO’s advocacy efforts. Beyond indifference, people have 
taken offense, sometimes violently, to action that is seen as opposing or critical of the government. The 
resulting risks to CSOs’ health and safety affect their willingness to engage in advocacy, particularly if the 
issue is contentious. 

Lessons about campaign organization
To be effective, campaigns require collaboration and can benefit from coalitions, networks, and connections 
across interest areas and sectors. In the three Tanzanian campaigns profiled, no one organization had all 
the resources or capacities needed to stage the campaigns on their own; further, organizers recognized the 
need to pull support from across sectors and reach members of the public. The networked approach also 
helped compensate for often-significant power differences between the campaigners and the institutions 
or actors they were trying to influence. 

The commitment to collaboration was reflected in the way the campaigns were designed and carried out in 
a collective approach that tapped into organizations’ respective skills and resources.

Lesson #1: Coordination mechanisms should draw on member resources and reflect campaign contexts. 
The formality of the design was influenced by the nature of the campaign. Whereas JUKATA was 
responding to a relatively more structured opportunity, the Ngorongoro and doctors’ strike campaigns 
were responding to emergent and highly volatile situations. Regardless of the formality of the structure, 
in all three campaigns participants actively and voluntarily contributed skills and resources. Doing 
so enabled execution with limited resources and constructively engaged a range of stakeholders. 
Campaigns were also were intentionally or intuitively structured to balance efficient decision making and 
participation.

• JUKATA: With 184 member organizations, this campaign was organized around a central steering 
committee and supported by a secretariat. This structure was enabled by the campaign rolling out 
in line with a structured government process with a time line. It therefore had clearer parameters 
and more predictable processes as campaigns focused on more emergent issues. 

1 For a more complete review of contemporary civil society in Tanzania, please see Toni Haapanen, ed., Civil Society in Tanzania, 
KEPA’s Working Papers N:O 19 (Helsinki, Finland: The Service Center for Development Cooperation, 2007),  
http://www.sarpn.org/documents/d0002929/CS_Tanzania_Haapanen.pdf.
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• Ngorongoro land rights: The Pastoral Women’s Council (PWC), with its community connections and 
established service delivery and advocacy partnerships in pastoralist communities, was well 
equipped to work with the village- and district-level Women’s Rights and Leadership Forums 
(WRLFs) to coordinate the campaign.

• Campaign to end the doctors’ strike: The most informal and fluid of the three campaigns, action by 
a core group of participating organizations and individual citizens was largely ad hoc. Tanzania 
Gender Networking Programme and Legal and Human Rights Centre, relatively well-established 
CSOs that were also willing to bear the brunt of personal and reputational attacks, led most 
campaign coordination efforts. 

Lesson #2: Collaboration by diverse actors is facilitated by taking time to establish clear consensus on 
shared campaign priorities.
Often diverse organizations come together in a campaign focused on a shared concern. Operating a 
campaign involving a diverse network of players is a challenging proposition when it comes to making 
decisions. All three campaigns shared lessons about the importance of taking time to harmonize priorities 
and approaches of the different participants to support buy-in and harmonized actions. As the campaigns 
were implemented, these agreements also served as a foundation for efficient decision making.

• JUKATA: JUKATA’s 184 members all came with issue priorities that they wished to advance 
through the constitution review process. JUKATA made the contentious decision to forego use of 
the campaign to champion particular issues, focusing instead on a shared basic goal of promoting 
and ensuring citizen participation in the constitution review process. Insistence on the primacy of 
this shared basic goal enabled JUKATA to move forward with a unified voice. Creating space for 
citizen participation then enabled individual CSOs to promote their issues independently through 
the consultation processes.

• Ngorongoro land rights: While the pastoralists were mutually concerned about encroachment 
on their traditional lands, the WRLFs held planning and reflection meetings to agree on basic 
campaign messages and strategies. In turn, the forty-two WRLFs acted as the connectors between 
the campaign and people in their villages, channeling information and coordinating action. 

