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Financing Development Practice:

How can we start to make the difference that makes a difference?

John Wilson and Dan Taylor1
Published on the Community Development Resources Association website - www.cdra.org.za 

‘The essence of learning is differences that make a difference’ (Gregory Bateson)

1. INTRODUCTION

New interpretations around the social construction of knowledge require that we state who we are and why we have jointly written this paper. We both were born and spent the formative years of our lives in southern Africa where we grew up and worked for many years. Each of us can make claim to close on 20 years’ work in the development field and this paper has grown out of our collective personal experiences. We both have set up and established local NGOs in southern Africa. We both have tremendous respect for the wisdom and tenacity of Africa’s poor2 who often defy the odds in their ability to cope with adversity - we have learnt much from them. They live both with and without ‘development’. Most of the funding of the development work we have been involved in has come from Europe; some has come from America. It still does - but what needs to be said is that without the finance there would be no development work. The question we ask is how does the nature of funding affect the work?  Does it matter? Or is it simply a question that money comes in some form or another?  Before answering this question let us explore how we have come to this question. 

Of late, we have both experienced life on the other side of the fence, that is, from the donors’ perspective. In fact, in recent years, we have both based ourselves in Europe, living in, and working out, of Europe for British organisations supporting development organisations or non-governmental organisations (NGOs). This has been primarily in eastern and southern Africa, and to a lesser extent in South Asia and Central America. Our experience has convinced us of something quite important: organisations doing good work as a general rule invariably find the money they need, somehow and somewhere. Does this imply that the ‘free market’ in development funding is efficient? If so, we would have no need to continue, for it would simply be a case of letting the ‘market forces’ of development finance continue. This we believe would be to miss the point.

We have been observing the nature of funding and the tremendous impact it has on development outcomes; our conclusion is that there are serious flaws in the way development is funded. It not only affects the quality of the work but also has unforeseen consequences that are quite detrimental, creating in turn greed, opportunism and mendacity. This is exacerbated by changing donor fads and fashions. We move from one type of funding to the next: a cyclical process in which bilateral and multilateral funding of recipient state budgets (budgetary aid) in one decade is followed by project-based funding. It is almost as though the failure of one leads ineluctably into the other. It comes as no surprise then that the poor become pawns in a costly game of manoeuvre and counter- manoeuvre whilst the rhetoric of development  - words like partnership, mobilisation, empowerment and participation - are appropriated into the vocabulary of the powerful – a discourse which in its articulation depoliticises the development process.

It is time to address these flaws. In order to do this, it is necessary first to better understand the existing situation before we start to explore options. Our interest is a world in which social justice prevails, one in which a more effective and vibrant local civil society in the South can work equally and collaboratively with civil society in the North to challenge current inequalities. We realise this is no small task. 

This paper first presents an overview of the development landscape: firstly, we offer our perceptions on the current context of the financing of development practice; secondly, we investigate the characteristics of the main players; and, finally we offer some ideas on the way forward. Let us be clear, however, that our interest is not in major development projects but in processes of development that, given the appropriate level of support, enable poor communities to do things for themselves3. 

2. THE CURRENT SITUATION – WHY A NEED FOR A CHANGE

Development in essence is about people, what they do and what they don’t do. As such it is embedded in a seamless web of social relationships: between donor and recipient; between NNGO (Northern NGOs) and SNGO (Southern NGO); between SNGO and CBO (Community-Based Organisation); and indeed between individuals who comprise the groups (or communities), the so-called ‘targets’ of the development process. Why do the relationships in the financing of development need to change? 

By their very nature they are short-term relationships because donors’ funding horizons are short-term. Current financing, by and large, promotes short-term projects. We do not however believe that a short-term project is developmental. On the contrary, for us it is fundamental that development is seen as a long-term process. It implies a gradual unfolding of people’s latent capacity to innovate, to deal with set backs or adversity, to take control over their lives, to hold onto a vision for a better future, to seize opportunities, to develop and nurture a variety of relationships, to learn from experiences, and to be involved in civil and political life.

Most current financing is obsessed with the type of accountability that equates to regimes of measurement. Development is reduced to a pre-defined set of activities on the assumption – implicit or explicit – that they will translate into a finite number of outputs and outcomes – a one-dimensional view of development which progresses linearly along a pre-determined development path. This is a highly mechanistic view of development, divorced from the reality of living in an uncertain world. It is much less concerned with processes and relationships, where development is more iterative; more cyclical in the learning mechanisms that arises; and, more serendipitous or indeed haphazard.

There is a need for an understanding that social forces deflect the development process away from its goals and objectives, so that we end up some distance away from where we anticipated. It is not surprising to us that, again and again, ‘development’ projects prove themselves unsustainable; or the term ‘sustainability’ is used with such looseness that it means anything or even nothing. We see, at the community level, planning processes and procedures – all in the name of accountability and building capacity - that stifle creativity. There is some innovative work happening in the development field, this we do not contest, but not nearly enough. Unfortunately, the way development is financed transforms those involved in development on the ground into mere deliverers of services or goods (irregardless of whether these are water, training or, indeed rights-based activities). So development is reduced to a project cycle in which the log frame (logical framework) is not merely a planning or clarification tool, or a yardstick for measuring progress. On the contrary, the log frame becomes the project, the indicators the goal and the outcomes are reduced to a set of activities which are ticked off along the way. 

Development is calling for change, for more innovation and for greater creativity. But we believe that this must start with a fundamental change in the nature of one of the key development relationships - the relationship between donor (funders) and implementers (recipients). The current situation, where donors define the policies for the financing of development practice and implementers play a passive, unquestioning role as recipients of both the money and the policies, is we believe untenable. There is at times some consultation, an evolving trend on which we can potentially build, but this consultation is still minimal and often ignored; but it is also used as a justification for the maintenance of the status quo – ‘we have consulted and therefore our duty is done’. 

