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Thea NGO Flle Essay Series

Many development practitioners see and learn a lot i their ‘profession’. This is especially
true of fizld officers, whe gain invaluable hands-on expetisnce in their daily work, Butfew
aver get an opporunity to express what they see, feel, and know fratn repeated
invalvement bath in similar and varied projsct and programme activitias.

In Aftiea, in particular, many voluntary sactor activisls and development practitoners ars
weaighed down both directly by the challenges of development, and indirectly by the
demands of responding tothem,  Inthe face of the prassures of implementing projscts,
and meeting donor deadlines and commitments {olten invelving answering to multipls
donors], finding time to reflect cohersntly on what they know and confrant daily is a
luxury which many African NGO practitioners cannot afford.  Even NGO meetings,
seminars and workshops afford rathsr limited opporlunity in this regard. Usually slated
o last three days, and with the neet 16 give the greaiest number of paricipants an
gpportunity to contribute, participants are generally only able to render a 'short-hand'
account of thelr exparisnce.

Many fesl the sarns fssues and points ara repeated in more of less the same way at most
meetings - the same development constraints, the same challenges, the same donor
problerms, the same policy problems, same NGO problems, Evaryone knows a lot, but
hardly ever gets to be able to say it all, and say it as it is felt. The nearest some get to
saying it as it is, 1s in the ralaxed company of fallow NGO types, in the drinking bar, or
at privata home visita.

Tha NGO FILE essay ssrigs is introduced as a vehicle for Afrlcan NGO prastitioners to
‘woice openly’ many of those things that they know and talk about privately, concerning
why devolopment justisn't warking in Africa, Or why donors may be part of the problam,
O why ona fesfs the more one doas 'NGO davelopment’, the more it &l fesls empty, at
least in $o far as one's mission is concerned, Mare importantly, the publication wishes
to deliberately encourage African NGO eontributors to express all they have seen,
lzarnt and even suspected in the course of work, without feeling constrained by a nasd
to knowthe ‘redevant’ development theories, models, and paradigms. Ner dothey need
tobalabour avery page of their essay with the usual undergrowth of refarences and notes
basad on the corract literaturs review’ as would be demanded of an acadermic seriss.
The NGO FILE is Intended to provida practitionsrs who know, see, fesl and learn daily
in the tield an opportunity to JUST SAY IT!

{IEQYs Adrican NGO Networks Programme plans to commission an N3O FILE essay
evary gix months, This first publication in the sarias presents u 'helicoptarish' overview
of anumber of issues familiarto NGO practitioners in Africa. [t does notclaim graat depth.
That is left for the subgsquent essays, to be writtan every six manths by the man and
women who daily confront the daunting challengss of sustainable development it the
continent. '




The Voluntary Sector and Sustainable
Development in Africa: NGO Dilemimas

Introduction

Wany development analvsts have concluded thal the 19805 were *a lost decads” for Africa.
This hag been despite a decade-long rogime of economic restructunmg administered on the
condingnd through the religiously enfloreed code of market forces and hbgralization. *Non
Governmcnlal Organisations’, (NGQ4) which were established in massive munbers by
Alricans and international azencics during the decade, were an imporiant part of this new
rcality in the continent’s dovelopiment experience.

Butalmostadeeade later, Africa’s developmeni condilions and prospects are today regarded
as even more despairing than those of the ‘lost decade’. What went ﬁrcmg, and what is
wrang? The notion of an irredeetnable state failure in African development has more or less
become an ideological given, at least as promaled and reinforced by the mullilateral
inetitutions and dominant cconemies who shape the *new” world order. If state failurc is o
forepone conclusion, and private, non-governmental actors have, since the 1980s, bocome
the acknowledped and enthusiastically supported agents of change, why have they failed to
shift African development in more encouraging diretions?

In particular, why has Alrica’s NGO sector'not made much difference to the continuing,
coutinent-wide malaise? Wy, for instance, is the “institational voice” of NG Qs virtually
unheard during major emergencies, policy ot political crises in African countries? Why,
unlike the business and manufacturing sector, the military, and other sectoral vesicd
interests, do NGOs fail to influence the atmual national budretting procoss? Questions about
NGO himitations merit consideration becanse, inspite of @ hardly impressive record to match
the massive support they have reecived, increasing rather than decreasing expectations
are placed on these “voluniary” and “non-govermmental’ development agents,

Theessential *attitude’ of this essayis o raise questions and woderling dilemmas facing the
NGO mission in Alvica. Answers and ‘solutions’ feature very rarely. But it has fried to
comunmicate hope. A hope of instipating a eritical Took at the dilemmay raised by the new
reality of NGO mvelvement in African developtment. It further hopes that in so doing,
serious debale and reflection can be provoked on many of the fundamental challenges posed
for NGO and the ather actors that influence their work, And bapefully, the questions and
dilemmas highlighicd will ielp o strefch the reader’s concern heyond the immediale or daily
imperatives, jargons, phrase-making and assuniplions of development professionalism, All
thiz without killing off the possibility of hope in African NGO capacity lo undertake
necessary and urgent remedial measures 1o respond to their limitations as potential
contributors to sustainable developmeni.
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Aparl [rom a background and cnncludmg sections, the cssay considers the I c:.llgvnng aspecls
of the NGO challenge in Altica;

B African NGOs’ context of being;

B Dilemma of the susiaimable developtnent model:

B Problems of NGOz’ role in civil socicly;

B The African WGO ‘in-house’;

W Challenpges of African NGO networkiug, and coalition-building:
B African NGOs and grassroot eonstituencies.

By Lighlighting African NGO limitations and dilemmas, i{ is by no means intended to cast
a condemnatory blanket aver all voluntary orpanisations geappling with the challenges of
sustainable development in the continent, The essay iz prosented with a full sense of
awarcness of the tromendous efforts and incredibly selfless sacrifices mado by a few of the
men and women who work in, and manage the affairs of these organisations. Somo of these
few are in fact, eminently clfi:ctive in pursuing their mission, and do aclieve relatively
impressive and meaningful results in the Tace of a wide range of constrainis. Particular
menlion must be made of the high quality cfforts of some African environment and
development resenrch NGOs, netwerks, and service NGOs, such as ‘KENGOY {Kenya),
"ZERD’ (Souihern Africa). MWENGO®, (Eastand Southern Aftica), *TRED, (Africa),
NGOScrve (Nigeria), “ISPEC” (francophone Africa). These and a few other intermedi-
ary groups of their kind deploy the best of Africa’s humian and intellectual resource in the
service of the continent and its people. This inconplete list of examples of a “few of the few’
among Africa’s NGO frontliners is intended only lo underline that Alrican people, self-
organised into real institutions, do mobilise in respoise to the contivenl’s sustaingbls
developmeni challenges.

Finally, all referenec o *Africa” will mean sub-Saharan Africa, and *African NGOs® will
mean those owned and directed ar managed by Africans in Africa. Whils the essay’s
ullimate intention is 1o convey an idea thal African NGOs are nat bad news Tor Africa’s
sustainable development prospects, it has posed questions which clearly underling that they
are yet to become the goad news which tht: common wisdom of donors and development
agencies presumes them (o be.
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Background

Dbt payment to Morthern banks and governmenis, and to multilateral ereditors, leveraged
by siructural adjustment progracnmes, bas constituted the most significant influence on the
process of development in the South sinee the Iate 1970s. The ideological envitonment for
the acceleration and deepening of the adjustment process was provided by the adoption of
nco-hiberal, market-onented policies in the major Western sconomics. The key boost came
from the USA, Gormany and Britain, where Jeaders with cxplicitly pro-market and anti
stalc-intervention convictions had been voted inlo power between 1978 and 1930,

In Affica, post-independence attempls at state-led development, though reasonably success-
tul in some social sectors and in phyzical capital formation, were largely undermined by
ceanomic and inslitational insffecliveness, cormuption, and inefficient macre policies. The
prevailing reaction against Kevnosian macro-policics in the main creditar countries meant
that the ccomomic: adjustment being recommended to Africa had a sirong anti-statc
underpimming. Control by Northern creditor-countrics over the Bretion Woods institutions
(mainly the Werld Bank and IMF) - who supervise deb repayment and adjustment made the
process virtually impossible to resist,

Among the actors 1o achieve prominence in Africa’s adjusiment environment have been the
non-governmental organisations (NGOs}. While service NGOs are not an entirely new,
posl-1980 phenomenan in the continem, ihey have achieved a rapid growih in nambers,
resources deployed and general recoguition as development actors since the 1980s. Simce
African indebledncss appeared 1o be due mamly to excessive slals interveotion, aver-
regulation of enferprise, corruption and incfficient monelary, fiscal and social policies,
NGOz and the private bussincss sector were viewed as the mors logical, efficient and
ideologically suitable liernatives.