• Campaign to end the doctors’ strike: As a loose coalition without a formal structure, participants 
managed differences by adopting norms for collaboration. For example, in cases of security 
threats, members were free to take action without formal approval from campaign directors. 
Given risks to participants’ safety, the campaign used face-to-face meetings as confidential and 
protected spaces where the campaigners could freely hold consult and plan.

Lesson #3: Community support is promoted by demonstrating how the campaign is intended to benefit 
them. 
All three campaigns attempted to engage citizens, who were at times passive or even oppositional. The 
campaigns tried to communicate their aims to support public good. They also tried to build awareness 
among citizens of their rights to have a voice in decisions made by the government or to speak for 
themselves when they are being adversely affected by issues. 

Citizens in turn also fueled all three campaigns with support (in the form of participating in public 
demonstrations and providing food), information, and intelligence that helped inform the campaign and 
protect campaigners from threats to their safety and security. 

• JUKATA: The campaign goal centered on engaging and supporting citizens, and the campaign 
approached them as active participants (not just beneficiaries). Citizens reported to JUKATA on the 
consultation processes being held around the country, enabling JUKATA to keep tabs on whether 
the government was adhering to guidelines and appropriately allowing citizen participation. They 
also provided intelligence information to the campaigners, including about planned government 
action and threats to campaigners. 
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• Ngorongoro land rights: As a people-powered campaign, pastoralist community members 
in the affected villages as well as the diaspora fueled the campaign. They participated in 
demonstrations, with their large numbers garnering publicity and pressure. Students returned 
home to serve as community organizers and developed the campaign’s social media strategies. 
Villagers provided livestock to feed protesters, and others donated funds to pay for travel and 
defray campaign costs. 

• Campaign to end the doctors’ strike: The campaign tried to educate the public about the doctors’ 
strike and encouraged citizens to share information about how the strike was affecting them. 
Citizens were involved in the protests, and individual citizens, like lawyers, went to the police 
station to pressure for the release of those who had been arrested. Citizens also provided 
information regarding the impact the doctors’ strike was having on them.  

Lesson #4: Effective campaigns are enabled by dynamic processes to plan, reflect, and adapt strategies in 
response to effective learning and communication.
The three campaigns used highly adaptive approaches to planning. Rather than working from a static 
logical model or plan, they incorporated critical reflection processes. Examining what was working (or not) 
and drawing on the past experiences of participants enabled campaigns to figure out when they needed to 
shift gears. They also went beyond simply selecting a strategy or course of action and planned for response 
scenarios. Particularly critical in a high-risk environment, they weighed possible reactions to the actions 
by campaigners and considered responses in turn, along with steps to mitigate risks.
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• JUKATA: The campaign held reflection meetings to gauge progress and plan. A briefing at one 
meeting noted that lack of a law guiding the process of a previous constitution review made it 
difficult for activists to hold duty bearers accountable. JUKATA then proposed a law to guide the 
review process. The Constitution Review Committee (CRC) adopted a similar law. JUKATA used 
this law to hold the CRC accountable for citizen participation in the review process.

• Ngorongoro land rights: Reflection meetings created space for the WRLFs to identify when there 
was a need for changes in strategies. For example, when policy makers were not responsive to 
requests, the WRLFs decided to take a tougher stance. They staged a symbolic protest, handing 
in their party membership cards to visiting policy makers and vowing not to vote for ruling party 
candidates until they returned with a satisfactory response. 

• Campaign to end the doctors’ strike: Campaigners experimented with myriad efforts to elevate media 
and policy-maker attention to the urgency of resolving the strike. Given the security risks of this 
campaign, processes to review potential action and assess risks were very important. The eventual 
decision to take high-profile, public action by occupying a major artery in Dar es Salaam came 
after campaigners realized lower-profile tactics weren’t working. 