This situation implies, in our opinion, that donor policymaking is handicapped by arrogance and ignorance. How can people sitting in the capitals of the North or, indeed, in the South, who themselves are not involved in the day to day realities of development on the ground, make funding policies on their own? Is it sufficient to base development policy on the views of consultants who make fleeting visits into rural areas, and whose research is often superficial and mediated through interlocutors who themselves can make no claims to representing the views of the poor. There is a discontinuity between policy and practice. Funders want to demonstrate the positive impact of their funding. They want to show that the money has been used to help a certain number of people in a particular way. This impact that is accounted for is important, but it does not equate to sustainable development - far from it. 

Europe’s perception of development exacerbates this. It is a perception that further distorts the situation. People talk about Aid and debate the merits of Aid (or Trade). But for those working on the ground this often misses the point. It is true that there are times when a situation calls for Aid, for example, when there have been natural disasters such as a drought causing mass starvation or floods or earthquakes causing large-scale displacement. Development work, however, is a far cry from this. It is very different. Yet, people in the north often mix it all up together in their minds. Thus, development becomes synonymous with the charitable act of giving. This perspective on development is then not about changing or transforming one situation into another; it is not about poverty and inequality; it is not about changing relations of power. Development is all this; it is also about learning from, building on and changing a given situation and, in the process, transforming the contours of power.

 In many ways, good development practice can be likened to adult education in the North. In Europe, large amounts of funds are invested in adult education. For example, in Britain the government’s ‘learning for life’ policy aptly expresses this objective. Both formal and informal education are a key part of their development as societies. These funds are not regarded as ‘Aid’ or ‘Charity’ but as important instruments of structuring civil society towards an educated citizenry – highly skilled citizens who are better equipped to contribute to society both economically and politically. Indeed this channelling of funds contributes towards essential social, political and economic goals which are fundamental to democracy. If financing of development is going to be effective in future, this muddling of development with charity, must change. What Africa needs more than anything is a massive programme of ‘adult education’, remembering that at the heart of good adult education lies the facilitation of self-learning. 

A positive part of the current situation is that there is a great deal of experience with development practice. And there is a lot of experience with different funding mechanisms. All this provides a pool of experience and potential. To tap this potential fruitfully, those involved in development need to look long and hard at what they are doing, what they are achieving and at the nature of their relationships. We believe that in order to revamp the situation, a paradigm shift in the financing of development is called for. 

At the moment there is a culture of blame; this must be transformed into a culture of reciprocal learning so that we can move forward. Those in the North are frustrated by what they perceive as a lack of capacity on the ground and talk endlessly of capacity building. Those in the South indulge in relentless donor bashing, blaming donors as the cause of their problems. We understand the situation of both sides having sat on both sides of the fence. 

We realise that this is not a healthy situation. It is an impasse that must be overcome. Some organisations are trying to do this through exploring and developing ‘partnerships’. These efforts are good and important but they don’t go nearly far enough.

The basis of any change must commence with a thorough understanding of the current situation and so the next section identifies and characterises some of the main actors.  

3. THE CURRENT ACTORS AND THEIR CHARACTERISTICS 

What follows are notes on the various agencies involved in funding development. It is an incomplete analysis, but nonetheless provides a picture of funding flows from North to South. In setting out this typology we acknowledge that we have potentially over generalised in some cases and have ignored the ‘grey areas’ where one category merges or overlaps with another.

3.1 The Public in the North

The public in the North participate in ‘development’ by giving money in two ways:  either as an involuntary contribution to the fiscal purse through taxation or through voluntary donations often referred to as charitable giving. As indicated in the section above, in the North, charity and development sit side by side) and increasingly trade, security and development are moving closer together). For example, those UK organisations that work in international development (development in the South) are known not only as non-governmental organisations (NGOs), or civil society organisations (CSOs) but also as charities and are as such registered with the Charities Commission. This means that they do not (need to) pay tax on their income. It also means that permissible activities are defined by legislation. This limits their involvement in certain activities, particularly those falling within the political realm.  

To raise money from the public, therefore, organisations need to appeal to people’s charitable side, and the way funds are raised reflects this. This has serious implications for the fundraising message which places the emphasis not on development, but on charity. This means that there is something of a hidden lie beneath much of public fundraising. Poverty may be real but representations of the poor distort reality and are often false, portraying poor people as helpless victims of circumstances devoid of any dignity. For example, it lends itself to generalisations about an entire continent - of considerable diversity in both its environment and its people – characterising it as a single, uniform problem. Yet the starving masses of Africa depicted with dramatic effect on our television sets in the North apply only to specific places, at specific times.  Africa as the continental ‘basket-case’, incapacitated by poverty and in need of charity, continues as the underlying theme.

Another important factor to consider which impacts on public fundraising is the intense competition amongst charities in the North for donor funding. The public is bombarded with mail shots, newspaper and magazine inserts and advertisements, and television appeals. There are large public appeals and endless small fundraising events at the local level. Sponsored runs and walks happen all the time. In fact, only a small proportion of charities work internationally and most are charities in the true sense, not developmental organisations in any sense at all.

While it is true that there is a lot of money in the North, and there is a ‘culture of giving’, there are an increasing number of causes competing for that money, particularly since statutory sources are not available to all. In effect fundraising from the public has become very specialised, and fundraising both a profession and a career path. There is the danger is that fundraising becomes an end in itself, with a greater organisational focus on fundraising rather than the programmes that it is meant to support. 

As discussed elsewhere, there is a need for fundraising to adopt a different ethical base and there is an increasing move towards ethical fundraising. But ‘ethical fundraising’ needs to be the norm rather than the exception, and the poor must be portrayed with the dignity that they deserve. To do this will require, particularly in relationship to international causes, that the public must be redirected towards the positive message of what development  - that process by which communities are empowered to take control over their lives  - can achieve, rather than the negative message of destitution which is both demeaning and untrue.