The stage was thus set for increascd participalion by non-state actors, Donors and
development agencics believed that along with the private business sector, ™05 would
henceforth Sl the gap created by restriction of the state’s developmental role. NGOs arc
seen as pariicularly qualified for this new role: their administration is far less costly
compared to the state, they are less burcaucratic, more capable of mmplementing substanial
aclivities over a far shotler period than government institulions, more operatianally flexible,
auicker to adopt and adapt to now development policies and stratcgics, have a gragsraots
reach, and arc more in tune with the needs and realifies of excluded socio-coonomic
segments of society.

So who are NGOs?

Perhaps the first issue of inierest about NGOs will be the vory defimiion of their status.
- There is a question concerning the iigueness of being ‘non-governmental”. For areall non-
stale group-actors in society nol ‘hon-governmental prgamisalions’, - privalc banks,
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businesses, the infarmal seclor, the gun-lebby, multinational corporations, meluding even
those who dump toxic wastes in unguspecting Southern villapes?  Tnwhat ways then is the
fact of being ‘non-governmental” automatically synomyrous with the objectives of people-
centred, sustainable development implicit in NGOs’ seli-definition and parception?

Several label re-formulations have boen adopted by NGOs themsclves to address this
ambiguity of idenlily. But even sticking with one of their most ingenious re-formulations -
"‘NGOs’ as “NGDOs’ (non governmental development organisations), the dilemma still
persists. Afterall, the 1orm “development’ (in the context of the dominant modernisation
model) elso appropriately describes the work of virtually all other sectore ngmed above. The
banking scotor. for example, is involved in financial development, while 2 nmltinational
company is comcerned with the developmeni of goods and services (especially through their
RED efforis). An identity crizig persists for NGOs in securing a distinctive label which
compels clear approciation of their credentials as chaoge agents and promoters of sustain-
_able development,

Understanding the place of NGOs in African development requires taking 2 historical look
at the sector’s evolution in the continent. NGO came on the scens as a service-providing
deyvelopment agenit arnong the poor in many Aftican countries afier Werld War Two. Mostly
religion-based development agencies (mainfy church and missionary projects, and loss
commonly, [slamic agencies), they concentrated on supporting farming, artisanal and other
small-scale activities for subsistence among the poor in their membership, Rarely did this

carly developrent assistanceinclude activilics with any significant socio-ceonamic impact
ot beoed developmeas ohiectives.

In addilion to the absence of a consciously self-applicd sectoral label - *NGO® - Africa’s
pioneer voluntary agencics did not operaile {rom a self-perception as representatives or
advocates ol the “civil society”, the poor and marginalised in a seciety-wide context. They
were Jargely altroistic workers within the spatial and parochial contextof thefr own religious
Tamily.

Prior to the 19805, the entire voluntary sector and its work remainsd generally an unknown
quantity in Africa’s development process. This ‘NGO facelessness’ was made possible by
the post-1945, world-wide wave of economic expansion, which also swept through the
newly independent countries of Africa, The post-war internalional economic boom featured
increased opportmitics for employment and for social welfare provizion, subsidised
education and public services, massive, public-financed, physical capital creation, rapid
upward mobility and material accummulation for the educated classes, low energy cosls and
robust exporl camings for the Alrican states.

In such an atmosphere of widespread, povernment-induced, socio-economic contentment,
na volhuntary developruent actor f2lt any need to be eelobrated as ‘non-povermmental’, even
if they were alrcady so inrealify. Tho 198(s were to change all that. Az real and imagined
evidencs appeared evorywhere of the developmental fatlure of the African state, coupled
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wilh themountains of state-incurred debt, plus apartly inaccurale tendency to blamethe state
for all development ills of the post-colonial peried, it became quitsrespectable and desirablc
to bo “non-governmental’. WMoreover, the spectacular collapse of the Soviet statist project
had combined well with other svidenes to facilitate the rise of the non-governmental sector.
As one of the newly recognised guatantors of future African (and world) sustaimable
deveiopment, NGOs became, in some quarters, somgwhat 1declomically-twinned with (he
private business sector, to form the anchor of a non state-led development.,

African NGOS: Context of Being

The process of national devefopment - as a deliberate societal vndertaking - and the NGO
sector, arc both new, post-1945 imports into much of Affica. Neither is an organic
outgrowih of the continent’s socio-economic and historical experience. Whilz the staie’s
tole in Afriea’s developmental failure has been well analysed, questions concerming NGO
limitations during the lasl lwo decades have not been sulliciently raised, especially by
Africans. For, in spile of ite post-1986 expansion and increased rccognition, the secter
remains a relatively ineffecieal actor in Aftica’s development process, lacking a crifical
mass in capacity, macro-influence, autonomy of choice and aclion, and an slfgctive
conncciion wilh Africa’s grassroot populations. Many NGOs are weak in agenda formu-
lation and articulation, and Jack an appropristc knowledge base for much of fheir action.

These limitations reflect many of the fundamental contradictions and dilemmas in the
general context in which NGOs exist, as well as in the dvnamics of their “way of doing”.
One of the sector’s most fundamental dilemmas relalcs to the ‘end paint’ of'its intervention
it African development. Relevant questions in this regard include: what is the nature of the
NGO nussion in African development? Are they engaged in 2 ‘surgical” inlervention, which
requires them, as do surgcons, to either stop as soon as the operation is successfirlly
performed, or to acknowledge a failure of the operation, and pronounce the patient ferminally
17, Or, will NGOz continve indefinitely totinker at the edpes ofmainstream dovelopment,
as crvently driven by the siate and business? In the complex and dynamic terrain of
sustainable development, where should voluntary sector intervention end, and how do
NGOs recognise such a point when reached? Indeed, can sustainable development be
achicved without NGO intervention?

There are several dimensions to theso dilemmas, For example, enc often hears some
‘progressive’ NGOs proudly declars at workshops and conlerences, how they bave
successfully achicved or buill 3 “withdrawalsirategy” inthoir programines. NGO leaders
who cannot repott such achievements listen in admiration to (hose who can. The questions
and discussion usvally raised in this conneclion clearly underline the mpartance attached
ta the objective. Yet, isn’t there also general agreement among the rmost expenenced Geld
practitioners that the besl guarantee of effective NGO contribution 10 sustainable devel-
apment is areadiness by the change agenis to stay with the process, learn by doing, be
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flexible with objoctives (Including acceptance thai objectives may change during the
process), and maost importantly, to always cultivate a long-term view of development
gains?

Clearly, more debate is needed regarding whether or not NGO intervention has become, or
should beeame a structurafly permanent featwere of Africa’s developrment proccss. Post-
1880 rheioric by donors, development agancies and NGO practitioners (ends to assumg this
te be already the case. But why it should be =0 ts hardly explamed.

