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Intmductmn o

Tl'ua cnllcemratmn of capilal and other means of pmduulmn in a few hands
is 1u1dnubtecilj,f the deminant mode of socio- -cconomiic  power in
contﬂmpnrary 111tematmnal systért. Those who seck to oreate an
‘ altcmamfe system to, or within thils dommant one, must make a conscious
eiTort to consiruct and nurturé new values and Wworldviews which aré
underpumed both. by a material -and mental rationale. As the present
dominant: 1deoluu}r has sttong psychological, :uluual and taclmn:}l{;:-gmal
underpinfifngs, go ‘must any alternative ideclogy have its self-pcrpetuating
valies. The NGO movement world-wide, which advocates a sustainable,

human-centred, equ:tabi-: and- matenally inclusive mudc nf societal life,

can be said to be very much engaged in the struggle to fashmn out 115
pecuilar values and cardmal phrlnsnph} of operation. :

Apainst - the fore-going observation, it--is surpnsmg Lhat thﬁ NGD
movement should practice so little coordinated plaoning. The dependence
on-project funds for their survival partly explains this siluation, the reality
being that once-the running ¢ost of a project has been exhausted, therc is
- very little glse for personmel, -administrative and other institutional
development cosis. A key ‘challenge for NGOs remains how they can
effectively operate in a cw::rpmaie ‘world without a financial fall-back plﬂn
and a cﬂrraspnndmg advocax:y ot self-pmmc:tmn strategy There i3 no
doubt fhat they need these assets both' to ‘ensuré. their orgadisational
sustenance and autonomy, and to educale their various publics about their
missionfvision. A related question is ‘how the idca of pm[“ table fund
investment can be a part of NGO ethics without compromising the 110‘[-
for-profit’, doctrine of the movement. Indead, is there anything immoral i in
becoming a part of the exploitative logic of ma.rhel emnnmlcs mcﬂudmg
ihe interest rate regimes of financial institutions?

Looked: at from anotlier angle; should NGOS prepare fEﬁ&lbllLt}f studies of
their initial {ake-off and offer shares for sale, Just like businesses -do? Dri

-, will ‘hiz be going loo far? . Can the end justify the means or not, in so far

"ag NGOs are’ concemed? Whatever answers we come -up with, these
qucstions still loom rather large in NGO reality. For thie real dilernma is
whether NGOs c{:mlcl ever help to create a jusl society by being a part of
the socio-economic order they wish 4o change? If the niainstream politics
and profit motivation in the current world system are too far remwed from
the proj; iecied ethos of NGOs, can the mevement fashion new WEYS OT e
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moralities to back up its vision and mission? For example, can they, leam
anything from religious organisations, who work to facilitate development
for the poor by coilecting ' tithes and the *widow’s mite’ from their
community of farthfuls? In Lagps, Nigeria, for example, a Pentecostal
church runs a conmmunity bank, through which seme form of econornic
investment is undertaken for the benefit of its membership. Members and’
. new branches can obtain loans for social aud welfare activities without the
pressme associated with such facilities in conventional banks, F-:rr such a
‘bank’, the rules of operation are not dictated by the prevmhn" imarket
reality in Nigerias financial sector. Of course, it is trie that this kind of
rclxgmn—dnw:n NGO is able to invoke the ‘diwne prerogative’ to secure
‘the binding commitment of large seclions of the people. But it ig worth
pondcring whether NGOs can mobilise a similar kind of binding faith to
link iheir mission with the livelihood pursuits of theose they profcss to
serve. To some exient, it conld be arpued that by underlaking: this
initiative, the church in question has. made some atterpl to create a. socio-,
economic and meoral alternative to the togic of the market. It has thereby
reduced the linl: between the econonic possibilities of its member:- and. the
realities dretated by mainstream market and banling logie,

Another issue of importsnce in the mtmfﬂcc herwéen ihe phllu:rsr:-ph}f of
NGO mission and their operational realify is that of language, Western
languages, ES]JEEI.:LH}* English, are the dominant linguistic media through
which the discourse and *profession’ of dﬂvelr:-pmant are conducted, Steve
Biko, the laté South African auti- apartheid student leader, once opined that
the mosl polent weaponl that any oppresser possessed was the mind of the
oppressed. Domination throngh language is no doubt crucial to the ‘mind-
conttol” aspect of the colonial experience. The ability to think, speak and
-wrile In 8 language different from that which the majorty of penple ina
dominated geo-political space spcal{ and understand, can confer on the
few, visible speakers, the ability 1o represent, articulate and promote: the
dominant worldview of the owners of the foreign langnage, NGOs; whose.
work involves communicating scientific ideas 1o grassroots audiences who
are unfamiliar with Western technical terms and c(mcepts would readily
recognise this reality. :

Finding appropriate cultural codes and symbols for communicating
devélopment idéas can be problematic and sometimes frustrating, How,
for example, does’ an NGO field staff effectively explain the
interconnection of human activities in deforestation and climate change,
when conveving the effects of global warming to rural folks whose
educational aid lechnical horizon is peared towards basic production for
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consumplion. At whal point will prassmg an isste. of global concern like
the above begin to appear [ike propagating a donor-imposed agenda af the
expense of the needs for survival?

Morcover, the location and rode of “development experts’, who constantly
have to occupy the communication bridge between the pedple and
international agencies, have proved hardly an adequate response 1o thege
challenges. It is indeed an enduring paradox of international aid and the

NGO ‘profession’ that it is largely the articulale and educated elite, who.

share none of the dircct encounters of poverty and socio-etonomic
marginalisation, that have had to perpetaally bear the burden of the formal
struggle for change. Yet, in spite of efforts spanning several decades, NGO
and development professicnalism have secured hardly any worlhwhile
change on behalf of the poor beneficiaries targeted by theirr work. Given
the ever-worsening condition of the poor in Afiica and elsewhere i the
developing world, it is perhaps necessary to ponder the possibilities of
polilically mobilising the masses, when designing poverty alleviation
programs and projecis aimed at them. But this will clearly be ‘politics’, and
considering their core values, can NGOs play the game? This essay seeks
to explore the complex interfaces when NGOs work for the poor and
marginalised people, in political environments which are anti-people, or

indilferent to concerns about moralily and equity, and where the-

imperatives of matcrial and marlet power predominate.
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e . Section One
The Challenge of Mission Adlicrence '

In considering the issues encapsulated in our title, we will attempt to paint

a picture of reality against the backgiound of currenl economic experience.

In so doing, we hope to expose the lrue situations encountered as NGOs

seek alternative possibilitics that can ameliorate (or even eliminatej-anti--
development conditions like génder injustice, economic dis-empoweritent

of people and over-exploitation of natural résources. We are mindful of the

almosl impossible demands and distraclions that arise for change- enented

NGO practitioners in the process nl wcrrkmg with the people.

‘T'o enhance clarxt‘r and cﬂmprehcmmn of the issues exatmnf:d in 1.1115
essay, at altempt i8 made below (o clarify some cottcepts and caiegnncs
which routinely {gature in discussing NGO wark, Some questmﬂs {hat
arise in ﬂ'us regard are:

. “Which tvpe or groups (}f people constitute our focus in th1s discourse?
e Politics at what level falls within our sphere of concern? and,:
» Profit from which kind of enterprise, and to uhﬂt cxtent‘? L

Who and Where are thc 'People’™?

In development language, the word ‘people’ is hardly ever used wﬂhnut'
nuances or qualification. We. read about people who are marginalised,
poor, unemployed and powerless. One hardly ever gets much explanation
as to why the 'people’ are permanently pushed to the margins of society, or
why conditions at the societal margin require so much funds and enery
for Integration within the mainsiream. No doubt, some people in society
arc al the core of socio-economic and political opportunities and
possibilities, while the other set of 'people’, who are the target of
- development aid and NGO work, arc located at the periphery, far r_'emﬂved
from developmental opportunities and possibilities. What mdre, they
ofientimes service the exploliative machinery of power and vpporpumtios
enjoyed by those at society's core. Il is- therefore not surprising that
development intervention by governments, local and intemational agencies
is never tar rcaching enough to fundamentaily iransform the material
condition of the pecple.