3.2 Northern Governments

We refer here to flows of funding paid for through taxation and which are known as bilateral and multilateral aid. Government to government comprises the majority of Aid flows, although private sector investment in the South now exceeds this. The United Nations has a target of 0.7% of GNP for OECD countries, achieved in 2002 by only 4 countries. It is interesting to note that the United States is at once the largest contributor of development assistance amongst the OECD countries in dollar terms ($2.59 billion), yet at the same time it is the smallest when measured as a percentage of national income (0.12 percent of GNP), and that Europe gives over 50% of Overseas Development Aid (ODA). 

Since Northern governments working through Southern governments are the major funders in the development field, they obviously have a big influence on the direction of development work (we deal with multilateral funding in the next section). As departments of government they follow national government policy, and over the years have subscribed to a number of  ‘new’ development approaches. These approaches are known as, for example, ‘basic needs’,  ‘sustainable livelihoods’ or ‘rights-based’ development. Once taken on board by government these approaches soon become an essential part of development discourse. Agencies such as Canada’s CIDA, Denmark’s DANIDA, UK’s DFID, Germany’s GTZ, Japan’s JICA, Norway’s NORAD, Sweden’s SIDA, and US’s USAID, soon become household names for anyone involved in development. 

As government agencies, they shift policies according to the government of the day, which often results in marked changes in both the quantity and quality of development assistance. From a Southern perspective these changes of direction lead to discontinuities and inconsistencies incompatible with good development. For example, the neo-liberal policies that are currently in vogue have a marked impact on the types of funding – both in terms of the quality and quantity  – with an increasing emphasis on Trade rather than Aid.

Although these agencies work predominantly through budgetary aid (that is, through Southern governments in the form of governments to government transfers), donor conditionalities relating to democratisation, government transparency or even removals of barriers to trade often preclude this relationship, with the result that funding is channelled through the civil society sector in the South. South Africa during the apartheid era provides a good example of this – both unwilling and unable to fund the white regime, international donors, during the 1980s and early 1990s, gave large sums of money to NGOs to support democratic development.

Governments in the North also fund NNGOs (Northern NGOs) and church groups working in the South. Often the bulk of NNGOs’ money is derived from their respective governments. In Germany, for example, there is a tax levied on citizens according to their church affiliation which is paid to the development wing of their respective churches: Misereor being the Catholic development wing and EED/Bread for the World being its Protestant equivalent. Novib, a very big NGO donor, receives nearly all its money from the Dutch government. 

In the UK, the previous Overseas Development Administration (ODA) within the Foreign and Commonwealth Office under the Conservative government became the Department for International Development (DFID) when the Labour government came into power in 1997. This has meant a higher status for international development, with a fully-fledged government department and minister with a seat in the UK cabinet. It has also meant considerable changes in policy. Development has risen within the national agenda and the UK government has been able to make inroads into the policies of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. 

Current commitment to the Millennium Development Goals by 2015 by governments and multilateral organisations is good in that it accords to development issues a degree of prioritisation – in discourse if not funding - but it is, we would argue, a commitment to a certain kind of development, one that offers no critique on the impact of globalisation and the fundamental global inequalities that persist.

Continuing with the example from the UK, from an NGO perspective, this change in government policy has meant a new funding mechanism known as the Civil Society Challenge Fund which has promoted rights based approaches to rural development. The more unstructured approach adopted by the old ODA, where good projects submitted by NGOs were chosen on the basis of their merit, has been followed by a far more systematic, bureaucratic and rigid approach to the funding of NGO work. Strict guidelines set the parameters for what can be funded and funding can now be accessed by CSOs taken to include trade unions, community groups, faith based organisations and NGOs. This is of itself not a problem, and, indeed, can be viewed as a more inclusive approach, drawing on the diverse strengths of civil society. But since funds available have not increased to reflect the increasing eligibility of organisations (and indeed are relatively small given the size of budgetary aid), this has lead to greater competition for funding. 

The increased bureaucratisation of development referred to in the previous paragraph characterises development as a whole. Public demands for greater transparency by governments have led to the increased introduction of systems of accountability. The move to greater accountability is at least in theory a good thing. The increased bureaucratisation that accompanies is far less desirable. It is part and parcel of the new ‘Audit Culture’ that arguably emerged in the late 1990s as a response to this. Current efforts then to measure development in the form of development outputs and outcomes through clearly defined indicators, which are often framed in quantitative terms, have led to rigidities in approaches to planning and monitoring – exemplified by the log frame approach first introduced by USAID.  

The log frame in its numerous variations, initiated as a planning and monitoring tool, has become a template by which good development is measured. We do not see the log frame as a neutral technique guiding agencies towards better development but an application of bureaucratisation which is applied differently by different government agencies (we discuss this later).  For example, this systematisation is taken to an extreme with USAID whereby organisations receiving funds from USAID have to comply with very strict financial monitoring systems, often requiring the purchase of a new accounting package with the necessary capability. It is then no surprise to come across organisations determined never to accept future USAID funding again because of the enormous amount of extra work this brings!  Other statutory funding is given with less conditionality, allowing organisations to continue with their own monitoring schemes, but subject to a satisfactory log frame. 

Government agencies generally have a difficulty in dispensing small sums of money, due largely to the transaction costs of dealing with a large number of organisations receiving relatively small amounts of funding. The costs that relate to this administrative burden make it difficult for small local NGOs in the south to gain access to these funds. However with the increasing trend towards decentralisation, some changes are underway. DFID for example has initiated Challenge Funds in certain countries in the South and, in India, has contracted out the management of the fund to the private sector. But even so, the move to financing fewer, larger programmes appears to be the direction in which even this funding is moving. The trend to larger funding confronts organisations with both a threat and an opportunity: small organisations may not be able to access funding but it also provides the opportunity for local NGOs to collaborate in the design and implementation of larger, joint programmes. 