Another background contradiction conditiontng African WGOs" *comtext of being” is an
idectogigal kind The pace and objectives of post-1980 NGO expansion in Africa have
largely been shaped by development concerns arficulated in the North, While this reality is
in itself problematic, it also implics an almost impossible challenge far African NGOs, in
werms of pereeptions of the success or failure of their miagion. For whilc the expansion and
wapast of the NGO egcior i the Naocth aceareed within the cantext of g laogely tavourabils,
posi-1945 Kevnesian policy congensus, the Alrican NGOg" experience since the 198{)s has
been the ppposite.

NGO seoior expansion and rpact in the Worth were no dont facitilated by an idepiogival
covirenment which featured state-led empathy and social welFare nssistange to the poor
and margmaliscd, Macro-palicy response to the 1930s depression cohered largely with
American volonlary sector cllorts. Similarly, & “large-hearted’ Keynesian macro-policy
enviropment I post-war furope was boosicd by Marshall Ald, resulting in sipmificant
cohetence bebwoen NGO miseion and governnient social policy. Post- 1980 African NGO
expangion, on the contatry, has been ocourming within an idsologically and socialiy mean-
spirited policy environmoent, The Norlh-sponsored adjustment policies impased by the
World Bank and TMF on today’s debi-paying Affican coonomies, constitute nathing short
of ati ‘enemy position® to that of NGOs,

While the staieis urged to cul education spending, NGOs are fundod to promoic hiteracy and
funciional education; while the state drastically culs health spendimg n arcas that most
benefit (he poorest, NGO's are supported to prontote primary health care and fight the spread
of AIDS; while government mifiates policies that create and doepen unemplovment, NGOs
are supposed oo implemient employment-croalion projecis; while the state is resincting
expenditure for infrastuchire developmeni and maintenance, N(GOs struggle to promote an
integraied rural develpment which requires support infragtructure on a scale which only the
sfale can provide, Itis a deprossingly long list of policy contradictions, which docs very little
10 enbanae the NGO mission, This backgromnd polisy problom for NGQs cannot ha
overstated, especialiy because the African stats, in spite of post-1280 rhetoric, remains the
largest actor and source of impact on all other actors in the continent’s development process.
In many countires, African NGOs arg by and large development “midgets” pushing up an
impossibly stesp Wil 1o witipgate the impact of G policies and actions of Adnica’s
development “piants®,
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This prablem is also linked to the sheer scale of expectation withwhich the African voluntary
sector is saddled by the international aid community. Comparcd to all ather development
aclors - the state, the formal privats and theinfarmal business sectors - NGOs constilule the
smallest development sector in virtually all Alrican coontriss.  Yet, the nghest and most
ambitious cxpectations in sustainable development are attached o thom, The frustration
resulling from this mismatch natorally fuels the sver-increasing and scemingly intractable
challsnge of NGO capacity and institutionzal development in the region.

The Model Dilemma: From ‘Development’ to
‘Sustainable Development’

A reasenable deores of consensus exisis among development practitioners amd agencies on
sistainable development, as the current development model is eomsidered to be no longer
compatible with the mtegrily of the earth’s ecosytem. kn international aid cireles, NGOs are
ncreasingly vicwed as the wncontested moral spearhead of sustainable development. In
Africa, they arc the supposed change agents who will deploy advocacy (with government,
danars and business) and programme support (with the poor, marginalised ete) (o spread
the sustainabledevelopment message and facilitale its acceptance. Butthis position agsumes
away the need to clarily the conditions under which NGOs will accomplish the task. The
necd for such clanfication is compelling, given general acknowledpement that sustainable
developmenl is a complex, dynamic, multi-dimensional, locally-ghaped and conflictual
process. Some dilennmas undorling the NGO challenge in this regard.

The first concerns the demoenstration-effect of the corrently daminant modernization
model. Berausc the mainstream development policies and actions of the state and business
in Africa are overwhelmingly geared in pursuit of tho msustainable but much admired
modernisation benefits cnjoved in the North, African NGOz do notoperate within a genuine,
national sustainable development strateey, which can promole their sustainable develop-
menl efforts among prassrool populations, Most Afnican governments are stll working
towards the ‘old’ model, the compliant official rhetories in favour of sustainable develop-
ment notwithstanding,

Secondly, NGOs face the agency dilemma. The attraction of, and desire for the symbols
and langible benefits of the cxisting modernisation madel are very powerful faciors in the
perceplion of devélopment by (he overwhelming majority of Africans, especially the
educated classes, including NGO practitioners. This fact is underlined by the status, high
esteem and the pressures/demands of the *econmmy of affection” allached by kin, clan,
neighbours, and the extended family to individuals who have “suceceded’ in terms of the
dominant medcrnisation model.

As change agents of sustaimable development, NGO praclitioners face an implicit difficulty
in this regard  For how will they, whose modern consumption patterns, cars, overseas
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travels, gocio-economic and material advantages, command admiration and represent 2
symbol of success ameng the poor, persuade the same admiring poor about the greal virtues
of a new and different model, based on low-input, low encrgy consumption, recyeling,
eveling and walking? Far from being admircd for cultivating a sustsinable development
lifestyle, an Adtican freshly pradualed with a Ph.d, or returned from ‘overseas®, for example,

would be congidered an unmitigated failure by kin, ficnds and foes alike, ifhi chooses to
cyele to work, recyelos all items around the house, wears dcccnl but very simple clothing,
and generally shuns the over-consumption of the “big man’s’ lifestyle. The Yorubas of
southwostern Nigeria have a name for such ‘deviants’: alakeri akada... ¢ s*oju koi-koi
(2 mean and worthless intellectual, with a rather unfriendly mien}. For even when
enthusiasm is expressed by the poor for the low-key abjectives of sustainable development,
it is often more a matter of necessity than of choice. Any notion that Africa’s poor and
marginalised do not particularly care abowl many of the material benefits of modomisation,
and would be largely satisfied with an appropriate and well-designed ‘grassroot develop-
menl’ 1¢ & highly quesiionabls one,

Because NGO advocacy of sustainable development appears rather like a preat cause
withont practising adberents - cven among its profcssional promoiers - a key challenpe ig
posed: can African NGOs demonsirale to Africa’s poor the benefits of sustainable
development through the example of their own sustainable living, work and conswoption
palterns? The same question will of course be relevant in serlain aspects of Notik-South
relations. :

Thirdly, African NGOs [acea ‘philosophical dilemma® inreconciling themselves with two
supposed weral enemics of people-centred, development voluntarism - politics and profit.
While it is fargely meaningless to claim, as do some NGQs, that they are “non-political®,
NGOs™ self description as “not-for-profit poses quite a different and serious dilemma, not
least for the sector’s capacily to meet expectations (or thetoric?) that it showld become a
mainstream actor in Africa’s development. With the addilion of more demanding and
macro-politically bolder items like domacratisation, buman rights, policy advocasy, envi-
ronmental protection, pood povernance, gende, rights of the girl-child, and equity io NGOs’
portfelio of concerns, their requirements in resource {especially financial}, managerial and
nstitational ¢capacity have increased.

Bui far from growing with these new commilments, Northers funding flows to African
NGOs have tended to decline in the 1990z, Barring government and formal business seator
funds, what should NGOs do, having come to depend almost tatally on Northern funding?
To what extent can they undertake local income-generation without succumbing to the
impergtives of mainstream profit-making? More imporiantly, what should be the balance
af relationship between altroism and profit-making in contemporary times? Although a
substantial financial cushion and independence among pioneer voluntary agencies mads
profit-seeking larpely vnnecessary for them, does and should this principle still hold in
today’s Africa, where the voluntary sector’s portfolio of societal concerns has greatly
expanded?
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Neadlass to say, activities like sale of NGO newsletters, charity walk, charity marathon
race, charity {ootball matches, conference admission {ces, eic, can make a modest contribu-
fion to an NGO’s monelary base at the orpanisation level. Bulin the face ol the sector’s
expanded agenda, these efforis constitutenomore than tokenism, For withoutthshuge levels
of disposable, independent resources that enabled the pioneer volunlary agencies o achieve
very modest, poverty alleviation objostives amang pockets of marginalised commwni-
ties, how can todays NGOs, almest totally dependent on external handouts for even

recurrent budgets, meet the financial challenges of a more comprehensive, sustainable
development agenda?