Usnally, the people who are, and have always been, the real creators of
wealth-afe referred to as ‘lhe masses”, whose idenfity is lost and whose
voices aré mever 10 be found. where ‘matters that concern them are
disetssed. in the context of this refiection on practice, we know that the

NGO File Series no.4 | | 4




—a—cmne-

people are diverse, - farmers, fisher-follks, the drawers of water and hewers
of wood? They are the toiling women and mothers who constantly add
value to farm produce and engage i1 ‘petity-trading’. Many experienced
NGO practitioners would in fact argie that it is arownid thesé creative and
tesilient -people that the multibillion-dollar ~'development industry’
revolves. It 1s their impoverished condition and life situation that have also
given birth to the multitude of international and local NGOs the world
over, -

In an effort to better understand the self-perception of the people’ in
Africa, many development analysts have pointed 1o the factor of 'sense of
identity' in shaping their respinse to development aidl -interventions.
Because of the perplexing effects of the colonial expefience among
Africans, especially those at grassroots level,. the self-pe;deljtiﬂn problem
among the poor.is necessarily an impediment to easy resolution of the
present developmental crisis. All NGOs who work ditectly with people on
the field. know that while programmes and projécts multiply, it is
increasingly -difficult to meet ithe people's expectations in a sustainable
way.- This “Jaclt often proves rather disorientating for NGC and aid

managers. - B : '

The problem of 'sclf-perceptifnn in development Among  grassroots.

" populations is ultimately the problem of Africa itself in the global system.

The majonty of Afiican peoples, often poor and stmgghng for survival at
the socio-economic and power marging of their various countries, are
victims of double n:mrgmallsatmn The so-called independent countries of
Africa, are themselves inconsequential players at the margins of a larger’
Nurth—dﬂminaled global system. Africa’s poor are thus the marginalised
and - di's%mpuwred lq societies that are themselves marginalised and -
pc-werlﬂss in the world.- Aftica's poor people suffer partly from the effects
of the nemcﬂfﬂnlal comiporument of their local [{national) leaders, just as
they also suffer from the effects of their countries being themselves
viciims of the lopsided power reality in the international system. Not even

 the, various populist: slogans and phrases like ‘popular’ participation’ and

empﬂwennent‘ have mada a mgmﬁcant difference to the puwerlessnf:ss of
the peoplé.” co

Indeed, the mtrr:ldu-:tmn of the cunc:em of ‘popular parumpatmn was, in iis
original form, meant to parlially address the lack of self-critical ‘analysis
among - dévelopment aid” professionals, including NGOs. For example, a
leading Nigerian grassroots development activist and analyst, Seinde-
Arigbede, has argued that the. cnﬂ-::f:pt of popular pammpatmn took its
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origin from the counter-cultural determination of the mid-70s to challenge
the hegemony of elitist concepts of social organisation and. development.
Uniortunately however, he points out, what has followed the lofty concept
is a largely. symbolic gesture, undertaken within the same fundanmientally
inequitable societal arrangements. Based on this reality, it is increasingly
clear to most development workers that structural and fundamental
changes are hardly possible within the present donor-recipient relationship,

Ag indicated above, some of the problems on the continent are externally’
driven. The main developmeirtal pathways have not been decided upon by
the people, or their leaders, but by those who lve outside the daily
. experiences of the continent. Julius Nyerere, late Tanzanian President,
‘once argued that any new African movernmeni, no sooner it settles down to
work in pursuit of any significant transformatory or people-focussed
arﬂh]tmns, would come face-to-face wifh the - reality of neo-colenial
boundaries to its powers, He claimed further that the longer such a peopte-
focussed government lasted, the more it would discover that there was no
".such thing as a ‘natienal economy’. It would realise that within its country
‘existed tnany economic activities directed mainly at external needs, with
policies run essentially in the interest of external ceonomic powets. " This,
to a large cxtent, alse encapsulates the dilemima of NGOs and the people
they work with in- the present dispensation. NGO operations are largely
regulated by their funders, because the latter are the ones who generally
determine the issues, the methodology and, in some cases, the semment of
the people where funded work should be done. How do we as
development dgents resolve 1h15 chlemmu without losing fncus and
relevance?

" What nature of pﬂlitics?

One of the most obvious identity features of the NGO movement is the
émphasis on what ii is not, and the little consensus around what it is,
should be, or wants to become. Unlike politicians, who endeavour o
clearly state their identify and manifesto, NGOs assume that thé people
whom they wish to assist, have an idea of theu‘ (NGO 1d¢nt1t}r, based on
the work they do with and for them. It is therefore expected that the latter
‘would understand (and indeed identify with) the texture-and orientation of -
NGO politics, or political intentions, Most NGOs “state  in .their -
~ constitutions that they are non-political groups, The unphcanan of this is
that they are not {and should not bej involved 4n partisan puht:cs this
being understood as a fierce competition for power,-and by extension, the
privileges of formal state power. Tlis position then throws up a nurnher
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series of questmns

e  What is the main purpose of NGO intervention, lf not pnwer’?

o Can NGOs facilitate transformative changes without secking to’
' einttrol pnllncal power?
o - Should being non-political’ nécessarily mean T:tremg ‘apalitical ?.

Politics is commonly rcgarded as-a: process of power, in which the core
rationale. revolves around the gquestion of who gets what, when, and how.
A critical look at this definition reveals some convergence between the
politics of development aid and NGOs, on the one hand, and the
conventional, partisan and rancorous politics of power. The former tends
to make the development and enhancement of the luman condition its
main focus, The latter is pre-occupied with the search for, and control of
power, in the declared nbjcctive of building or maintaining a nation within
some context of socio-economic and palitical harmony. Ordiarily, both
tasks should be mutually reinforeing, especially if the staled objectives of
NOs and politicians are faithfully pursued. But the evidence, in most
African countries, is that most NGOs operate in political environments
that put thein in opposition to the ruling elite. Yet, historical circumstances
do arise that make an association between NGOs and pﬂlltlcal parties
necessary. For instance, during the "apartheid era, most peoples’
grganisations in Scuth Aﬁrma had to work closely with the political
groupings and movemenls o ﬁght the system. But with the anh—aparthald
political parties now i power, NGOs have fell a need to redefine their
' relatmnslup with the pnhtu:al pariies especially thﬂse: ccrntmlllng stale
power.

Another 1llu.strat1ve evidence comes from Nrgena where the long-drawn
instabilily fn-the political environment. does not only make long term
strategic planning difficult for NGOs, but also shrinks the political space
- available for consiructive intervention by the sector. The critical dilemma
for much of (he NGO . movement in Aftica, apart from  that of
nrgamsatmnai survival, is how to secure an appropriate pnhtmal ‘Space
within - which -it can intervene in the development process, without
becoming what some davelnpment analysts’ have termed ‘post-
govermnental organisations'. Such commentators drgue that NGOs are
genetally being déawn into takmg QVver certain dﬁvelnpmental tasks that are

traditionally the domain of the state, Indeed, an observable context exists
for such overlap. The extent to which NGOs can pursue their mission in a
given ¢ountry, will largely be'a function of thé kind of politics prevalent in
that society, Though not nacessarﬂ}r or offen partisan, there can be no

NGE} File Series no.4 . ) : .; L ra



doubt thal the NGO and development aid process (or enterprise, as some
would argue) is very political. Yet, they do not have or seek the kind of
power which 15 considered inevitable for mainstream political movements.

The NGO movemiént will nead to deal with this contradiction as it expands
.the scope of its intervention and pelitical ambitions. Otherwise, it will
‘continue to act at the marging of Africa's development process, able only
. to advocate for sastaingble development, while the pelitical parties who
“seek and gain state power. will conlinue to determine ‘the content and
.context of national develepment, which may not necessarily conform with
. NGOg' development philosophy and pelitics. A future challenge for NGOs
may therefore be how to make a non-disruptive transition from their
present apolilcal status, o-cene in which they may seek and hold power in
trust for the peopie. Of course, certain quarters advocate a conlrary view,
- wishing for NGOs simply to remam as mstruments of mddest change and
conduits of service and support to marginalised and vulnerable people and
.~ proups in the periphery of African couniries, The underlying argument is
. that it will be near impossible for NGOs to play the full power politics of
-~ mainstream political . parties, without a mrreqpﬂndmg Lh.;mge in their
[undamental phﬂﬂbﬂph}-’, objectives and cultwre.