The disbursement of development funding in gross terms, however, disguises one important fact: for every dollar given as ODA to poor countries, two dollars flows back through unfair trade (Oxfam Report 2002).  Given that most OECD countries are below the UN target of 0.7% of GNP, there is a long way to go before we get to a fairer development landscape. 

3.3 Multilaterals

The World Bank, the United Nation Agencies such as UNDP, FAO, IFAD, and the EU all receive funds from member governments. They channel most of these funds through southern governments. Institutions like the World Bank, for example, disburse large sums of money for individual projects and have had relatively little involvement with civil society organisations to date, although this situation is changing.  Some UN Agencies such as UNICEF operate as de facto NGOs and often raise funds from the public as well. 

European governments, such as the UK, contribute to the EU’s development budget as well its own. Current efforts by the EU to decentralise funding decisions away from Brussels to in-country offices  - referred to by the term ‘Deconcentration’ - are currently underway. The site of funding decision-making might have changed, although policies are still made in Brussels, but the approach taken by the EU or, for that matter, by multilateral institutions more generally has not. Funding tends to be technically oriented and, like the government agencies discussed above, is extremely bureaucratic. Change in the EU takes place slowly due to consensus-seeking procedures in the face of contradicting national priorities. Application forms and decision-making procedures are complicated and offices tend to be understaffed and applications must slot into existing, pre-determined criteria. Decision-making procedures for approving funding takes a long time possibly due to inadequate monitoring capacity. Planning and monitoring is log frame driven. Although the EU has a dedicated budget-line for NNGOs, other multilateral institutions too are showing greater interest in working with non-governmental organisations. 

3.4 Trusts and Foundations  

Most Trusts (as they are known in the UK) and Foundations (as they are known in the US and Europe) have endowments and use the return on these investments to fund projects. This means that although Trusts/Foundations have a secure source of funds, the amounts available as grants move up and down in relation to prevailing interest rates (an indication of stock market performance, where at least some of these investments will be invested). In the UK, the vast majority disburse fairly small sums of money, whereas the amounts disbursed by an individual US Foundation can be substantial. 

Two examples of large US Foundations are the FORD and Kellogg Foundations. The endowment to set up these two foundations came from the companies of the same name. Despite this, Foundations are usually independent of their original source of funds. Most Trusts or Foundations that support international development work in Africa usually also support work in their home countries. In the UK, the Sainsbury family – who set up a large UK supermarket chain - is an example of wealthy individuals establishing Trusts for the disbursement of funds for a variety of causes. 

Trusts are usually relatively quick in disbursing funds. Each has its own organisational style and favourite causes. Decision-making can vary from the idiosyncratic to the highly systematised. Since these are charitable trusts, there is some public accountability regarding their disbursement of funds. In the UK, for example, they must, as charitable trusts, be registered with the Charities Commission, a statutory body responsible for the regulation of charities. Although they do not have to account to the taxpayer or to the donating public - since they are private rather than public bodies - their grants must remain within the ‘charitable’ realm. By and large they have much more independence in their choice of funding than other donors. They have the freedom to take risks which are sometimes reflected in the type of organisations and projects they fund - often seeking innovation more actively. 

The bigger Trusts/Foundations employ professionals to manage administrative matters. Some of them, particularly the large American ones, may have offices in the regions or countries where they are supporting work. Others do not, and rely on regular monitoring visits. Smaller trusts/foundations seldom visit the projects that they support relying on feedback through intermediary organisations. They make decisions on the basis of a written proposal usually submitted by an NNGO, from which they receive feedback on progress. With small budgets they tend to select once-off, short-term projects. They fund what catches their eye and often don’t have application formats.  
In recent years there has been talk of different and innovative funding mechanisms – such as Venture Capital Funds, which are very new – but it is too early to say what their impact is likely to be. There is also an increase in the number of Foundations and Trusts set up by wealthy philanthropists which are a potential source of funding for local civil society in Africa. However, as with raising money directly from the public, there is lots of competition for this funding and it requires specific knowledge, experience and skills, all of which are difficult, if not impossible, to acquire for those based in the South.

3.5 Northern Non-governmental Indirect Funding Organisations 

This seems rather a clumsy name for these organisations but we use it to differentiate them from NNGOs who fund organisations in the South directly. These organisations specialise in fundraising and then channel funds indirectly to the south via NNGOs.  Two examples of northern non-governmental indirect funding organisations in the UK are the Community Fund (formerly known as the National Lotteries Charities Board and now undergoing a name change) and Comic Relief. 

The Community Fund raises funds through a national lottery for which there are two draws per week. Most of the funds support a variety of UK activities but there is also an international development fund to which NNGOs can apply. Interestingly, there are many people in the UK who resent the fact that some of the money, a very small percentage, is used for support work in the South. The Community Fund is due to merge with The New Opportunities Fund in April 2004 but it is too early to predict the consequences of this for Southern funding. 

On the other hand, Comic Relief appeals directly to the public and has been highly successful in doing so. It enlists the support of well-known individuals from the entertainment industry and media personalities to raise funds on its behalf. Using innovative ways of attracting public interest - the most well known being ‘Red Nose Day’ – it gets considerable television coverage for its fundraising events. 

Both the Community Fund and Comic Relief use assessors/panels of experts in their selection processes.  Again, due to the need to be accountable to the public, applications and procedures are complicated. This is particularly so with the Community Fund which takes accountability very seriously. When compared to DFID in the UK, the sums of money at their disposal are small but they can still disburse fairly large sums of money per project. 