A fourth difficulty for African NGO role relates to the ohjective of capacity and
institutivanl development, Given the increasing scope of their development intorvention,
the validity of the NGO capacity and institutional strengthening objective can hardly be in
auestion, However, thoy face several dilemas regarding the kind of capacity and
institutinn building sought, how best to accomplish it, and who finances the ohjedtive.

What kind of capacity butlding? Since NGO involvement in development i thought and
expectad (o be going ‘professional’, just what lype of preparation, or on-lhe-job training do
practitioners need? Can/should NGO training involve the same critical mass of specialised,
coherent and profoésionally focussed training that one gets to become, for example, a
profssional in banking, intelecomunications technology, law or medicine?; or should the
strength of the NGO sector be precisely that it could pool topcther properiy-tramed
professionals from a varicly of other scetors to create & unique, inter-dis¢iplinary orchestra
(o meet the diverse, dynamic and complex challenges of sustainable dovelopment? 1f, as
scoms the case, donor and aid agencics are commitied to NGO capacity and institution
building as an imporiant objective, then what should be (he content and context of the
process? [P sustainable development is a nes agenda requiring a re-orientation of viriually
all existing (old modal) ways of doing things, of managing equity, of consuming, and of
rolating to other resources in the carth’s ecosystem, then what minimum specialised
knowledge hase does a person require to become a professional in this sector, which is
claimed to be the fonlline promotet of & new agenda?

How best fo Jevéfﬂp NGOs and the capacity they require?

Tn ke overwhelming number of cases, the approach lo NGO capacity building is characicristed
by tokenism, fragimentation and inconsislcacy, as well as bythelack of a syslematised foous,
Most importantly, it is an appraoch fucled by shorl-termism, best descrbed as ‘the three-
day workshop syndrome’,

NGO professionalism is unique in this respect. Because people can sseure employment in
the seclor withowt a prior need to subject themselves (either out of interest, love or aced) to
a sygiematised ropime of specialised raining a8 an entry requirement, they often have no
incentive to stay in the secior when and if better-paid jobs coms along in other professions,
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In Afnica, where many educated people are siructurally adjusted oul of employment for long
periods, entry lo NGQ work - which thrives on donor funding even m these hard tintes - is
increasingly becoming a ‘rootless” affair. Many (oot all) African NGO stafi {and even somz
leaders) are transit employees in the sector, fircd neither by interest nor by love of the job,

This limitation is partly fuelled by an ad-hoc and “short-termist” approach to NGO human
regnuree development, which in turn praduces a fack of professivnal commitment in the
sector. Not only is high staff ivro-over a problem for many NGOs, qualily replacement is
also difficult, as the many NGOs have to compete fiereely for the committed and compotent
few. Tt is particularly wasteful of NGO time and resources when s1aff who have received
sute raoning Yeave the secior ay 5oon as belter-prid emplovment appears elsewhore,

Is capacity building in the bils-and-picees form of 3-day worksheps really adequate for
Adtican NGOs to meet their humat resource challenge? The central quostion is whether or
not Afriesn NGO practitioners require - as in other goctors - exposure to capacity building
over g sustained length of time (0 achieve basic professional competencs, which can he
ehhanced in the course of practice? Putcrudely, why is the ‘3-day workshop’ approach
adequate for professional and institutional development in the NGO scetor and not in the
legal or medical professions, for sxample? Are NGO capacity building needs (aimed to
tacilitate susiamnable development) less important than those of these other professions?
And if the secter’s coniribution 15 considercd a necessary elemeni for the alizmment of
sustainable development in Africa. 15 some standardised critcal inase of minivaym knowl-
crpge not required by the agents of change?

Who funds capucity building for sustaingble development, ond heow?

Enthusiasm for unding NGO capactly developroent is haedly matched by the great intorest
expressed in this objective by donors and development agencies. A kev problem appearsto
be the emergency character of (he 19507 NGO boom in Aftica. In addition to the anti-state
ideological outlook of the period, famines, droughi, civil wars and refugess constituted the
great engine propelling the 19805 NGO expansion, As only mmediale and at most,
medium-fgtm responses wers designed to these problems, NGOs, a key apenl in the
emergency response, have tended to be funded o achieve rapid and conerete bepefits for
the victims of Africa’s arises, ‘Action’, *concrete results’ und ‘the short-term’
coonsequanily became the driving principles for much NGO funding in that period. The need
for broader and longer-letm NGQ development objectives began to be seriously acknowl-
edged ag a major coneetn only from the late 1598(0s.

But faced with a relentless incrcase in poverly, inequity and continuing environmental
depradanon in the contitenl, many donors have persisted, in fmding pracice, 10 sock
largely to the emerpency spirit, in spite of greatly increased rhetoric about 3 commitment
to NGO capacity building, and to 2 long-term objective of self-trangformation and
sustainghle development in Africa.

10 NGO FILE ESSAY SERIES NO. 1




The now codemic NGO attachment to the 3-day workshop culture, is structurally linked to
donors® rehictance lo commit resources to a long-lerm process of coherent and comprehen-
sive NGO capacity building. Seriously lacking critical mass, exasting NGO capacily
bnilding efforis, much like NGO development aperations, appear able only o finker with
the problem. Far from any malicious intenl. this hesitanl fonding atiitade largely reflects
migplaced altruism: Many donors genuinely but wrongly believe that when NGO capacity-
building commitments po beyond a few days, the ureent field work required to achieve
concrete resufés among (he poor and marginalised will be lefl undone. This attilude,
gombined with political pressures, tax-paver concems, and “donor fatipue’ among the
Northern public, has created a trend whereby the and commumty finds it increasingly easter
to fond African NGOs ta act, and increasingly difficult to fund them to think and acquire
colerent knowledge about how, and m what context they act.

Perhaps the traditional donor sources will never be able to nise substantzally above funding
three day workshops. Might i be nselul for NGOs do explore the lormal business sector [or
support i thig coucial objective? Or oven African povernmenis and their multilateral and .
nahonal agencies? But dilemmas are posed in explonng these potentzal avenues. NGOs will
require modified, even new approaches, and increascd profossionalism lo work efloetively
with the formal business sector, As for governments and their agencies, how can they fund
NGO capacily and institutional development, when structural adjustiment largely requires
a cutback in stale outlays on social seclors like education and tramning, which are crucial
NGO objectives? hMoreover, if the intending eollaborator happens (o be *non-governmen-
tal', m a conflictual spint, an understandalbile opo problem atises for ¢éhe government. So,
io what extent can NGOs collaborate with government and still maintain their antonony?

NGOs and which “Civil Society’?

A current area ol interost for dovelopment agencics and donors 18 the sivengthening of “Civil
Soctety’, which aims to facilitale good governance for sustainable development, Thers s,
however, only a vague or approximate idea of precisely what constitates “civil society”’
within the pohity. It tends to be described as everything and every other intersst group in
society apart from the state. It is sometimes also considered to be the third element of a three-
dimensiongl zocial formation, the other twa being the state and the market. Some have even
elaimad thal civil society comprises only the W(G0s, grassroot groups, people’s organisa-
tions, the poor and the marginalised.