There is also a donor- dimersion fo the problematique of NGOs and
“politics, In mary ways, the donr:irnremplent relationship conceals the real
. location of power, by pnrtraymg a sitvation of parinership and equallt}'
where all are free 10 participate in aspects of the decision making process,

The subtle persistence of this concealed conirol has- the effect of
obstructing the self-reliance capabilily of ﬁﬁlcau NGOs and community
aroups working with deooor suppert. It will be an rmpﬂrtant challenge of
the politics of African NGOs and grassroots groups lo sirugyle to shake off
what an ILO programme documenl on participatory dﬂvelnpmant onee
called 'the attitude of mental dependeme on outsiders. .

Fortunately, African NGO practitioners have made some effort in this
direction. For example, in the carly 1990s, a group of NGO leaders got
togeiher to addrea.s the pulltlcs and inherent dependency problems in:the
donor system, as they aflect the African NGO sector. They came up with
an institutional arrangement — the African. NGO Selfreliance and
Development Advocacy Group (ASDAG). The group set itsclf the task of
formulating 'A Draft Code of Practice for African NGOs,' aimed at
reinforcing their ﬂbjcctwc: of self-reliance and providing (io quc:te the
document) "2 framework for better relations among them on one hand, and
between them. and their non- -Aftican _collaborators on the other'.
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Unfortunately it was not possiblz to sustain the initial energy that brought
the group together, becanse the contradiction of the founding and funding
became their undoing. ASDAG as a group.may be moribund, but the ideas
it spun during those years are still as valid today as they were when they
- were first formulated. ‘We believe the objectives of self-reliance, within a
framework of appmpnate NGD-dﬂnDr relations in Alrica, will be greatly
served if the cnntmf:nt‘s NGO leaders and represantatwe:, revisit the issues
raised in the vatious pul::lmatlnns by AS[}AG

A move of this kind. -was made recently when, under the aegis of the
'Forum of NGOs', some NGOs in, Lagos st&rted to discuss the meed to
nagntlate a code of ethics for the sector, E}:pcctadljr, the move lhrew up
fears in some quartsrs, on-the  grounds that up-coming and cash-strapped
NGOs might be régulated cut of the NGO space. It was also argued that
NGO regulations should not unwittingly alienate the righls to orpanise and
associate with' persons of one's choice, in pursuit ‘of shared beliefs, as
guaranteed by the demncratic- norms of Nigeria's new -political
dispensation. : ’ . '

The Pmﬁt Dimension and the I\Gﬂ I'f[lssmn

NGOs usually refer to themselves as “not-for-profit’ organisations, but n
practice, they can be very profitable ventures. The definition of profit in
this sense does not only include that derivable from monetary-transactions
and” accumuiation® of surplus income from operational activities. There is
no doubt thai some NGOs make profit from their projects and
programmes. It is now an accepted practice for NGOs to demand a certain
percentage for administrative purposes, to enable them to meet some of
their nen-project costs. Such exira fands can represent a kind of
unrestricted income', which can be del:rh:rj,'ed with relative freedom for the
good of the organization. Tn some cases, NGOs have been. known to invest
donor funds as a means of earning-extta mm::mﬁ for the organization. The
difference, however, between NGOs and the corporate world is that profit
is nol shared at the end of gach bu'ﬂncss year. "ﬂi.f’hatevar excess funds are
reallsed at the end of cach ;J]ij ect are meant to be plnu,:ha::i back towards
(he orgénization's objeclives, or. returned to the- domors, ‘where donor
support might have been secured on the basis of the. ‘use it or lose it’
accounting regulation of many funding agencies. This nse it or lose i
principle is one area of donor-NGO relationship that needs a review and
rethink. Perhaps new puidelines should be explored to enable grant-
1e¢emng NGOs, subject to agreed guaraitees, to use left-over funds for
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their broader, self-chosen organisational or institutional. develnpment
purp{}ﬁﬁﬁ . = :

Of course, the issue of pIDﬁt am:l pmﬁtahﬂﬂy within NGOs wﬂl remain
contentious for long, fo the extent that the underlying philosophy is that
profits (defined in the mainstrcam commercial sense) are generally not part
of the rationale of NGO operations. This tension is not made eagier by the
presence within the NGO fold of many practitioners who may be
‘motivated more by profit as private pecuniary gain, than by profit as an
uh]cchve of institutional or uparatmnal gnhancement. However, for many
other workers and leaders in the sector who have come in for largely
altrnistic reasons, the real profit does not even coine from the salaries or
emoluments. It is comprised of the spiritual (philosophicaly fulfillment of
being able to implement some mission which affects the development of
people, or the preservation of the environment, for example. Foi' such
NGC personnel, the opportunities of social interaction, networking,
information-sharing, cross-fertilisation . of koowledge, even the
camaraderic shared with like-minded people from scross the world,
provides satisfaction of mestlmable value. But thiz is not a value-
orientation - that is easily spread among the generality of NGO
practitioners. One of the challenges of the African NGO mission will be
how to approximate this altruistic individual morality into a wider group
moerality within and between development groups and networks . at
grassroots level. Though a non-langible, and non-monetised resource, it is
no doubt a good backgtound factor in enhancing the practical;
organisational and institutional ebjectives of NGO work. -

Broadly, it is now feil across 2 wide spectrum of opinion that the idea of
‘profit’ as it relates to NGOs should be seen more in terms of hew the
profit is dispensed, rather than whether profit-making shonld be anathema
to the philosophy and mission of NGOs. In Africa, where the sourcing of
grant and other development ald support by 'HGG'E. can ativact sipnificant
complications relating to dependency and external control, perhaps it is
. fime to undertake a comprehensive review of the 'not-for-profit
philosophy. It may be important to articulate a set of new principles and
. praclical guidelines which will help NGOs to include clearly defined
iorms of profit seeking and profit making as a future strategy. This should
preferably be less externally-driven, and more grassroots-focussed. Indegd,
some move may Lave already begun in this direction, albeit by default,
With the gradual increase in denor mqmrement for NGOs to operate
fargely arommd private business accounting and efﬁmenc}r principles and
procedures; an incipient urge to transform NGOs into the spirit and culiure
NGO File Series no.4 .10




of formal business seems to be lready in place.

How ‘soon -and how deeply this trénd will also include the profit
phenomenon may well be a marter of time. In any case, given the self-
- perception of NGOs as a sector with an agenda of social transformation,
perhaps using profits as a tactical tool in-their altruistic ambition need not
be constdéred such- a 'counter-cultural sin'. May be the guiding principle-
will be to 'seek and use avenues permitting NGO services lo be offered to
marginalised people at 'near market prices’, which are not the same as
'non-profitable’ prices. An organisational effect of such an operating mode
may bé that NGOs will accept the need to Kkeep their overhead costs to the
barest possible minimum, at a level which does not impede operational or
personnel objectives, . While this "sub-market' approach may be ne more.
than a shotl to medium term stratepy for NGOs, it could prove a necessary
entry point imo the business world of profit making, Hopefully, over the
long=term,. and. as the. marginalised targets of NGO intervention becoms
more integrated into the mainstream sociely, the need for NGOs to operate
within a logic of sub-market profits will have diminished or disappeared.
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" testimonies of key leaders and supporting stall in Nigeria's NGO sector, it
15 fairly easy 1o conclude that perceptions about why particelar NGOs are
established, and the interests they seek to promote, would depend on
“several factors. Understanding many Nigerian NGOs depends on who you
speak to within the organisation. It also depends on how its misston and
actions are mtarpreted Furthermore, the assessment of the relevance of
action to stated mission will equally depend on who provides such opinion
- whether it is the leader or Tounder, or whethel an emplovee or a close
collaborator of the founder/leader.