3.6 Northern Funding NGOs 

Northern Funding NGOs or international development organisations – which we have referred to as NNGOs - raise funds from the general public, trusts/foundations and governments and fund SNGOs and CBOs. These organisations do not generally get involved in the implementation side of projects. (However in some countries NNGOs are working directly with communities – see section below on these types of organisations.)  Examples of a few of the bigger organisations in this category include NOVIB and HIVOS (The Netherlands), OXFAM and Action Aid (UK), and terre des hommes (France) and the Church Development arms such as Bread for the World and Misereor (Germany), CORDAID (The Netherlands), Christian Aid and CAFOD (UK) to name just a few.  All these organisations have large annual budgets and many members of staff. These organisations do not fund governments. They are probably the main source of funds for SNGOs. However OXFAM also implements in Malawi, for example, where it sees a lack of SNGO capacity. 

As with foundations and trusts there are differences when it comes to how they administer and monitor their funds. Many have offices in the countries where they are working. Others, as a matter of principle, do not have in-country offices. These latter organisations rely on regular visits by personnel working out of Europe and/or the use of local consultants. 

As well as the large organisations, there are also many small, NNGOs that raise funds from the public and from their governments to support NGOs and CBOs in the south. Some of these smaller funding NGOs only work in one country, while others may extend to four or five. The budgets of these smaller organisations are often less than a million US dollars per year. 

There is a clear trend that has emerged over the last few years: funds available for disbursement by international development organisations or NNGOs are diminishing. There are a number of reasons for this. For many of these organisations Government is the major source of funds but, even if this is not the case, Government remains a very important donor since few organisations rely only on private funding sources. Governments wish to reduce their administrative costs and, therefore, seek to reduce the number of NNGOs they fund. The only way of doing this is by disbursing larger amounts of money to fewer organisations, a strategy that favours larger NNGOs. At the same time, with governments increasingly pursuing neoliberal economic policies, NNGOs are forced into a position of opposition and a more confrontational relationship with their governments. This leads to a strained relationship, as NNGOs become vociferous critics of their funding sources. Furthermore, with the establishment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), Governments are increasingly seeing bilateral and multilateral aid as the chief instrument of development. This chasing of targets runs contrary to the more participatory approaches that NNGOs espouse. 

In recent years many of these organisations, especially the larger ones, have started putting more emphasis on their role as lobbyists in the north. Organisations from a number of different countries have come together under the Oxfam umbrella to make this lobbying effort more effective. Novib, for example, one of the biggest funding NGOs, has become a member of the Oxfam ‘family’. Some of the smaller NGOs are also recognising that they need to work more closely with each other.  

The growing emphasis on advocacy has led NNGOs to pressurise SNGOs towards a greater involvement in advocacy work. There is a logic in this: steps taken to engage governments in a development dialogue can only be applauded if it means those policies that are detrimental to the interests of the poor are changed.  However, the imposition of Northern-driven advocacy can be prescriptive and counterproductive, leading to unforeseen outcomes that run contrary to the community-based development processes that pro-poor advocacy should be influencing (we discuss this later in more detail).

3.7 Northern Personnel Sending Organisations

As stated in the name, the main function of these organisations is to provide the South with skilled personnel from the North. Examples of this type of organisation include: Peace Corp (US), WUSC, CUSO (Canada), MS (Denmark), VSO (UK), GVS (Germany) and SNV (Netherlands). Each has a long and different history and, between them, there exists a variety of philosophies and modes of operation. For example, some base their approach on the underlying concept of solidarity between peoples of the world.  Many started out using the term ‘volunteer’ but most have moved away from this and refer to personnel sent abroad as  ‘development workers’ or co-operants.

Sometimes these organisations also provide small grants, but these grants are nearly always linked to the placement of a volunteer/development worker. It is noteworthy that so many volunteers - people who have spent time in the South - retain a long lasting interest in the developing world and, indeed, a majority of NNGO personnel started off their careers as volunteers in one form or another. This opportunity for Northern people to work in the South does build solidarity between North and South. In addition, they provide a potential pool of people who can be involved in influencing opinion in their home countries even if they move on to different careers. With this in mind, VSO, in the UK, for example, is trying to maintain contact with its 20,000 returned volunteers.

But there is a rather subtle inference that often very young and inexperienced volunteers from the North, know more than the people they are sent to ‘help’, have something of value to offer or, at least, have some positive skills to transfer.  More and more people, particularly in the South, are questioning the relevance of sending Northern personnel to work in the South. It is an expensive option and, from our own experience, of questionable merit. The implicit inference is that for whatever reason: ‘we in the North know, they don’t’. It is both arrogant and reinforces cultural stereotypes.

3.8 International Fieldwork NGOs 

These are other Northern organisations that originated in the North but work directly, as implementation agencies, in the South. Control is invariably, albeit indirectly, from the North, either in the form of expatriate personnel placed in positions of upper management or through control over funding flows. Invariably lower management and field staff are country nationals. Alternatively, the good salaries on offer attract better educated and more upwardly mobile staff away from local NGOs weakening them in the process. Examples of these organisations are: CARE, World Vision, and PLAN. Most work throughout the globe and are, in themselves, international networks. Usually each country office retains a certain level of independence. In some cases they are separate organisations linked together through an international network by the same name. 

These organisations have a fairly long history. For most the starting point was emergency relief. Child sponsorship features strongly in some of them. These organisations are solid, well-funded, -staffed and -equipped. Their diverse fundraising networks draw upon a wide range of funding sources - the public, governments, multilaterals and Trusts/Foundations - and are generally very effective in obtaining funding for the work they do.

They have the capacity to respond quickly and on a fairly large scale in times of emergency and to new opportunities.  Their work reaches relatively large numbers of beneficiaries. They have to prove success quickly and be accountable for the use of public funds. Their reports and presentation skills are of a high standard. They are absorbed in their own work and often do not liase much with other organisations. They tend to be apolitical and do not lobby much in the North. Some, however, are beginning to recognise a growing role for themselves in this area. 