Although notions of the exact constitutive elements of civil society remnain Imprecise, miost
development professionals and agencies feel little discomfort in declaring NGOs as its key
agent and advocate. While this ¢laim no doubt facilitates the adoption of NGOs as an
operational plaiform through which development agencics and donors can execute their
“¢ivil society programmes’; it ngvertheless leaves unanswered many substanfive questions
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reparding the character of NGO relations with, and advocacy on behalf of the ather
recognised elements and actors in African civil sociefy,

If eivil society covers the ‘space’ exisling outside ihe state, there 15 litile evidence on the
ground that Afnean NGOs loom sufficiently large in that space to be declared its most
sipnificant sdvocate. As indicated abave, in virtually all of Africa, the voluntacy sector
comes a distant fourth in order of development impact, behind the state, formal business and
the informal economic seotor, Tt is clear that Aftica’s service NGOs currcnly lack the
capacity and influence to represent, advocate for, or effectively cngage with the formal
private sector, the organised prolossional classes, or the informal sector.

At another level, it is diffieult to undersiand how in practice the NGO sector is linked with
buginess and especially the informal seclor t¢ form the supposed anchor of private
initiative, which is expected fo fucl a market and civil society-driven sustainable develop-
ment, African NGOs maintain little relationship or funchional kinks with the formal business
seclor. Also, thers is virtually no NGO ensagement with Africa’s huge informal economic
scetor, which employs many, provides a wids range of services and simnificantly affects the
lives and livelihoods of the majority of the contingnt’s poor and marginalised. No African
NGO strategy is cnrrently koown fo exist for building a long overdus developmental
solidarily wilh this important sector.

But most importantly, the foundations of the informal sector’s development action are
distinctly different from those of the voluntary sector. For while the daily cfforts of the
*Mama-put’ (road side food sellers), and ‘Danfos’ (mini-bus Iransporters) of Lapos,
Nairobi’s ‘Matatus’ (mass transporters) and *Jua-kalis™ (roadside mechanics/techni-
cians), or Cotonow’s ‘Ze-mi-jan” (urban motorcyle transporters) are driven by a commer-
cial motivation for profit, African NGOz operate under an increasingly problematic and
impropetly articulated ethic of altroism and voluntarismo, Notfor the donor-dependent NGO
the hard-noscd caleulations of profit and loss, input-cost and sale price (hat exercise the
entreprenenrial mind of the “Mama put’ or “Matatu® on a daily basis.

Implicit, ideclogy-driven assumptions linking NGOs with business as a civil society
altcrnative to the state raises firther complications. While popular perceptions of the
mirinsic principles of “civil society” arg gencrally *soft’, those associated with the market
or business are very different. For example, an impotiant civil society aim is to defend
“consumer npghts” agamst “big business’. Also, an emphasis on group or commumity acion,
equity, collaboralion and social brodge-building, differences in social status, maicrial
meansz, lovel of farmal education, power relations between individnals cic - makes the civil
society the ultimate arena for promoting the righis and liberhies of the many, against the
constant possibility of abuse by powerful minority intorests like the state and multinationals.

Apart from these coniradiclions, the ‘progressive” and ‘modemising’ character of NGO

action in eivil socicty ean sometimes create irreconcilable differences between them and
other elements even within their favourad grasseoot constilucncy, Policy and world-view
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difforonces may pitch some MGOs against religion-based development apencies, wha
sometimes hinge their aclion on controversial doctrinal percsptions. Or against traditional
authoritiez nphelding fomale genital mutilation, or the highlv explailalive village or
community money:lenders, whose aclivilies perpetuate depondency and powerlessness
among (the ultra poor.

The above peints underline soms of the difficultics of assuming too nuch NGO catalytic
potential in a non-state parmership, aimed at a market-driven civil socisty dynamism in
Alrica. Arguably, Alrfcan governments recognise this misreading of NGO potential, ofien
playing along with donors and international agencics, in the hope that the rhetoric can be
sufficiently mistaken for the reality, without a significant disturbance of the status-guo, In
fact, a cynical view is expressed by some African development analysts to the effect that the
‘civil sociely” apenda is nomorc than another passing, developmenial faghion, created and
promoted by the aid business and the World Bank. The underlying hope, it is argued, is that
Africa’s “eivil society” (i.e people’s organisations, communities and business} will help
mopup the impact of the socio-sconomic tension, human suffering and developmental crisis
unleashed on fhe continet by a North-enforeed regime of debt payment and siructural
adjustmeni. I successful, this will remove theneed for any significan! softening of the rigid
stance of the London and Parig Clobe, the World Bank and IMF on the crippling
conditionalities of structural adjustment.

To fulfill expectations of an active NGO role in strengthening civil society, African NGOs
need (o articulate and ipiploment stratepies for their own self-development as a scetor, and
to define more clearly the nature of their actual and potential collaboration with all
important actars in African development. Key questives swill iclude -

B what aspects of development is the state besi positioned to undertake alane?; and what
background strategies might different civil society elements nge in influencing such
stalc-dominated functions in sustainable directions?

B what aspects of suslainable development are best underiaken in collaboration between
ihe state and other actors, especially the NGOs?

B what dovelopmentroles can best be left to (he private business sector, with only minimom
regulatory functions by the state?

B how can NGOs effectively influence the porvasive hand of the state, and the encrmous
market power. of the business scctor towards redistribuative and equity-enhancing
poals, which are supportive of the sclf-transforming ¢ Torts of the poor and marginalised,
and which promote sound environmental practices?

Unless and ntil African NGOs better understand and exploit the possibililics of inferface

across these different diserclionary levels and roles in the development process, their
potential to contribute to Africa’s transformation will remam neplipgible,
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Inside the NGO: dilemmas of their ‘way of doing’

To appreciate the internal workings of an African NGO, it is vseful to fook scparately at its
three eonstituent elctnents - the poople {leaders and staff) who opcrate it; the izgues around
which they work, including the fending implications; and the employment environment.

The staff

Three categories of personnel can be found in the smploy of a typical African NGO, The
firsiis the founder/chief excculive. Different routes and motivations can Jead to that status.
Some Aflrican NGOs have been esiablished out of a genuine altruistic urge, even where litile
or no initial finaneial resource has been available, Tn other cases, the motivation is mixed,
Some edueated individual, a government official for exampls, having aticnded a local or
international development event (.. a 3-day warkshop or an international NGO confar-
gnce), might later conelude that s/he could contribuls 1 sustainable developmont by starting
an NGO, focussing cspecially on the issue addressed atthe cvent, But the choice of secloral
focus is invanably influcnced by the degree of inicrost expressed by participaiing donars and
agencigs in the subrect, which gave encouraging signals about potential future support.
Expectation of robust financial support encourages a hasy wish to *help the paor®, or
respond to some development abjectives, For some othors unfortunately, the only moiivation
appears (o be straightforwardly peceniary, an oppertunism nurtured by the emerpency-
driven funding unleashed on African NGOs in the 198(s, oficn by genuinely motivated
donors.

NGO leadership is sometimes proup-based, comprising two or more persons brought
tagether by some, or a full combination of the molivations already cited. North-griginated
NGOs, Church or other rehgious voluntary groups operating in Africa donot canforni o the
above leadership categorisation,

The second category is comprised of the middie-lovel personnel - programme znd other
technical staff like finance, administration and information officers, Like the founder/chief
execulive, these usually have higher-level education, with middle class arientation. A
usually small nomber of such stalf might be molivated by an interest in the NGO mission,
But the majerity are straightforward employment scekers, Gencrally lacking spocialised
lraining and sensitivity for vohuntary sector work, they have found themselves in an NGO
after having unsucecssfully sought employmeni with the mosgt promising mainstream
emplovers.