In the aggregate, alihough phrases like "humanitarian’, 'not for profit, mot
part  of government ‘promoting  self-empowerment', ‘supporting
participatory action', and ‘'advocacy' are commonly used by NGO
practitioners to describe the work they do, a detailed probe of how each of
these attributes 1s ervstallised in the organisations’ dally operational life,
reveals a wide range of nuances, qualifications and even contradictiomns.
For example, the founder/leader of an NGO views 1ts mission, policies and
ways of working differenily from Ius assoclatcs who joined the
" organisation ater on, or were emploved by im. The founder-employvee
dichotomy can be a lundmnental source of tension in in-house workings of
the organisation. It also creates a lack of harmeny in the rclations of the
organisation with its various external andiences and constituencies. This
tension mamfesis m different ways around the different i1ssues of
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organisational identity, operations-and ‘extérnal relations. For example, if
the mission statement had been single-handedly formulated and adopted
by the founder at the onset, collaborators who join the NGO later can
expect to experience great difficulty trying to mitiate 1deas that confradiot
the founder's interpretation of -the mission. This is because the initial
mission statement might have been cast in a way that is meant to, at all
{imes, secure the supremacy and othér critical inferests of the founder. If,
as is sometimes the case, the unstated intention behind the articwlation of
fhe mission includes using the NGO &5 a platform from which te promote |
recognilion of the founder, or seek government palromage, or even to
position the founder for pecuniary advantage as donor funds roll in, then
other influcntial actors at the management level will often find themselves
at loggerheads when they wish to articulate new visions or operational
prmclplas for the organisation. - :

Thcrr:‘: re other possible areas of tensmn in thc internal .processes and
wnrk:mgs of many Nigerian NGOs. If, for v:}:ample an NGO was founded
by & group of persons, the individual members of the f:::undmg group may
find little to warry about in the spiril and letter of the mission as originally
stated. But this uncritical consensus will often change and may constilule a
souirge of intra-organisational tension later on, especially as donor reality
mterfaces with operational funding to produce a conflict-prone programme -
orientation, and choice of activities. The experience frem-a number of key '
NGOz in Nigeria is that-as the top leadership disagree dver the nuances of
donor,. programme and. administrative inlerfaces, ‘so do the middle level
officers factionalise - according to which of the laa{iars is supported by
differént methbers of staff. Even some of the commonly touted procediral
tools for-efficient NGO work « e.g. participation - can be a source of
dysfunctional internal processes. The experience ‘reported by some NGO -
leaders i3 that their attempt to-run a parlicipatory, iransparent and open in-
house administration, has' sométimes been seized as an opporfunity by
lower level staff to abuse: ‘privileged information,. undermine. the
organisation's plans and genmall}f manipulate ‘tside knowledge'-for their -
OWTL . pem::mal ambitions. - Worryingly, it has been claimed thal in some
cazes, subtle donor encouragement, through secret, unofficial dealings:
' (mfﬂmlatmn gathering) with perbﬂnnel below management level, have
sometimes tended to fuel this phennmcnnn It will be an academic guess
determmmg the extent to which the lear of being undenmned in thig. way .
has constrained Nigerian NGO - leadership interest. in. parumpatmm
transparency and 1nciusweness in the management of their urgamaatlmm
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The truth is that ithe Nigerian NGO scene fends te parade dominant leaders
that appear to be the embodiment of their organisation’s values and
practice, The presence of these kinds of ndividuals, particularly in
membership organisations, can manifest both strengths and weaknesses.
Sometimes, members, for different reasons, complain about the manner in
which organisational goals are set, and how leaders' actions have failed to
reflect the' stated mission. There are also complaints about observable
inconsistencies between the stated organisational objectives and the issues
and actions of focus, cspecially with respect to the interest of the
grassrools constituency, claimed to -be the molivation for the NGOs'
existence. A ¢ase in point is the experience of a radical Nigerian women'’s
“organisdtion, which hag become ernbroiled. in a crisis rooted partly in the
seeming abandomnent of ifs.mission, or shift from s original vision.
Against the background of the protestations by many of its members, it is
clear that the reason for the continued dispute is not with the stated
mission, but in the mte;*pretatfv& practice and schemes of different leaders
over thne. This is a fairly commen, expeneme with high-profile Nigerian
NGOs, where fensions often anse between those who direct the
erganisations apd those that w&rk inor 1dentify w:th them.

Such tension can, snmehmas be aggravated by cnﬂtradmhuns in the
‘professional’ knowledge or skills base of the different actors within an
NGO, Where the {founding of an NGO had initally been motivated by an
.opportunistic advantage {e:g. privileged information on the prospeets of
funding for a specific issue), the leader may not be sufficiently
knowiedgable about, or even commiited o the implementation of the
stated mission and ihe mandate for which it has received funding. In such
& sttuation, 'learning on the job’ at the fop may become a clog in the
operational wheel, to the frustration of more knﬂwlcdgeable and '
compelent support staff, who are employed by 1he founder.”. :

In some cases, where NGO founders or leaders do not possess sufficient
skill and background for effective leadership, and if they feel entitled to

enioy: the benefils of their position with pinimal challenge, they may
deliberalely seek to employ people of even lower capahbilities than
themselves.. This unstated agenda will, from the onset, determine the
quality, depth and orientation of key institutional tools Iike participation,
control and organizational developmeni. Althouph the lacunag in' the
foundaiions of this kind of NGO may not be evident at the beginning,
especially -before- the funds come in, they will soon manifest as the
organigation settles down to apply human rescurce (staff), donor funds atd
its stated objectives together info a work programme. The contracictions
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and resulting tension will only intensify as projects begin to be
implemented as a day-to-day fact of organizational life. To minimise
problems of this kind and maximise focus on the needs of NGOs' relevant
gonstituencies, leaders and other calegories of personnel in the sector
should be jointly involved in defining their in-house principles of
administration and operation, as well as the modalily of engaging with
different kinds of external audisnces, partuers and-interests.

No doubl, non-leadérship personnel of many Nigerfan NGOs are still

generally excluded from the decision-making processes; NGO leaders

often express a destre to allow a lot more discretion and opportunities for

their programume staff to make an input into the running of both the in-

house and programme mechanisms of the groups, But there are

contradictory nuances to this prospect, not least associated with the issue

of funding. For example, some NGO directors claim, from experience, to
observe that other staff are quite happy to recognise their leadership and

concede all discretion during the ofien arduons and frusiraling process of
proposal writing, negotiating with and persuading donors, and the eventual

fund-raising. Might this be.a reason why many NGO leaders tend to

assume sole discretion and monopolise decisions about the application of

funds once secured? On the other hand, non-management and programme

glaff sometimes also contend that the loyalty, patience and the sensg of
altruisn displayed by them while their organisations were poor, tend to be

ignored when NGO Jeaders cvenlually secure funding. It is argued. that

witll sipnificant fund injection, organisational priorities of the leaders tend-
to change, sometimes with little notice to other erstwhile persevering staff, -
Staff may be re-deploved away fom functions or posts where new
opportunities might arise, to the advantape of freshly-recruiled or favoured

staff, who (hereby become better positioned 1o benefit Irom the improved

funding situation. Moreover, staff who had persevered in an NGO through

the lean times, may come t0 see the improved fimd . status as an

opportuntly to carn more emoluments and secure other long-demanded

working benefits” But the management may have other ideas, wishing

instead - Perhapsas a result of agreed donor conditions - to use any surplus

funds v’ increase adininistrativie or logistical capacity in the rion-personnel |
areas, c.g. purchasc of new computers or a vehlcle

But n_nn_umc_meta:y aspects of the NGO reality can.present equally daunting -
challenges, An example is the impacl on NGO ¢ohesiveness-of the recent
transition to civil rule in Nigeria. Attempts by the human rights and pro- -
dcm{}::mcy NGOs to form new networks and coalitions to. re-define the
NGO space under the ngw pa litical dispensation have theown up 2 tumber -
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of ‘interesting developments. One such faclor is the lack of consensus
among the pro-democracy groups on & clear and rallying mmssion,
including & strategy to underpin their intervention and role in Nigeria's
new political experience. What has emerged instead is a multiplilcit}? of .
platforms, which has thrown the human-rights and pro-democraéy NGO
community in openly contradictory and conflictual pesitions on, some
palitical issues. Indeed, currently, the leading pro-democracy and humar
rights leaders have taken different sides, and openly exchanped
accusabions and recriminations in a crists of []El]ul'}’ and forgery, Involving
the nowly elected movernor of Lagos State, which happens to be the richest
and most important of all the thirty-six states of the nation, Iuterestingly,
apart from the political, Jegal and constituticnal issues raised, the single
~mosl fmportant platform of counter-accusations has been that - of the
handling of donor funds. The hwman rights groups’ bickering-has been a
pamlul spectacte for those whe put a lot of hope on the role of NGOs in
[ine-tuning the-new democratic experiment, and, needless to say, a sgurce
of great amusement and relief for the political and establishment elite.