Perhaps because of their relief background with public funds, their monitoring tends to be output orientated - numbers are very important to them. They are concerned to be seen as disengaging from communities after communities have ‘graduated’ and no longer require assistance. Like any large organisation they tend to have strict policies and procedures; they have been criticised for being very bureaucratic4
They tend to withdraw from countries once per capita incomes in a particular country have risen and to re-locate to other countries where per capita incomes are low or move to countries where emergency relief is needed following natural disasters. 

There is currently a trend by some of these organisations to move towards a funding role that supports and strengthens local partner organisations rather than implementing of their own accord - this is certainly the case with CARE (Denmark), for example. 

3.9 Southern Civil Society Organisations

The term Southern Civil Society covers a wide range of organisations from trade unions and churches through to community organisations and even traditional leaders. Local NGOs or SNGOs – the term used more to describe organisations actively involved in development activities - are relatively new in most countries in Africa, though there are considerable inter-country variations. In Kenya, for example, some have existed for more than 20 years. In Mozambique, on the other hand, the whole sector is very new. 

Over the past few decades many churches have established development arms such as the Caritas network of the Catholic Church. ‘Parent’ churches in the north are a significant source of funding for these institutions.

SNGOs refer to those organisations established to undertake development activities where an appointed board assumes responsibility for the governance of the organisation. Sometimes they are established as trusts or non-profit companies. Rarely are they membership organisations.

CBOs, on the other hand, are membership organisations drawn from local communities and are known as associations, clubs or co-operatives. Second tier umbrella structures may also be referred to as CBOs. This is where the members are other organisations rather than individuals; for example a number of groups may come together to form a new CBO.

Traditional leadership institutions (in some situations they would be regarded as part of the state rather than civil society such as in Swaziland) have a profound influence on local development and may be a hindrance or a help. As a general rule traditional authorities, as custodians of a previous order, tend to be conservative. These structures often exist alongside newer CBOs.

SNGOs, as a sector, are faced with considerable challenges: 

· building sound relationships with the communities they support; 

· coping with the changing priorities of Northern donors on whom they are dependent for funds; 

· managing a relationship with national governments who often treat them with suspicion and regard them as a threat;  

· building solidarity and linkages with one another, as organisations that share the same broad vision yet paradoxically are competitors for the same donor funding.  

It is not surprising, therefore, that many SNGOs are not very clear about their identity. 

The first SNGOs that were formed often fell into the charitable relief category. Since then the main focus of most new NGOs has shifted towards capacity building. However, in more recent years there has been a stronger movement towards working in the area of advocacy. These changes reflect changing donor priorities as much as they may reflect changing local needs.

Nearly all local NGOs receive the bulk of their funds from NNGOs. The donor relationship is a complex one and relations between NNGOs and SNGOs are often uneasy and sometimes even antagonistic.  

Within the SNGO sector there is one broad distinction that can usefully be made in terms of the geographical location and spread of work. Many SNGOs have offices in urban areas and work at a number of different sites – this may be national, provincial or district-wide. But there is another type of SNGO, which may or may not be a CBO, that is embedded within a particular community and works specifically in a given area – this may correspond to a chiefdom or district. 

Although some SNGOs are involved in lobbying or advocacy – generally urban based and run by Southern professionals – our interest lies with those that are involved at a grassroots level in a wider range of rural activities. Too often they allow themselves to be to be swayed by donor interests with promises of funding: if only the SNGO will include an added or changed activity, expand into a new area, or accommodate a volunteer, then funding will be possible. While acceptance of these ‘conditionalities’ is understandable – given funding constraints - it is also fatal. 

There is often the belief that once the funding situation improves so will activities at the operational level. Again, it is easy to see why this happens, but it too is dangerous. These ‘slight’ changes in focus or operations prove to be significant. They dilute the SNGO’s identity, move them away from their areas of competence and, in effect, transform them into implementation arms of NNGOs. 

Let us be clear that there are exceptions: both in terms of NNGOs and SNGOs. We are also aware that the local NGO sector is a dynamic one with lots of potential and many SNGOs are learning fast. 

4. THE WAY FORWARD – WHAT NEEDS TO HAPPEN, WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE AND WHAT THIS MEANS 

There are short-term and long-term funding issues that apply to both Southern and Northern NGO development practice. Both sectors are frustrated by the funding relationships that exist, particularly so amongst SNGOs. For some, funding is an obsession – understandably so, since without funding organisations must close – but it becomes the focus subjugating all else: clouding the organisational vision; encroaching upon a collective ability to think strategically; and incapacitating practice. 

NGOs must prepare themselves for the long haul: the nature of the relationships to which we have referred will not change in the short-term, of that we are certain. This will require strategic thinking in the face of considerable uncertainty, resolve when confronted with adversity, and perspicacity in the identification of opportunity. It will not be an easy journey but there are a number of approaches that may help. 

4.1 Local NGOs in Africa

4.1.1 Developing a strong sense of identity

The concept of civil Society in the south is relatively new. Organisations have sprung up in a variety of ways, often in a response to a funding opportunity emanating from the North. Nearly all their funding has, and continues to, come from donors in Europe (and America). 

Each ‘organic’ SNGO has its own particular history: starting with an idea which grows out of the passion of an individual visionary or group of pioneers committed to making a difference in an unjust world; and sustained by enthusiasm and a sense of vision and mission that gives such organisations an initial momentum of their own. Each starts out with a clear sense of direction and a cohesive identity. But there is another – ‘less organic’ - way in which local NGOs have come about: a process of metamorphosis out of a programme initiated by a northern NGO, an SNGO emerges. Such organisations usually lack an identity from the beginning. 

What is of concern here is that even those organisations with a clear identity, at least at the start, tend to lose that sense of who they are and why they began, in the pursuit of funds. They often try to grow too quickly, expanding into new areas of work both sectorally and geographically. They accept too much funding, often from donors who don’t support their vision, and they lose that unique ‘something’ that made them different. There are, of course, a number of exceptions to this. 