Lesson #5: Skillfully engaging influential allies can extend the reach of the campaign to the decision makers 
and opinion leaders the campaign needs to influence to reach its goals.
The allies and potential allies on the periphery of the campaigns, whom the campaigns were trying to 
engage and influence, required attention and strategies. They often were the connectors between the 
campaign and the public and between the campaign and decision makers. Among these, the media and 
policy makers were important allies to all three campaigns. All three also experienced risks associated 
with portrayal of the campaigns in the media or appearances of having an agenda to support a particular 
political party. The lesson was to try to be cognizant of the risks and try to promptly manage them. 

• JUKATA: The national or local media was instrumental in communicating messages from JUKATA 
to citizens. However, there were missteps, such as when a newspaper photo showed JUKATA 
officials in the company of opposition political parties, whom opponents then claimed JUKATA 
was supporting. Later, JUKATA officials appeared with ruling party officials in media images, 
reinforcing their stated position of neutrality. 

• Ngorongoro land rights: National and international mainstream and social media helped amplify 
the Ngorongoro land rights issue from a local issue involving marginalized communities to an 
international one. An online petition garnered two million signatures from around the world, and 
foreign diplomats formed a task force on the issue, for example. This exposure helped elevate 
public profile of the campaign and reinforce the more direct strategies campaigners were using to 
engage policy makers. Parliamentarian allies helped campaigners secure meetings with high-level 
government officials and demanded the issue be put on parliament’s agenda.

• Campaign to end the doctors’ strike: The campaign tried to engage the media to communicate the 
repercussions caused by the doctors’ strike. However, media often played an oppositional role, 
promoting an image of the campaign as acting to support the self-interest of the doctors at the 
expense of the public good. In retrospect, some participants also realized that the campaigners’ 
refusal to meet with government officials short-circuited an opportunity to connect the strike to 
longer-term efforts to strengthen Tanzania’s health care system. 
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Campaign strategies 
Multiple, interconnected strategies work, especially if campaigners clearly articulate their agenda, 
analyze what is going well, and shift gears in response. These campaigns used several strategies, often 
simultaneously. No individual strategy made the campaign successful. Rather, campaigners used 
combinations of strategies—selected on the basis of resources, positioning, and opportunities—to 
influence decision makers. Campaigners also paid close attention to what was working and shifted 
strategies in response to both what they learned and changes in the campaign context. 

Table 2 is a sampling of strategies from the three campaigns. It illustrates the range of strategies employed.

Examples

Focus campaign capacity

Develop community expert hubs. 

In the Ngorongoro campaign, the WRLFs and councils of traditional leaders were community-organizing 
hubs with deep local knowledge and connections. PWC’s long-term community work on land rights 
primed the organization and WRLFs to get involved when land-grab crises arose in Ngorongoro and 
other places. During the Ngorongoro campaign, PWC backed the WRLFs and councils of traditional 
leaders with information and support, and thus enabled the WRLFs to effectively respond as a collective 
body when land rights crises arose. Similarly, JUKATA invested training and support in other CSOs so 
that they could effectively participate in the constitution review process. 

Enlist volunteer experts. 

Campaigns often lacked the breadth of expertise and resources necessary for their efforts. JUKATA 
assembled a volunteer expert resource group to provide guidance on constitutional law and other issues. 
In the case of the campaign to end the doctors’ strike, volunteer lawyers came to the aid of campaigners 
who were arrested after staging a public protest.

Public engagement

Facilitate open dialogues and issue debates.

The constitution review process was unprecedented, so people needed a chance to discuss it and ask 
questions. JUKATA held open dialogue sessions and issue debates to encourage questions and provide 
expert answers.  These were held live, on radio, and, to reach urban youth, via social media.

Use mass media to reach people in accessible ways.

All three campaigns wanted to inform as many people as possible and garner support from the public, 
leaders, and all people at national and international levels. Effectively doing so requires a clear sense of 
audiences and how best to reach them, and testing to see whether messages are getting through. For 
example, PWC’s use of social media to garner international attention was effective because it was sharply 
focused on reaching a specific target audience. Reaching remote rural areas in Swahili, where there may 
be no electricity to run TVs and computers, was a particular challenge for all three campaigns.  