Episodic crises such as the above are not the only source of tension in
NGO relational politics-in Nigeria's new, civilian-led polity. For instance,
disagreements exist over whether or not to collaberate with the new civil
government, and the extent of any cooperative gestures. It is argued in
some quarters that some NGOs have already desmed it necessary fo
t:-:mperate with the new government, while those who would prefcr a *wait
‘and sce' aftitude are condemning such coopération as an opporiunisiic seil-
oul, Some NGOs who have all along been opposed-to the military-initiated
transition and politics that produced the pew civilian dispénsation still
remain hoslile, and are calling for an entire review of the basis.of the.
nalion's existence. as a political entity.- Similar dichotomies existed in the _
pro-democracy and human rights NGO cormmunity during military rule,
when soine NGOs-and their leaders were openly associating with the -
programmes and agenda of the junta’s government.

It will be fairly accurate to suggest that many NGO leaders in MNigeria are
yet to acquire the siralegies or lechniques for group negotiation, trust and
consensus building and group harmomisabion. A critical aspect of this
challenge relates to the ability to creatively coordinate or facilitate their
internal or organisational objectives and disagreements without allowing
. the politics of difference to consume their collective vision and mission.
Furthermore, the capacity te generate and to effectively respond to major
macro-policy development remains tathier limited or weak in the Nigerian
NGO community. High-profile populist causes tend to remain the only
NGO File Series ng.4 s 18
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exist earlier, were introduced, as a condition. for recognition within the
NGO community: But this was operily” eriticized ‘and resisted in some
quarters as a ploy to undermine certain interests. Howcver, self-organising
efforls Sl.th as this demonstrate that there is awareness among NGO
leaders of a need to strengthen themsalves as a sector, if' they wish to
influence the political and policy environment in the country, and truly
represent the developmentally marginalised and voiceless people.
- Moreover, how can NGOs mobilise their objectives. agenda and
constituents into purposive or 1ssue-driven social movements? These are
no doubt, seme of the potential challenges which the sector must resolve
in order to respond- effectively to the nppomlmtj.r preaented b}r The
transition to ¢ivil tule in Nigeria.

At another level, the challenge of plarmmg and structuring b}' NGDS at
organisational and inter- nrgamsatmnal level inevitably implies a number
of cross-cutting issties. It alse has cost and ideological ramifications, In
exploring funding sc:u;mes for ingtance, the ideological outlock or
worldview of the pruspcctwe donor, 15 as 1111p{1113111’: for an NGO as 15sues
of human resource competence and skills. So is the question of sectoral
programme priority. Does what a prospeélive donor consider funding
priority correspond with the reality of local needs and type of support
piedged by the NGO in its stated ryission? But again, if an NGO is cash-
strapped and at the point of administrative collapse, to what extent can the
imperatives of ideclogy and stated mission be a facfor in cunmdermg
donor conditions? Ts it better to témporarily ignore ideology and miission
for the sake of 1mmedxate organisational survival and hope to refocus later
on? If sich a course is followed, to what extent can if mean a'terminal,
departure from stated piioritics of the NGO ‘in question? Or perhaps,
would NGOs hegin to consider sufficiently loose and flexible ideclogical -
and mission frameviorks, permifting them to relate to, and scek suppori
across a wide range of donor orientations, to implement a wider range of
programmes, as long as the fundamenial interests of the poor and
- marginalised are directly or indirectly served?

The key lesson of this knoity challenge about mission, ideology and
orientation is that the ability to respond efft:chveI}r to the tensions
experienced by N(GOs in the course of their operations, depends on the
position taken by the various actors involved. This includes the relational
powers and context hetween NGOs and their various audisnces and
partners, and the- ability to act decisively on principles, especiaily when
such principles are sufficiently clear, and based on a solid consensus, For’
while planning, consultation and articulation Df the mission Elf af
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organization are essential steps in NGO and network formation, these do
not necessarily guarantee a healthy WGOD ‘plactice, operation and
institutional cohesion. There (s no doubt that if NGOs are to achieve their
goal or significantly - influence -develepment, they ‘should themselves
project a picture of strong organisation, high skills and knoivledge base,
and effective instilutional cepacity. NGOs require high standards of work,
and -an operational culiure which, compared to state and private businéss
actors, is both more efficient and effective at reaching the poor. It is in this
way that their potential as a key cata]yst for sustainable develnpmcnt

be realised. :

At A brnader level of ""IIUE:I'IHIH “JGD institution bul]dmg, steps shnuId be
taken to provide an avenue for pre-engagement. training that prepares
people for work in the sector. For, while on-the-jeb training will continne
to be an important facter, eniry into NGO development work by a large
nunmtber of people without some form of focused and siructured knowledge
of key issues in sustainable development, will coiitinie to he a source of
institutional weakness: In fact, the presence of NGO workers and
practitioners with a structured, background knowledge of development
issues will make on-lhe-job training a less haphazard -process than
currentty obtains. Also, staff returning to NGOs afler a period of outside .
training can be more harmmonicusly integrated back into the work and.
programme thythm of their organisations, WLthnuJ: theu new ldeas being
percmved as a threat teo-the staluy quo.

Another pracm:al problem of -::apaml:,r affﬂctmg the reahaanun af NGO
migsion is the logistical and infrastructural status of many organisations.
Many Nigerian NGOs face lmitations in executing their stated mission
because of the low guantity and qualily of their in-house mnfrastructure,
The éxample of an NGO based in Jos, in Nigeria's middle-belt region,
illustrates this limitation, Haviig brought in voluntetr expatriate doctors,
the NGO lacked the relevant health care facilities and environmeni to
effectively utilise the doctors' skills and free service. In a context such as
this, not even the zeal of Christian charity and the expertise of the doctors
could add value to the receiving NGO's capacity or the implementatioir of
its mission. An enabling and properly tooled implementation environment
iz as necessary as the quality of hoaman resource in an NGO, But an
enabling weork environment cannot only mean the provision of adequate
logistical and iifrastructural means for mission nnplementation:- It must
realisticaily also include employee incentives; to Str&ngthen St‘&ff lﬂyah},r
and EDIIHI].IU‘I]EI]I base c::I N GDs :
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_As reflected in Volume 1 of this essay series, many people who now
“choose 1o work in NGOs are motivated more by the basic objectives of
normal employment than by any other consideration. Indeed, real and
imagined opportunitics and privileges, such as overseas travels, access to
foreign cuitencies, prospects of a decent salary and.ultimately a job in
“international development agencies, would appear to rapk higher (han
voluntarism or aliruism in the caleulation of many an NGG employee in
Nigeria, as in the rest of Afifca. Elaborate statements of philosophy and
altruistic mission will continue to be mere procedure unless the NGO
sector evolves a widely accepled and widely. practised worle culture, that
provides a defined minimum of employment ncentives, and at the same
fime matches NGO ¢claims of 2 special commitment to sustamablc
development and the poor.