It is critical that SNGOs maintain their focus and retain their sense of identity and direction. If this is the goal then the means is to show discretion in the work they undertake to do and from whom they accept funding. We cannot over-emphasise this. In our experience – we repeat what we said right at the beginning of this paper - organisations that do good work and have a clear sense of their own identity are very likely to find the funding they need to support the work they do. Donors continue to search out such organisations. But the danger is that good SNGOs may become oversubscribed. Good organisations must, therefore, learn that having a clear identity and learning to say no! are the most critical issues for those organisations to thrive.

4.1.2 Becoming more strategic about fundraising

The standard approach taken by SNGOs in fundraising is to plan a project, turn this into a funding proposal with a set of goals, objectives, activities and budget, and then approach potential donors to support the proposed work. This is successful to a certain extent. 

However, organisations need to be more strategic in their fundraising. Fundraising should not be an add-on activity - a necessary ‘evil’ to support the work. It increasingly needs to be integrated into the full spectrum of activities that the organisation undertakes, as a bona fide activity in itself. Fundraising needs objectives and activities just like other areas of operation. 

This then implies ongoing efforts to strengthen fundraising capacity; this means much more than writing proposals. It needs an understanding of the funding environment, a clear message to communicate, good communication skills and mechanisms by which this takes place. It requires identifying comparative advantages, looking for opportunities, identifying them when they arise, and choosing a path of action. This sounds very much like entrepreneurship and so it is. 

Part of this fundraising capacity means getting to know individual donors and different types of donors; and knowing what kind of communication works best with whom. It means seeking out possibilities and developing the art of building relationships. For example, one indirect route to fundraising from the public in the North for SNGOs is to develop a partnership with an NNGO in the north. However, SNGOs should not be naïve about this: each NNGO has its own agenda. Sometimes, but not always, will this converge with that of the SNGO.

These fundraising skills relate to what one could call ‘bulk fundraising’. This refers to raising funds from organisational donors such as NNGOs, northern government agencies, church development arms, or multilateral organisations. We are not talking here about raising funds directly from the public, Northern or Southern. For this one needs a different set of skills. It is a field in which there is an enormous amount of competition in the North and which is still very new in the South. In the short-term this is not an option for SNGOs, although it could possibly become a longer-term option. 

4.2  Northern Non-Government Organisations

Northern NGOs need to reflect on the role they can, and potentially could, play. They need to start to make a clearer distinction between development and charity/relief, and help the public to understand the difference. This will require a very different approach to raising awareness and fundraising. 

Poverty is both material and representational. Poor people remain poor for a number of reasons. Social, political and economic determinants reinforce poverty and sustain existing relations of power and privilege. People are poor because they lack endowments (assets) and entitlements (access to resources and services) but also because we represent or depict poor people in ways that are demeaning. We deny them agency by portraying them as hopeless victims of circumstances. This is far from true; on the contrary people’s very survival bears testimony to their resourcefulness, their resilience and their resolve. 

The way in which some NNGOs raise money under the banner of development is a great disservice, not just to the cause of development but also to their own publics - because it is untrue. Current moves towards ethical fundraising should be applauded, but more has to be done. 

Money is elicited out of pity for people who are hungry, displaced or ill. We do not dispute the altruism of those people who give for good causes. But people believe they are aiding rather than enabling a process of learning and education to take place; it is about sympathy rather than empathy. We referred earlier to good development practice as adult education. Peoples’ donations should - outside of the odd emergency - be viewed as an investment in the future of the poor. This would enable good development practice. Arguably fundraising becomes more difficult where there is no ‘charitable’ twist to fundraising efforts - but it will also be more honest. Until NNGOs are more honest about development, about the need for long-term solutions that cannot happen overnight, we do not believe we will see the growth of development programmes that really start to make a difference. This honesty can, at least, start immediately.

4.3 DEVELOPMENT FUNDING

An integral part of funding differently is the way in which funding policy comes about. Policy is decided by those organisations that control or have funds and, to a lesser degree, by those organisations in the North who might have to fundraise for those funds before disbursing them. Rarely do those who are the implementers decide funding policy and even less frequently do those who are meant to utilise or benefit from the funding. 

For as long as this continues, it is our opinion that development will be flawed because the funding is geared towards short-term results and a finite number of project years (normally ranging from 1 to 5). Mechanisms for a more inclusive, negotiated decision-making process around funding policy is essential if we are to strike a balance between donor’s wishes and communities’ needs. 

4.3.1 Our Proposition

We have some suggestions. What we propose here is fairly simple to describe (but a lot harder to do). This is because it will require a significant shift in:

· How we think about development;

· How we promote development;

· How we do development;

· How we measure development;

but it must start with how we finance development.

This will require a degree of reflection: patience, persistence and a longer-term outlook, in the knowledge that things are only likely to change slowly. It will require great determination for the current exception to become the norm. 

Development is both ideology and practice and our interest here is with practice. As practice, development needs to have a more focussed, longer-term perspective which remains resolute in the face of changing development fads and fashions. The corollary of good development practice is good and reliable funding. Good development practice, then, requires a donor who is not fickle but is in it for the long haul; a donor who is prepared to support community-based work that tracks changing community needs and wants; a donor that underwrites a process in, and through which, people build their individual and organisational capacities in the process of asserting their cultural, political and economic autonomy. 

A long-term development vision requires that we remain steadfast, since: we have done growth; we have done empowerment; we have done participation; and, we suspect soon, we will have done rights - yet the problems remains. Good development requires all of this, and more, because each of the above is important in its appropriate context and time. So let us return to the initial questions, but formulate a single all embracing issue: How can we fund development differently so that we can do development differently?