Citizen allies

Tap community networks and connections to provide intelligence and support.

Grounding in communities and constituents propelled all three campaigns in different ways. Community 
networks helped protect campaigners’ safety and security, for example, by alerting them to threats. They 
provided food and financial support. Community members and allies also provided tips about impending 
developments and decisions that would potentially affect the campaign’s goals.

Enlist citizen monitors.

During the local constitution review processes throughout the country, JUKATA wanted to ensure that 
the democratic and consultative process stipulated by law was followed. Citizen mystery clients used a 
checklist provided by JUKATA to monitor whether required consultation steps were properly undertaken.

Table 2. Campaign strategies
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Influential allies

Work through alliances with influencers. 

The Ngorongoro campaign engaged religious leaders from a wide range of affiliations, who in turn 
tapped their connections with and influence on government leaders on behalf of the pastoralists.

The campaigners also engaged foreign diplomats, as they felt that perhaps their plight could be 
addressed through international channels; national-level efforts were slow to produce results. A 
supportive foreign diplomat introduced to the campaign delegation to Dar es Salaam formed a 
committee of foreign diplomats who used their channels to raise the issue with Tanzanian authorities.

Policy allies

Stage friendly football matches with parliamentarians.

JUKATA was challenged to engage members of parliament through formal channels. Parliamentarians 
were not always open and trusting of JUKATA. So, JUKATA moved the playing field, literally, and invited 
them to friendly football matches. The matches cultivated an informal, convivial tone. After the matches, 
parliamentarians were more inclined to create time to listen to what JUKATA had to say about the 
constitution content and process.

Reach as high up the chain of influence as possible.

After district authorities did not respond to the satisfaction of the Ngorongoro land rights campaigners, 
the campaign shifted focus to senior officials with sufficient power and authority to influence the 
government to stop plans to appropriate the villagers’ land. They organized delegations to approach 
senior government officials in the statehouse in Dar es Salaam and in parliament in Dodoma.   

Policy and legal processes

Secure a seat in official processes that affect campaign goals.

JUKATA learned from other countries’ experiences that when CSOs do not have a representative in 
a constitution-making structure, views of the citizens may be ignored. With a collective voice of CSOs 
through the constitution, it was easier for them to push for CSO representation in key decision-making 
organs like the Constitution Review Committee and Constitution Assembly.

Take legal action. 

On behalf of the campaigners and their affected communities, CSOs (including Pastoral Indigenous 
NGOs Forum, Legal and Human Rights Centre, Ujamaa Community Resource Team, PWC, and 
NGOs’ Network) initiated a legal injunction and court case to stop the seizure of the land and demand 
compensation for damages incurred during forced eviction of villagers when homes and livestock were 
destroyed and people injured.

Direct action

Stage public demonstrations, sit-ins, and marches.

The Ngorongoro campaigners felt that members of the public and decision makers might be 
sympathetic and supportive if they knew about their plight. They undertook large, high-profile, public 
demonstrations in Ngorongoro, Dar es Salaam, and Dodoma to draw attention of citizens and decision 
makers.

Consider tactical maneuvers to delay processes.

In Ngorongoro, campaigners learned that the intent of a visit by the minister of natural resources and 
tourism to meet with villagers was to announce that their land would be taken. The meeting was a 
required step in the land reallocation process mandated by law. The villagers boycotted the meeting and 
by their passive resistance tactically forced a delay in the process of land allocation.

Note: CSO, civil society organization; JUKATA, Jukwaa La Katiba Tanzania; NGOs, nongovernmental organizations; PWC, 
Pastoral Women’s Council; WRLF, Women’s Rights Leadership Forum.

Table 2 (continued)
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Campaign results
Campaign “results” go beyond formal changes in policy or practice and reinforce civil society’s capacity to 
engage with decision makers. All three of these campaigns reached some sort of resolution, with mixed 
views on the extent to which their aims were achieved. The case studies, however, suggest that there have 
been some important but less visible effects. 