The third level of stall comprises the support atail - secrefarics, clecks, and other general
servics emplovees, With the minimal acceptablo cducation, these persons liave sought and
got an employment, or have been offered one by the founder or other senior staff, without
a basic lmowledge of, or parlicular inferest in development, issues,
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The interplay of these three types and levels of expeclation, motivation and knowledge base
inside: the NGO, as well as the employment dynamics shaping that interplay, will be
discussed balopw,

The issues tackied, and resources deploved

Typically, Atrica’s communities comprise groups. people’s organisations and individuals
striving to mect a varicly of livelihood necds and chaflenges, including unquantifiable but
crucial social, psychological and cultural omes. These local elfodts are subject to intra-
communily and wider sociclal pressores and factors, such as ethnic nvaloes and impact of
government policies. Most importantly, the comnmuninies® life chythm is underpinned by
normns and percephions of reality, which are couched in familiar Jocal issues and expressed
m lacal languare,

Trig in thig astive socig-geonomie, cultural and psvchelogical space that an NGO infervenes
with development snpport, a contact which by and large brings topether two differently-
driven attitndes to situation analvsis and problem solving_ In the all too real world of the poor,
a variety of simuitansonsly-posed challenges have to be addressed topether: post harvest
loss, crosion, poor health resulting rom poor nutmitional conditions, lack of responsivencss
af local government ofMigials and access 1o oredil,. Now skalls and infrastrusiure may also
be required (o cnhance losal efforls. But the averape servics NGO, mmersed in the shilly,
onc-isgus tapicality of the donar and aid process, 18 often onls able to come up with support
m ong arca ol scasonal big idea - capacity-building, OR adult litcracy, OR envirgnmen-
tal cducation, OR rights of the girl-child, OR micro-credit, Onec initiated, the

sustainablily ol NGO support 1o local groups on such topical big 1ssucs is ofica dependent
on conlinucd donor inlorest,

IT, as ofien happens, danar interost in the bip ides showld wane, not only is the passibility
duminished for WGO ntervention lo enhance existing local coping mechanigms, the
cverwhelming influgnee of the donor-sponsored big issue and funds aceompanying NGO
support, often undenmines local, pre-intsrvention strategies and flexability.

Many Adrican NGO managers recommise the importance of local nomms, perceptions and
langnape in defining issues and in managing the development programmes that seek to
reapand to them. But the influence onthem of the overpowering process of Morthermn agenda-
scluing and development phrase-making results in attempts to apply pre-packaged ‘global’
(i.e. Norihem) language of currency 1o define the nuances and complexity of local issues.

It was interesiing, for examnple, to observe how many new Aftican *environmental NGOs*
were formed shortly before, and parlicularly aller the Rio Earth Summit. Even many existing
NG Os were moving to de-emphasise “old” issues around which their core activity had beon
bascd before Rio, infavour of *environmental problems’, A clearly over-gxeited (sometimes
even wornymg ) tendency emergcd at the time which treated Apenda 21 as a new talisman,
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with which to define and solve all sustamnable development problems. The most discerning
of African NGO leaders had quile ahard time renmiding dooers and fellow practitioners how
much existing efforts of Africa’s grassroot communilics alrcady contained substantial
elements of what was newly chrisicned *Agenda? 1’| cautioning thatit would be a great pity
if globally packaped phrase-making was allowed fo crowd out the existing langnape and
perceptions of locals on familiar, micro-level realily.

Afnican NGOs also have to live with a tension between the local and the global om another
front. Some development issues conmand fairly easy and straightforward local-global
consensus, both in ferms of pereeption and problem definition. Making an issue of extreme
poverty, AIDS, immunigation, and food secunity, forexample, 1sin large partunproblematic.
Somg others are more complex and potentially conflicinal. When African NGOs scoure
donor funding to tackle issues like reproductive health or sex education, child labour,
children’s rights, gender, cqualily of tighls across age-groups, Infra-community equality
and rights of expression, they ofien realise that the degree of programume success or failure
in the Geld depends significantly on the sensitivity and skill they can bring to bear in
managng the tension between local and global perceptions of these 1ssues.

Thss dilemma is sometimes aggravated by NGO presumptions of a modernising dimension
to their migsion, The averape NGO practitioner or project leader, being educated, middle

‘class, and self-consciously representailive of trends in the “global village’, has a self-

perception as an agent of the new, poised la devclap the old, away from a backward and
traditional mode to 2 modern mind-set. This atiiude is parily evident in the fact that {he
word “lncal’ {in most English-spealdng African countries) is used In a condescending
context of cosmapalitan arrorance by educated, middle-class people. It generally refers to
the ceuds, the unsophisticated, unpolished, rural, and needless to sav, un-Westernised, The
framers of *“Think globally, Act lacally® no doubt have genvine intentions, but Africa’s
N{70 field managers know they face a tough battle reconciling the overpowering lanpuage
and imperatives of ‘plobal’ apenda-setting with the reqeirements of local ly-driven, sustain-
able development among their own people.

The consequences of a *beggar-provider’ relationship pose an intractable problem in (his
regard. Because African NGQs trail their Jund-providers like heat-seeking missiles
desperately trailing heat-cmitting jels, they are gencrally unable to commit themselves to
sipnificant sction to challenge the agenda-setting status quo, even when glaring shortcom-
ings are evident in local application. This frustrating state of affairs has ossified intg a
permanznt (some thiok far foo repetitive) regime of donor-bashing at Afiican NGO
gathenings. A love-hate relationstup (love the money NOW . hate the LONG-TERM
dependency it fosters) has for over a decade charactenised African NGO relationship with
their Narthern supporters.

The ¢ritical questions to consider are; can a strategie, Africa-led and seripus-minded

revival of the decado-old objcoblives of ‘local ingome peperation’ and ‘dependency
reduction” be put in motion? To what exient, and how can the international aid comommty
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be brought Lo genuinely conmit itsell lo facilitating the attainment of this crucial African
development objective?

Emplovees, not alfruistic volunieers

In formal bosiness and other non-violuntary sectors, the rules and principles of omployment
are clcar and straightforward, Not s¢ in the African NGO scetor, The sector has been unable
clearly to deline how much of its emplovess’ work is voluntary, and what is the natore of
emplovment in an NGO. ‘Bread and butter” interests like overtime pavment, maternity
loave, staff pension schemes, promotion and upward professional mobility, on-the-job
iraining, and other critical personnel concemns arc at best ireated as residual matters to be
handled on a case-by-case basis, as, when and if they arise. In many cascs, there are no
policies on these important persomnel matters.

This hazy personnel culture is underlined by an equally hazy employment culture. While
an implicit attitode ¢xisls thatemployees are supposed fo exhibit a “voluntary spirll’ in NGO
employment, statf attitzde and expectalions are largely those associated with mainstream
employment, Many middle-{evel and goneral support staff come to NGOs becanse they are
perceived relalively as a boom sector even in the harsh employment climaie of structual
adjustment, The uncertain and resfrietive porsonnel conditions are hardly ever explained
clearly and unequivocally to new catrants.

The uncertainty and shifting topicality of donor funding means that NGO leaders cannet
reahistically commit themselves to the full range of benefits and conditions operating in
mainstream employment sectors. But the most fundamental problem regarding the stability
of the NGO employment culture involves a dilemma that both the African NGOs and (heir
Northemn financial supporters 2ull need to address head-on: has the NGO sector in Africa
come to stay as 4 fully-ledged profession in development, or is it only a ‘sorgical’
intervention?

All these uncertaintics add up to an uustable employment environment, in which the Feeling
is rife amonp, staff that only the lfounder or chief executive and a fiw close lieutenants derive
worlhwhile professional benefits from NGO work. The material and psychological gains
associgted with overseas travel, consultancics and participation at conferences are consid-
ered very real by those who do not enjoy them. Some NGOs are notorious for being
represented exclusively at international senvinars acd conferences by the same individual,
or a small group of senior staff, to the great frustralion, not to say envy, of middle level and
suppott staff. In particular, the sense of frusiration and denied opportunity among prajccl
ofieers can be great when NGO Directors, nol (hem, attend international conferences at
which Issues they {project officers) regularly deal with in the field are discussed.