The mdespread perception of Nigerians, over the past decade, as highly
prone to corruption and fraud. has- furiher comphcated the relational
aspects of Nigerian NGOg' ingtitutional development. It is a fairly common
practit:e for international development agencies and NGOs operaling in
Nigeria to directly administer the funding of their programmes from their
overseas base. Coupled with this is the extremely limited support that
Nigerian NGOs receive for non-project aspects of their work. Lack of
donor support for organisational, mier-organisational and other forms of
institution-building objectives serves to further weaken NGO capacity,
thereby making a faithful adherence 1o mission statements, participatory
in-house munagement and aitruistic prineiple less likely, It is unfortunate
that many NGOs who feel they st find the resources for Drgamsatimlal
strengthening and survival, often have recourse to a phenomenon
commonly referred to as 'creative accounting'. Might donors' ovérzealous
desire to fund only activitics that directly "impact on the poor be
unwittingly fuelling lack of financial accountability and dishonourable
conduet in the ranks of Nigerian and indeed African NGOs generally?

But not all Nigerian and African NGOs subscribe to ‘creative aceounting'.
Some NGO leaders have not only questioned the practice, but have also
challenged other leaders in the NGO comimunity to tise to the challenge
nosed by donor tendency to under-find NGO capacity. and institutional
development. One wﬁ}r-m do tlus may be to Te-visit their own modalities of
operation and fund-raising, including the 'not-for-profit' principle:. This
. line of arpument also urges African NGOs 0 also look inward and devise
unaginative mechanisms to raise some of the funds they need for
institutional development from within the continent. There are indeed
peculiarly Nigerian reasons why the -:Dunu'y‘s NGOs shﬂuld re-think and
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reform their financial and institutiohal status. In recent years, as more of
the intemational oil of companies inténsify their involvement in
comnunity and environmental development programmes, development
NGOs arc becoming victims of a frend towards staff poaching’ by the
betler paying multinalionals. - ‘?umeumes._. in a mest organisatiomally
disorientating encoumgier, 4 well-established NGO would lose many of its-
_I::est trained and experienced human resource to an oil-producing company
in one fell SWOOP,. further ccrrﬂphcatmg the NGO's efforts to ﬁﬂ‘cctwaly :
implement its vision and mission. :

Another major constraint'to the parsuit of NGO mission in-Nigeria relates
to the general lack of capacily o operate independently of donor priorities.
If donors in the country do not consider a particular area of work as
prionity in a siven period, worldng in that area can be next to impossible,
even i the NGOs commilled to such issues are convinced that they
represént priority necds ‘among thelr grassroots constituents. On the
contrary, NGOs who- choose 10 ignore their mission and constituency
objectives and comply with cwrent donor project preference, will stand a
better chance of securing funds to advance their work and increasc their
project implementation record. A typical example is the experience of
NGOs who tenaciously pursue women empowernient, especially when
they aim at critically radical reforms. What such groups have generally
gxperienced 15 a glaring reluctance on the part of the both local and foreign
donors. So it remains relatively difficult for NGOs to work towards a
mission that clearly sets out to change the status quo on gender realify.
What women’s groups have often discovered iy that the internationa
agenda is not very different fiom ‘the local (Nigerian), whereby wormen's
needs are made to be dependent upon those of men. In this aspéet, NGOs
with a strong commitment to changes in gender relations contimme to find
that the limitation they face in mission 1mplc:menta1mn tg we]l beyﬂnd
their nalional borders, L S

In ct::nciudmg this scctmn it is 'L]E.E:ﬁll to alsc- cnmmcnt on the 'leaderf;lup
transition’ aspect of the NGO mussion-operabion dilemma. For many
NGOs, a fime comes when one-leadership gives way to another, very often
as a resuwlt of internal erisis, buf in very rare instances, Tom normal
leadersinp retirement, brought about either by a move to new jobs or
responsibilities by the existing leadership. Whatever the cause of a
leadersiip transition, virtually all new NGO leaderships feel compelled to
initiate new and somethmes radical changes in both their administrative,
organisational and programme orlentations. Such changes will often lead
to some degree of drift from the stated mission 1tse|f as we!l .as the
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mission implementation modalities . inherited from  the  departing
leadership. : o

Many different issnes are raised by this kind of leadership lransition
scenario, For, instance, is it, or should it be pari of the remit of a new
leadership to alter the existing NGO mission? At another level, if the
reason for leadership change was a threat to the very survival of the
organisation, parily due lo the previous leadership's rigid adherence to
missiont philosophy, will it be wise for a new leadership to maintain the
same stance, especially 1['a change of direction is a prescribed condition of
suppert by prospective donors? In any case, should NGO missions be
dynamic and subject to modifications as they go along? What should be
“the primary moetivations for NGO mission reviews - doner conditions and
funding prospects, the real and expressed needs of grassroots beneficiaries,
or a sense by ihe NGO that the international aid community have
identified new priority issues, and that sensible or dynamic organisations
should go along? If the problems or issues that led to the adoption of the
existing mission remained unresclved among the target communities and
.people, will it be right for the supporiing NGOs to change track to new
-issues, or should it rigidly adhere to the existing mission? Should donors
henceforth take their cue in selting funding priorities from practitioners
who operale at the 'point of direct encounter' among the people? But who
can persuade donors to tread this new path if it becomes an important
objective of African NGOs? Indeed, arc mission statements and their
accompanying value projections really a gritical necessity for successful
work with the poor and marginalised, or might the pre-occupatlon with
mission just be much ado about nothing?. Answers to these guestions can
.only be found at a level of concerted Inter-crganisational thinking and
action. But a consensus built around clarity of NGO identity, institutional .
strategies, c'lﬂtu_rc:_, mode of relation with other actors in development,
articulation and prioritisation of fundamenlal interests, remain a pre-
requisite for responding to, and effectively managing these tensions.
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| Section Three
Towards Managing NGO Mission-Operation Tensions

Tensions among human beings and organisations are not always casy ip
rmanage. Resolving Human and organisational tensions can be complicated
by the multi-dimensignality of their causes. -hay be il 15 important to accept
that certain tensions- defy solutions, that some can wnly be transcended over
time, while c:thms can only b:: managcd n a widy to ﬂ’lll‘llj‘l"llhﬂ Eheu adverse
effects.

There are no ready-miade solutions (o the tensions eéxperienced in the
operational life of NGOs, Qften, however, most NGOs deal with crises as
they arise, the response largely determined by the nature of the issue or crisis
at hand. Mosl Nigerians and Alrican NGOs can be described as 'muddling
through’ when confronted by operational tengions. Pcrhape this can only be
s0, as the "realpoliik’ of NGO operational existence involves tensicns and
dilemmas thal are often varied and un-patterned, We can summarise the
 various Issues of tenslon ralsﬂ-d above under a number of broad sub—
headmgs :

i) ' r:ﬂllcapmahsmg, mlderstﬂndmg and lmplemcmmg mlasmn
iy ndependence; '

iif)  funding, amcunlabﬂity and transparency;

iv) human resource management and capacity buxldmg, and
v) pohtms of wmpeutmn and networking.,

NGO Identity

The terisions arising from NGO crisis of identity are multl dimensional, as
pointed out in the. first section of this volume. If NGOs are non-political and
non-governmental, they are also expected to be non-partisan in the context
-of democratic party politics of the state, Without the insbumentality of
political power, whal 1s the extent of their effectiveness, especially in respect
of the capacity to intervene in, and influgnce national policy and
development processes? - As implied by their mission, NGOs are not
supposed to be competing with political paries. for the acquisition and
utilisation of power, They are only commitied to facilitate or act as a catalyst
for development as shaped and directed by other actors, nantely government,
the formal and informal business sectors. In addition, to be able to influcnee
govermmental poliey and effectively mobilise support across political.
boundaries, NGOs would nomally find ji expedient to iranscend party
pelitics, by demonsirating overt neutrality. in compefitive politics: But this
may hot necessarily mean that they would or should have no subtle or covert
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ideological or _policy preferences in Te]atu:m to the different political forces
or groups in their society. Especially on policies that touch directly on the
issues and programines of interest to NGO work and constituents, absolate
ideclogical or political neutrality is both impossible and ullimately
unrealistic. One. cardinal way therefore, of reducing tensions among
members of an NGO, and among NGOs in a network, in Nigeria as in other
African cowrhies, ‘is to have very sirongly arliculated, knowledge and
researched-based, and popularly-endorsed policy platforms. These should be

on key arens of poliey and governance thal relate to sustainable human and
enviropmental development, and they must have a demongfrable capacity to
mobilise the affected grassroots EDIlStlluﬂnlS behind such p]attunns To the
extent thal popularly-endorsed issues of relevance to susiainable
development constitute NGOs' main entry point into pullr:y, and the cause of
overlaps with mainstream politics, the pursuit of their mission would appear
morc justified and morally defensible, especially in a fully democratic, or
even partially democratic polity like Nigeria. .