The JUKATA campaign helped introduce a generation of Tanzanian citizens to participation in 
public processes and to engage with the concept that government should represent their views, 
down to the most fundamental policy: the national constitution. 

The campaign to end the doctors’ strike concluded when the government and doctors negotiated an 
end to the strike. The campaign demonstrated a capacity of civil society to intuitively self-organize 
and act across sectors that few apparently realized existed. It also exemplifies the capability of 
civil society to quickly organize an effective response when advocates are intimidated during the 
course of their campaigning (in this case, when they were arrested).

The Ngorongoro land rights campaign was temporarily resolved when the prime minister 
announced a halt of the land takeover. However, the high demand for Tanzania’s resources and 
relatively limited power of pastoralists means that their vulnerability to displacement continues. 
The legacy of the Ngorongoro and other land rights campaigns is a network of community-based 
land advocates committed to mobilize in response to future land grabs. 
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Looking for a singular campaign “win” misses many important signs of progress. There is a below-the-
surface value to campaigning, too. Campaigners experienced results that were less visible to others, such 
as stronger advocacy skills and improved connections with other campaigners. Externally, there is a sense 
that the campaigns helped strengthen civil society, demonstrating to policy makers and others a confidence 
to act and an ability to coordinate citizens’ voices.

Taken together, the campaigns suggest that Tanzanian civil society is playing a more influential and 
coordinated role in decisions and issues that affect the lives of Tanzanians. The experiences honed 
advocacy acumen and solidified skills and practices to coordinate action by a varied set of actors with 
diverse interests. Networks were connected and relationships forged. Broadly speaking, there is a sense 
that the campaigns helped strengthen civil society.

Looking to the future
Tanzanian CSOs have demonstrated that campaigns can be an important mechanism to amplify issues and 
accelerate change. In the future, they and other CSOs have opportunities to strengthen campaign practices. 
The case studies signal three particular areas for attention:
 
1. Adopt more deliberate efforts to document campaign actions, processes, and learning. The campaigns 
operated with a robust approach to reflection and review as a way to make decisions about next steps. 
They were highly adaptive as a result. That approach to critical reflection should be expanded to include 
documenting and sharing learning. The campaigns were rich opportunities for learning and growth for 
those involved, but limited documentation or records short-circuited the ability to share learning across 
organizations. 

2. Strengthen institutional capacity, investments, and approaches to manage risk and protect campaigners. 
Participants and allies in all three campaigns were involved at the risk of their safety and well-being. As 
the campaigns illustrated, advocacy by citizens is not broadly supported by the public or policy makers, 
and safe space to challenge authorities is not guaranteed. Therefore, there is a need to build knowledge, 
skills, and plans for managing risks and protecting those who are involved in all campaigns. CSOs that 
campaign can do this by mainstreaming risk management into their organizational cultures and ways of 
working, and operationalizing it in budgets and work plans. 

3. Anchor campaigns in a longer-term vision for change that places people at the center. Campaigns 
are a way to intensify focus and spur action toward a specific issue. They can also be instruments to 
propel progress toward larger change if they are grounded in a larger and longer-term goal. The PWC 
demonstrates how campaigns that are focused on hot-spot land rights issues can be anchored in broader 
efforts to address systemic change. Similarly, connecting campaigns to ongoing issues and processes 
can help amplify and elevate a campaign agenda. For example, JUKATA’s work on the constitution review 
process accelerated its ongoing work around elections and democracy. All three campaigns made an effort 
to involve citizens in advocating for their rights and the changes they want to see. For this to happen more 
effectively in the future, CSOs need to commit to ongoing and long-term efforts to engage the Tanzanian 
public in advocacy and demonstrate the power of acting with a collective voice. 

Tanzania is at a pivotal moment of change. CSOs and citizens are organizing and demanding a seat at the 
table. Lessons and experiences shared though these case studies will help to illuminate opportunities for 
CSOs to become even stronger and more effective voices for the citizens they serve.
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Notes
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