This emplovment eﬁvimnm&nt is agpravaied by the fact that foundars/chief executives tend
to stay on indefinitely. Whete, as it increasingly happens, the MGO has been csiablished
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ag 3 personal refirement project by an ex-senior government official, then a kind of NGO
lifg-presidency is inevitable, with all its implication for receplivily 1o eriticism, innovation
or new ideas at the top. Not a few observers of Alnican dovalopment notice the irony in the
fact that some officials leaving the much criticiscd slalc agencies are increasingly re-

appeaning as NGO leaders, and arc thoreby able to enjoy continued access to the same donar

funds denied them within the context of restricted development aid to governcnlal
agencies!

NGO staff with less enconraging opportunitios have no choice but to leave and start their
own MGQs - where they too can stay on top mdefimitely -, or seck employment in betfer-
paying volunlary organisations, usoally Africa-based, but Northem-owned and dirceted
NGOQs. Somctimes, staff simply ledve the uncertain personnel enviranment of the NGO
world for ihe clearer, non-altmistic conditions of formal private seclor employment. The
high staff turnover that NGOs complain about appears 1o be n in-built, systemic lmitation.

Anv questions about the fulure af employmeant and personnel conditions in Afnca’s NGO
sector should necessanly be hnked to 8 question aboul the nature and future of voluntarism
as an anchar principle of the scotor, If capacity and institution building leads to more
professionalism, and African NGOs stll remain attached to 2 voluntaristic philosoply,
might a fully fledged (rangition {o using real volunteers on a large and permangnt scale be
the way of the future? And il so, how will thig anny of development voluntsers acquire the
appropriate skills and capacity to perform elliciently and cffectively?

Between NGOs: challenge of networking
and coalition-building

Networking and coalilion building have long been recopnized by NGO prachtioners and
donors glike as an important tool for creating and deploving scale and critical-mazs for
maximising NGO capacity and resowrce. Networks are especially crucial for NGOs”
sectaral of institutional problem-solving because many operatansl and poliey problems
faced by individual NGO+ are only amenableto collective, inter-organisational solutions,
Typically, NGO networks are issug-hased, focussing on one or more sectoral congerns,
Tdeally, the network is a resource-pooling and sharing process. ILshould enable individual
member-groups to contribute information, resoures and action into a network ‘centre’ or
pool, which, throuph eoordination, then disseminates back a much greater level of resource
and information to each network member than they have coniributed to the pool.

The network b 1s expected to b ablota ergate a “whole’, or crifical mass of uselul regource
and information which is much farger than each ofits constitoent parts, from which members
could draw benelils [or increased capacity and effectivoness in their work, In addifion to
direct socio-econonuc and cealogical issues, networks are mobilised around policy, protest,
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negotiation and otheér advocacy activities, all geared to enhanging the pursuit of NGOs’
1i5S10H,

But there are enormous constraints (o achisving this networlking ideal. Some are structural
dilemmas, going right to the heart of African NGOs® way of being and of doing. The very
meihodolomy or approach to NGO networking can pose quile a problem.  What lype of
networking arrangment is suitable for a givon objeclive, for example? A permanenily and
physically institutionalised network, or a network built on 2 concensus to mobilise memboers
a8 and when ihe need arises? Either approach throws up different types of administralive,
logistical, luman-tesource, cost and time implications.

The former will impose susbstantial initial requirements of encrev, time, resource, planning
and other ingtitutionalisation input, And for these o add up to a sustainable mstiltional
capacity snabling the network to trully benefitits members, a dannting govermances challengs
is posed. Wha pays the costs of the network’s pperations and staff? Whose orgamgational
time will be devoted to the logistical footwork, sometimes undoriaken across difforent
counlties, if the netwark is regional, for example? How to build consensus ameng the
various member-groups about the location of the network hub, sinee many potential
participants may perceive an advantags in having it close to their base? What pperational
and moniloring arrangements will be most suitable to maximise network eflciency and
henefits, and fo ensure adequate membership participation 1 its gavernance?

For the latter, ‘mobilisc-as-and-when-necessary’ option, the first crilical challenge is
deciding on an appropriste “trigger mechanism’ for rapidly buildisg conscnsus and
organising luman and logistical resource for effoctive action when issues requiring network
response arise, Moreovet, different actors, in differcnt district or national contexis, with
perhaps nuanced differences aititude 10 a parlicular issue, crisis of pobey, can be
extremely difficuli to manage and mobilige behind 2 cohercnt and quick NGO responsc,
where a physically inslitutionalised network struclure is absent. Managing a network’s
‘implemestation enviropment’ can thus posc particularly daunting constraints.

For both types of network, the most critical long-erm dilemma is really the damor-
dependent nature African NGOs. Because {he start-off fund and often the idea itself have
originated from an ¢xternal source, each participating group tends 1o look up to the danor
or assisting Norther agency as the implementer of the network, Also, becansc many NGOs
tend to exist in some kind of “survival prison’, which demands aimost {otal attention to their
individual organisation’s activilies and multiple donor deadlines, very littic room exigts for
them te actively contribuic to, and honour collabarative, inler-organisational commitments
within a network context, This makaise is often reinforced by the “support mput’ provided
by the outside donor or agency, \mderstandably concered that its network partnership
should not be allowed to fail. But the more the outside collaborator ‘helps’ the network,
the more individual NGO members concentrate their ‘networking” jnierest vertically
towards the Northern institwlional “partner’, and the less horizontal linkapes occur locally.
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In terms of the rhetoric, a development network pravides the classic opportunity Tor
development experimentation, [earning and process Mexibilily. Hardly any practitieners or
donovs deny the portancs of these factors for sustaineble, buman-centred thanse and
popular empowerment of grassroot commurities, However, the international aid process
which underwrites the networks’ existence, requires measurements and quantitative
valuation of success, all within a generally fixed evaluaiion and reporting timeframe, which
inevitably discourapes a slow, leaming and flexible networking process. This in turn fosters
a temptatton to network upwards, towards the skills, infrastructural, logistical and outpul
requirements of donars and information technology, rather ihan towards the local needs of
ihe commnmives @t peoplt’s organisations, in whose interests NGO networking is
undertaken. '

Even thenoud to “susceed’ by mesting donors” time-table and repocting regquiraments is itzolf
often a source of tension in intra-neiwerk relations among NGOs. The power of Northern
[underz s notsimply obvious in the character and rhythra of much African NGO networking,
it1s overwhelmingly so, Aslong as the real cngine driving NGO work is the race to justify
cwrent donor funding and sceure thenext, African NGOz face a fondamental and intractable
problem of ‘strectural ineffeclivensss’,

The big challenge 15 whether Afriean MGOs can sgoure a cretdile depret of depenilency-
reduction and operational antonomy to freely ponder, plan, madify or change objectives,
in order to articulate visions and programmes aimed prineipally al (heir true consiimency,
Without the possibility to ignore donor topicalities and evolye long-leom strategies relevant
te the nceds of Affica’s grassroot communities, African NGOs may woll remain trapped in
8 permanent process of development tinkering. But the challenpge and dilemma are
daunting,

NGOs, communities and people’s organisations: an uneasy
but potentially useful relationship?

NGOs owned and run by Africans remain by far the most potentially qualilicd apency for
locally meaningful support lo the sclf-transforming efforts of Africa’s communitics and
people’s organisations. Because they undersiand the local fraditions betier, they are more
suited than mosi putsiders to mediate and lacilitate the various challenpes afa locally-drivon,
but gtobally influenced development among Africa’s grassroot people. But this local
qualificatian is by 1o means sutomatic, a3 has been bome aut by the very lmited record
of Afncan NGO achievement during two decades o fmore cxpanded, well funded and widely
telebraied intervention i the continen’s development.