4.2. 2 Funding Differently

We wish to propose a highly nuanced approach to funding which acknowledges that development is a politico-cultural struggle by poor people that attempts to open a space for the expression and realisation of their aspirations. It is fundamental that a donor willing to support this process, changes the nature of the funding relationship. The change needs to be away from the simple transfer of money, to an engagement that recognises development as an incremental, iterative process that is underpinned by mutual trust - openness, honesty and commitment:

· Openness: from the donor it implies a readiness to recognise that a plan is not a blueprint but a flexible guide to action; from the Southern organisation (partner) an acceptance that planning a development process does not obviate the need for rigorous project formulation.

· Honesty: from a donor it means a willingness to tolerate mistakes; from the partner a confirmation where there is success, yet a preparedness to admit failure and a determination to learn from it;

· Commitment: from a donor it demands an agreement to fund for an extended period of time where there is trust; from the partner to persevere, against all odds, until the goal has been met.

We would like to suggest that in order to achieve this we will have to move away from the what? to the how? What is funded is of lesser importance than how we fund it.  For, in appropriately addressing the latter, we will inevitably, and as a matter of course, fund the activities that matter to poor people. But this is provisional on our determination to free ourselves from the tyranny of a development ‘straitjacket’ which emphasizes ‘how many?’ (as in the Millennium Development Goals) have been ‘helped’ to ‘in what substantive manner?’ has change taken place. This requires greater rather than lesser accountability as we remove the gloss and examine what lies below it. 

It is this long-term incremental approach, supporting local organisations over an extended period of time that is critical to successful development - in the hope that the message, methodology and benefits will spread. There is no magic bullet in a strategy such as this: it is slow, undramatic and labour intensive, at least in the short-term. But this type of approach is the only way to ensure that development is sustainable: productive, resource conserving, robust and equitable.

We would therefore like to propose that funding requires a long-term commitment to support work of organisations that are making a difference, by working differently, enabled by a donor that is acting differently.

5. CONCLUSION

Our paper, in a number of places, laments the way in which the quest for accountability often strangles possibilities for creativity and innovation within the local civil society sector. We support the need for accountability but we are concerned that accountability is no longer our servant but has become our master. Our audit culture – the need to measure progress at all costs – turns indicators into goals as we strive to demonstrate that the work has been done. But what work is this? We can measure outputs very easily; we simply count them. Of what use are irrigation ditches when the river is dry; of what use is a shallow well where the water table has lowered? Of what use is a training session when little has been learnt? 

When it comes to outcomes and the social impact of our programmes we flounder. How does x translate into y? What difference has irrigation made to food security, prosperity and human dignity? Clean potable water is a fundamental human right but what does it mean to women, men and children? What is needed is to educate people, not in terms of quick training sessions that have been conducted, but lifelong learning in the face of resource scarcities? 

We measure because we lack trust; because we know we have been less than honest in stating that the project will of course be sustainable after 3, 4 or 5 years; because we fear the time and commitment necessary to get development right; because real development is not about crops or wells but about social, cultural, economic and political choices which are denied to the poor.

We are caught in a bureaucratic web which stifles creativity and which forces us to make predictions about what will be five years hence, when we have no idea what tomorrow will bring.  We do not absolve anyone from responsibility; we have all played the game, to some extent, in our efforts to access money. Indeed who can claim to have stood totally aloof? Have we not all at some point compromised ourselves by demonstrating our compliance with a funding regime we detested, by arguing that the end justifies the means. But in developmental terms, it starts and ends with funding and funders.

The challenge for the poor is to create a space for manoeuvre; for SNGOs to support communities in defining that space and making it their own; and, for NNGOs to work in solidarity with these struggles – part of this will be to lobby Northern governments to think and fund differently. If we wish to talk of partnerships, let this be it.  

If our world is now a global village, then some have been denied entry. Things can change if we get things right. We have argued that getting the financing of development practice right is the key. Organisations must find creative spaces in which they can assert their identity. They must be strategic in finding the right donors and establishing networks with other like-minded groups, and they must start the long, but difficult, journey towards achieving their development in terms of their own definitions and in accordance with their aspirations. There are distractions that will need to be resisted, short cuts that will offer welcome respite but that will co-opt them into others’ agendas. 

What this journey is, how it should be taken, and when, if ever, it has been completed is not for us to answer. This journey of which we speak is a process that we as outsiders can help or hinder, but funding good development practice is how we can start to make the difference that makes a difference5. 

1 John Wilson and Dan Taylor are respectively Zimbabwean and South African and have written this paper while both were based in the UK. John Wilson is currently working as a freelance facilitator. In the 1980s he helped started Fambidzanai Centre in Zimbabwe and then played a significant part in setting up the PELUM Association, a regional network of local NGOs involved in sustainable land management and community development. From 1999-2004 he was based in the UK before returning to Zimbabwe in June 2004. Dan Taylor is currently based in the UK. He has worked for both South African and UK NGOs.  He was previously director of the Centre for Low Input Agricultural Research and Development in South Africa, which he founded, before coming to the UK to do a PhD in Anthropology on the knowledge and practice of low resource farmers in KwaZulu-Natal. He is on the management committee of the UK Food Group, a UK National Platform working towards a fair and equitable global food system, and national and local food sovereignty. He is also tutor in International Development for the Open University. We wish to state that the views in this paper our own and do not represent the views of any of the organisations which we currently work, or have worked for, in the past. 


2 We use this term as a shorthand for those who have been disadvantaged through structural inequalities and are mindful that this is a value-laden term which has been used both to undermine and denigrate the politically and economically marginalized.


3 If this sounds like a new and rather simplistic brand of populism, then it is to miss the point. We recognise the need for structural change but believe that there is no real substitute for subaltern struggles of the local. It is the only agenda left for in which the poor may engage without external intervention (although even this is shaped, to some extent, by broader hegemonic forces).


4 We have spoken to various people in confidence about this issue.


5 We have deliberately refrained from referencing our argument. Our influences are too many mentions: books, yes, but also many conversations with many people ranging from academics and development workers to community people who often feel over looked and ignored – to the latter we dedicate this paper and hope that it will in some way contribute to better development funding in the future.
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