Apart Irom the tension associated with formally newlral political identity,
NGOz also have Lo deal with the facl that much of their mission philosophy
implies a teansformative underpinning, which somelimes secks changes in
long-standing socio-political and coltural nerms of sociely, Some of the
changes sought by NGOs may not even involve the nced for formal conirol
of political power. They may be attitudinal or structural changes which nm -
against the grain of established and popularly accepted practices. As an
illustation, NGO action and advocacy against clitorisdectomy (female
clrewmncision) may exiract flacks from tradittonalists, the majerity of whom
wowbd often - be powerful and respectable among NGOs" -gragsrools
constituencies. Similmty, an NGO which mebilises women to come ont en
assc to vote may run into stormy weather, I ihe NGO is run and dizected
by locals, but funded by foreign aid, this kind of crists may well create an
identity and operational tensiom. A subtle educational -or enlighlenment
campaign, especially if linked w1th projects direcily relevant to the
beneficiunes' livelihood needs, ¢can help NGOs better manage (he difliculty
associated with umplementing this kind -of transformaticnal misston
objective. The prospects are better stifl, if the project beneficiaries have been
involved from the outset in. the comstruction of the project, -and have
acquited a true sense of ownership during ils execution. Thus, genuine
participation and ownership of transformational preojects are an important
element in constructing the identity of the project aud that of the supporting
NGO. Ulinately, ho NGO can defend a sensitive and  dilficult
transformational project as well the divect beneficiaries.
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invariably, NGOs mnst acquire keen sensitivity to the environment in which
they operate, and learn how effectively to mobilise support for unpopular but
important causes. The language used, the contacts made locally, the
mobilisational techniques deployed, as well as the demonsirative behaviour
ol the initiators of change, ave critical factors in reducing the tension arising
from. opposition. -Generally, . deployment. of good public felations in the
course of project-implementation, maj,r even win over those who had initially.
been hostile, : : o

M]SSIG]I Dimensions

No doubt, the perception and interpretation of the stated mission of an NGO
by its in-house staff and leadership are bound to generate some tension..
Also, the understanding of the mission by the external audiences or actors
relating with the NGOs will sometimes be subject to mances that produce-
Dpr:r“lllmlal difficulty. We would argue that ilie most clamltmg tension NGOs
may face regarding pBlLEptlUnS of their stated missiom is the possihility of a
limited or sometimes simplistic undemtandmg on their part of their target
groups or communities. Some Nigerian NGOs tend to advance the puesuit of
their mission among their grassroots consiituents from a Westemn
pErspEEtﬁE using mainly Wesiern values, language apnd techniques. For
example, while land is regarded strictly as an economic iteim - a property - in
the Western parccphcm, the traditional African perception of land, even in ils
evolving furms, remarns a multi-dimensional resource, . mwlwng spiritual
and non-measurable values, in addition to its use and coonomic values, For
an Afnican NGO mdertaking a projeci mvc:iwng lund usge, it will be missing
many imporiant pmnts and nuances, and may alienate the target COTELMUILY,
fo regard land in- the  Western- sense. The socio-cultural and spiritual
dimensions must be fully-studied and understood along witli the economic
factors belore intervention. Such' a sensitive approach is likely to help
minimise the process of margmahsahcrn ::ri" the penple drsc:ussed in thc

carliet part of this essay - : '

In acldmcrn he [anguage uf canmmnmﬂhﬂn is important, m;pemaﬂy at the
gra.u_.smms level. NGOs need to develop the capacity [or translation of
Western ideas znd sciemific terms to tocal languages, where these apply. In
addition; in communicaling with target communities, the impression should
nol be e:rmnmus]y given that these conununities should be westernised in
- omdler 10 enjoy the benefils of sociat change. The essence is to improve the
general quality of life of the peaple, without necessarily transforming them
into Eurdpeanised or Ameucamsed Afficans. Their. dignity as. Africans can.
ve still enhanced even within the cantext of an evolving socio- ~cultiral and
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economic fransformation process.

Another dimension of the challenge of NGO mission implementation is the
interface of funding pressures with those of programme effectiveness and,
especially, organisational survival. Perhaps one way of coping wilh tlus
tension is for Aftican NGOs to work with their constituents to develop a
yearly proposal of priority activities, along with a modality of exectition,
all based on the NGE) mission, as jeintly perceived and understood by them
. and their target groups. Of course, there may not be funds for all the
proposed activities, but there should, at least, be an agrcement on some basic
activities. Whether or not any project or activity proposed outside the above
will qualify for impiementation, will be determined within the context of the
priority programme and NGO mission, as staled above. This approach has
already been of great help in keeping sorme Nigerian NGOs on the mission
track. There is a well reported instance of a Nigerian NGO which had turned
down. a donor project because it did not fall within its mission. The same
NGO is known to hive turned down a project offer on grounds of hon-
relevance to mission, isuilably short implementation time-frame proposed
by donor, and disapproval of proposed methodology of fieldwork and
analysis. It is hoped that many African NGOs can be jnspired by this kind of
organisational attitude, especially as the: NGO in question has so far not be
known to suffer any setback in its ability to collaborate with, and carry out
programmes with -other donors. But NGOs ‘that aspire to this level of
otganisational principle must demonstrate consistent credibility and a
record of performance. This must be a life-long objective for NGOs.

The external pokitics of adhering fo an NGO’s mission is very important,
especially as many donor agencies and international NGOs not only pre-
determine their own missions, but also the programmes, time frames and
preferred implementation modalities. Often NGOs only serve as agents to
carry out projects for the doner agencies with little identification With the
project, in terms of a sense of local ownership. In facl, some Nigerian NGOs
have reported cases of donor agencies insisting that all baseline data
collected should be shipped along with the report fo them. Faced with
circumstances such as thess, it is little wonder that many African NGOs can
easily infer the existence of a-hidden agenda on the part of their’ funding
pariners. But African NGOs arc themselves hardly blamsless in this process.
It is important for them to leam to insist on co-sponsorship With thefr
funding partners, even when the latter provide all or most ¢f the needed
funds. Local NGOs sliould leamn to secure more bargaining mileage from
their local expertise, and the legitimacy they bring to the project execution as
a result of having the trust 'and participation’ of their local constitvents. In
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addition, local NGOs should éndeavour to clearly spell gut their mission and
mandate, as locally evolved with the target groups. The absence of a clear

- mission can sometimes make an NGO vulnerable to manipulation by
external dn:-nnrs as well az by cymically ambitious local staff or members,
Who iy see the erganisation only as a transit pmm’: jra} D'l'.hE:I' Clb_] ectives.