The reality on the ground is of 1ecal communitics and people’s organisaiions bubblng with
assocagtive imitiatives of warious kinds, From producer groups who pool labour and
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FESOURCCS, 10 women's aroupns who organise to market products and services, to esusu (or
susi) proups who engape in muinal sapporl through micro-credil, lo youth protest-groups
who act Lo press for conununity rights and benefits, Africa’s grassroot populations are
mereasingly engaped in self-improvement efforts. Wlile these associalive initigtives arenot
alwavs spectacular socio-coonomic successes, fatalistic inaction s far from the norm. Some
people’s orgamsalions and producor groups are in fact becoming juggernauts of the
associative econonty, marshalling the labour, enerpies and resources of thousands of
ordinary members, in a bencficial archostra of socio-economic self-empowerment.

The challenge of NGO support and partnership in this grassroot self-improvement process
is posed at fhree levels, Firstly, can NGOs becone a value-adding technical resonrve for
the work of people’s orgamisations? This implics a qualily of assistance and input that
enhanges the cfficiency and institutional framework of prassrool development activities,
Secondly, can African NGOs becone inittators and facilitators of locally-driven processes
for managing the infra-community stress, conflicts and attitude-change that will inevitably
accompany the transfarmative and sustainable development of grassroot communities?
Thirdly, can NGOs, workang closely with people’s organisations, seize the imbative in
agenda-setting and advocacy for sustainable dovelopment at three important platforms: the
inlernational aid/donor system, wnational policy process, and comunmity or local level
SOVETNANCE STLCHrES.

The challenge, at the level of ihe intermational aid system, would be for Afvican NGOs to
enpage more vigoroushy and knowledgeably with advocacy NGOs and South-oriented
developmeni lobbyists| consciously de-emphasising any fiund-zesking tendency in such an
alliance. Positive and conscious engagemenl can be undertaken with international milia-
tives like The Fair Trade Movement, which acts to minimise the ineguily in (he prices paid
to poor Southern praducers of [ood products and erafis. Or, The Heritage Sced Scheme,
whuch advocates for preservation of the bio-diversity of food species, against the (hecal of
over-standardised agnculloral technologies. Intemational coalition-building of this kind
can be a uscful siralegy for African NGOs to reclaim somic of the agenda-setting initiative
on Altcan development. Similar engagement with The Debt Crisis Network, The Qther

Economic Summit {TOES) and other genuinely South-gricnted movements in the North
could ba explated.-

Effeclively managed, such stratepies will enable African NGOs to contibute in localising
the apenda-settingprocess for Affica, and then to influence how it is articulated globally.
Regarding national policy, the challenge will involve exploring possibilities of greater
engagement and bridge buitding with government and governmental structurss. A process
of two-way transparency, which builds rust and respectability for NGO opinion, without
undermining the sector’s independencs will be crucial. MNeedless lo say. NGO hopes of
influencing state policy and dovelopment programmes in people-centred and squity-driven
directions can more realistically be built around a home-grown spirit of “government AND
NGOs® rather than a ‘globally’ inspired athtude of ‘non-gwvernmental versus govern-
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mental’. Uselul NGO-governmeni rapproachment can be [acilitatad by a recognition ol the
undeniable ecntrality of the state process in intluencing the orientation of development
in Alica. :

But Africa’s local communilios remain the ultimate arcna of challenge in NGO sector efforts
to contribute o real sustsinable development. Precizely because NGOs and poople’s
organisations have to work side by side with local governance stractures at thiz level, the
challenges posed are perhaps more daunting than thoss of national policy advocacy. Can
NGOs effectively engape with, and make local government more responsive to community
needs? Can they be a resource for enhancing, communities” capacity to gain access and
effortively relate to local gevenunent agencics? Can NGOs position (hemselves within the
stirrings of local government politics, fo become the trusted “eyes and cars’ of grassroot
communihies and organisations? Can theylielp to create conditions thal make it increasingly
difficult for local government to ride roughshod over the interests of the poor and
tgrginahised?

NGO response to these queslions calls for a fundamental rethink of the assumptions of the
sector’s inplicit role as the new purvevors of the imperatives of modernisation, It requires
NGO acceptance of an inevilable re-working of existing orientation and practice of
development assisiance, which tends to imply a duty by ihe oatsider to *‘develop® the poor,
Since it s increasimply cAear that grassrecl communities and people 8¢ want and do sirive
te develop themselves and transform their conditions, the character and crientation of any
Tuture NGO coniribution to this process are not ioo hard to appreciate. In parficular, 3 new
and different notion of NGO nccountability, which is oriented fowards grassoot constilu-
encies rather than towards donors will be erilical lo a “structural adjustment’ of relations
between NGOs and local groups.

If curreat trends in grassrool associative action conlinug, much future cutsider assistance,
whether by Afican or international NGOs, wall mest likely evolve in a context whereby
NGO services ean literally be *hired and fired’ by conmunities and people’s organisations,
to whom the fonmer would (should) relate mainly as an advocacy and technical assistance
appendage, All NGOs, irrespective of focus or type of work, will ultimately pain mars
relevance through genuine accountabilily te local constitucncies. Apart from full-time
research NGOs, who will conlinue to have a rols in identifying and articulating issues in
Alrica’s sustainable dovelopment, viable service NGOs of the foture may wel) be those
who have accepted to be largely dependent on prassroot patronage, approval and custom
for their organisabional survival.

In concluding
All thig 1mplies a crifical self-assesament by African NGOs_ especially integard to whether

and how thoy achieve the institutipnal capacity, preparedness and strategy for the
inevitabie transilion. Will fransition requircments render many African NGOs unviable?
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Will strategic alliances rather than individual organisational survival be the NGO norm in
future? In anecwdispengalion, what will be the role and place of the albruism and voluntarism

associated with the NGO mission? How will the character ol NGO capacity building and
professionahsm be alfeeted?

These dilemmias call for an up-front scll appraissal by African NGOs, sooner rather than

later. Rather than bemoan the current downturn in donor fonding, they should seize il as an

opportunity to rethink their “way of being and deing®. The most inroediate challenge

appears ta be how, m conserl with other actors in African development, they will contribute

towards creaéing an enabling environment for the associalive enterprise and other self-

transforming processes of prassroot people and groups. It means giving the right kind of

assiztance, where and when it most mallers, and with an intensity and engagement which not

only produce results in the short to medium (g, bur also enhance the long-term polential |
for sclf-empowerment by the people.

NGO FILE ESSAY SERIES NO. 1 23



" Bfrican NGO
Nategrks

{+4||- 1?1} 3333\21 1'?'{ ‘P:'Z .
_ [+44 1?1'_] 333 2&25?_?- - ¥

African NGO Netwarks Programme

The African NGO Metworks Programme of HED
supporls  capacily developmenl of NGO nebwerks,
gragsroot associations and fedaralions in Africa, The
pregramma strategy involves undertaking collab-
orative initialives with lacal, national and regional
nalwatk structures, Where it does not exlat, the
programme enceurages coalilian-building among
Individual graups and networks, thereby fasilitating a
collective, institutional response tf ¢omman
thallangas. The underlying aim Is ta enhance NGO
relevance and 'cifent-rasponsiveness’to communiigs,
paople's crganisations and grasgroo) devalopment
effarts.

The programme aims to assigt in anhancing NGO
knowledge of sustainable development issues and
challenges, and strengthen their instilutional capacily
to respand. [t alsa warks 0o facilitate a8 positive NGO
engagement and influence with governmenls and other
key actors in Afrlean devalapmanl,

Cuirently tasad In Golonaw, Republic of Banin, in
Wesl Africa, the programma also provides occas|anal
SlUppart senrvices (o MNGOS, netwarks and grassiont
associations in a number of operational argaz. These
includa documentaticnal suppert {small-scals publication
of basic working matetials, French fo English translation
of programme documents, brochures, small reparts,
etc), review of, and input to NGO programme designs
and strategies, prejget and programme evaluations.

When feasible, It helps to facililate NGO wnr[{shups and
seminars.