Iﬂdﬁpendence

NGOs generally like to keep-an image Df tlmmsc:lvcs as mdcpﬁndcnt of the
state, political pariies, and donors. In Nigeria, many NGOs proliferated
under military rule, particularly under the lust regime of General Abacha. It
was observed that many of the new, ‘bread and butter! N{Os emerging in
that period -severely compromised. their mdependence, having hardly any
mission and philosophical orientation beyond support for government and its
programmes. Internally, the “independence of an NGO could be
commpromised by a dominant leader, who in the comext of local party
politics, is not nentral. It-is important for African NGO Ieaders to make a
disiinction beiween their personal iiterests and those of the organisations
they lead, One way to give sound leadership i3 for them to: de-emphasise
their personal urges from the oficially stipulated: workings of the
‘organisation. Ower-bearing leaders tend fo crowd.out the sense of belonging
and commitment of other members of staff, thereby. undermining the
achievement of the organisation's mission. The - critical requirement for
continuify and effectiveness of African NGOs is instiiutionalisation of the |
internal. procedures, norms and relational aspeets of their u:rperaucrnal life.
Ultimately, NGO uldependenu: presupposes that the character, mission and
identity of the crganisation are clearly identifiable in practice, espemall}'
among the Gnnunmnucs in which they operate. -

Funds, Accountability and Transparency

As this volume has clearly shown, DHE of the greatest SOUICES ‘of tension for
NGO operations in Alfrica concerrs finance or funds. Their limited capacity
for self-funding or to.do development work with their own local resources,
makes NGOs heavily dependent. on external donor agencies who, as
1nd1cated ahove, also have their QWL agenda am:l pm:srn‘les Orgams&tmnal
mdependence with its: 1mp11cat1011 for mission nbjecmes offen gets
undermined. Given ihelpm::r statug of African economies- and societies, local .
NGOs. will always face this pdl‘tli.-l.l]ﬂl’ llmllauﬂn, unless and until their
" dependence on external funding is redressed. The present sitwation is
skewing local prmrltlﬂs and may. sometimes cmlmbute to opportunities Tor
foreign ‘espionage activities, undertaken under the guise of humamtﬂnan
agsistance in the continent.
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As Nigeria goes democratic and the polity opens up, avenues for
collabovating with state and faderal governments have increased. If NGO
public relations arc good, govermment, BSpECld.].]‘r’ al state fevel, has many
problems about. which they would only be too glad fo seek and use NGO
skills and resources. In 1998, for example, three state gm*ermnenla along
with o Nigeran and a foreign NGO, collaborated in sponsoring a training
workshop for government. and NGO professionals on Revenue Generatioun,
Tinancial Management, Accountability and Transparency'. Similarly, a stale
government recenily contracted a local NGO {o organise :a . training
workshop for its legislators and civil servants, including those at local
govermentt level, Such collaborative inferventions which interface NGOs
and government at local level, can be explored by Nigerian NGOs. both as a
local fund mobilisation strategy, and as a means of intervening in, md
influencing official policies and programmes that are targetted at NGO
constituents and -other marginalised or vulnerable groups. Furthermore,
through publications, research, consullancy and advisory services on
government projects, NGOs should be able to enhance their ability to reduce
dependence on foreign donors. In essence, NGOs must aciively explore
more independent and muliple avenues of fanding for their work, especially
their overhead and personnel costs. None of these moves will significantly
reduce the altruistic mission of NGOs.

The ultimate test of transparency for any NGO is its own self-imposed
standards and sense of mission. There are already a number of highly
credible NGOs in Nigeria, though they may still be small in relation to ‘the
size of the sector. Through an effective nation-wide networking, such NGOs
1must strive to set the siandards of probily and iransperency for the majority.
For while it may be true that the Nigerian NGO seene can boast 4f ‘non-
governmental familics' (NGFs), non-governmental enterprises (NGEs) and
non-governmental individuals (NGIs), these' {ypes have fnrtunately not
succeeded in makmg any in-toads on the national stage.

Human Resource Managument and Capacity Building |

Coping with the challénges of administrative. personnel and programme
management in the face of constantly inadequate resourées, remains a key
tension in the orgamsatmnal life of NGOs. As already indicated abgve, fund
limitation makes it difficult for NGOs to retain "qualily - staft, "and to
effectively upgrade the skills and ecompetence of personnel. ‘In- such
circumstance, pursuit of mission objective is invariably hampered. Several
. avenues have heen explored by NGOs to respond to their capacity building
and instittional development needs. Some of the more cost-effective ones.

NGO File Series no.4 ' _ . _ 28




have involved donor agencies agreeing to sporisor the training of some NGO
staff on an on-geing basis for a period of years. In this scenario, NGOs are
gener&lly able to keep the affected stalf’s salary running, it- being usnally
uipderstood that the staff would then be bonded to work for the NGO for-a
%pemfic period of time after acquiring such training. The newly tzained staff
15 Alzo obliged to spread the benefis of their upgraded skill bj,r providing in-
house training 1o other staff: By so doing, NGOs can increase overall
knowledge base and capacity of personnel without 100 much disruption-to
their financial siftation, But African NGOs must %wﬁntuelly face un to the
need to package their own locally-initiated training progranmumes, which
would operate like periodic 'schools’ for development studies. Such periodic
'schools' should provide an avenue to infroduce both prospective and already
engaged NGO staff to key issues, debates and .analviical and project
management skills in the policy, planning and implementation &f sustainable
development. This iz a particular challenge for national NGO nelworks
throughout Affica, and Indecd for donors and .imternational NGOs who,
genuinely wish to see a qualilative increase in the capacity and institutional
strength of Africas NGO sector.. Because of the 'scale. economy'. of such
development training proprammes, individusl NGOz can benefit b}r trmmng
and re-training more staft al a reduced cost.

Another strategy for training has been tried out in some locations in Nigeria.

This myolves 2 tonsorium of WGOs within a location ‘or region, -pooling’
their resoutces together, and then inviling resdurce persons to train their staff
for @ weeld or two, Such training has included skills in negotiation,

canfidence-building, group and netwark hammaonisation, {n-house resoures
management, mediation skills, Teadership-staff relations -and a variety of
field operations skills. A critical factor in the success of these. capacity

building ambitions relates to the léadership, whe. should be seen o
demonstrate the ‘political’ will to explore and imiplement new ideas for ﬂlﬂ
organisation, even if these come-from lower level siaff. '

The Politics of: Cumpeutmn and thwnrkmg

Nﬂlwcrrkmg Cdll be a usefid ancl bﬁﬂEleal tool of, capamty bmldmg and .
institutional strengthening for NGOs. In an atmosphere of posifive and
mutuaﬁy—*mppnrtwe mmr-ﬂrgmusaimnal eollabaration among NGOs, the
value of nétworking information can be enormous for every participating |
entity. Howover, as indicated above, the politics of NGO networking is often |
reflective of competition among them for scarce funds.  Some NGOs

participate in a network as a one-way strect, sucking information and any

other possible benefits without a commitiment to contribute, For such NGOs,
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metwork participation represents no more than-an oppoerturity to poach ideas
from others. Even more discouraging experiences abound in the process of
" competing for funds: This ranges from the peddling of negative fumolns
about 'rival' NGO or other colleagues in the sector, to outright malicious
condemnation of the efforts of another NGO which-appears to bé doing well,
and has-won noticeable donor support. Donors and international NGOs who
operate among Aftican NGOs can help {o-attenuate this tension by being
more open-minded and Jearning about local NGO reality through-intimate
and long observation. Some foreign dondrs show an inclination fo cultivate
their own circle of NGO friends among thé local practitioners and leadefs.
Tndeed, international .coliaborators or donors. should as much aspossible
encourage, and, if necessary and locally demanded, fund NGOs to pool
resources and network around key issues of national ox regicnal policy, in
order to make greater and positive impact on the lives and interests of their
~ grassroots constituencies. On the part of local NGOs and leaders in the
sector, there is preater need to séelc.out and strengthen those aspects of the
competitive spirit which enhanec the aggregate capacity of all actors. This is
partly a moral challenge, which goes right fo the heart of the philo sophy and
migsion espoused by NGOs. Indesd, some have advocated for the
establishment of some sort of mechanism dubbed ‘integrity alert’, which
could help to monitor the conduct of NGO leaders and practitioners on
matters of inter-organisational cohesion. Perhaps this echoes the idea of a
code of conduct, dealt with carlier in this essay.

Will African NGOs ever fully resolve or perfectly manage the philosophical
lensions arising from the operational pressures of their work? Probably net,
But they can increase the effectivencss and impact of their work by
strengthening the tools and ideas underpinning their 'trade’. This iivolves
greater focus on institutional self-definition, inter-organisational” action,
clarity and realism of operational objectives, and flexibility in the pursuit of
their stated mission, Ultimately, the yardstick for measining the success ‘of
these ambitions will be the people who inhabit the periphery of socio-
economic and power reality in Aftican countries, In Nigeria, the NGO sector
is already hoping that the new millerniuim will witness a more active and -
committed intervention’ on -its part in thc service of the people, the
environntent and sustainable development. The same is hoped for all NGOs
active in Africa. ' e - '
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