1
6

Published in: Aracely Andersen et al (eds.) The Role of Local NGOs in Refugee Aid in the Caucasus, Conference Proceedings, Baku, 2001.

Supporting Civil Society through the Strengthening of Local NGOs

Steven Sampson

Introduction: Kto? Kogo?
International organizations and international NGOs can certainly help create conditions for achieving “durable solutions” in the Caucasus. Actually achieving these solutions, however, depends on the people themselves. The local NGOs, insofar as they are truly representative and effective, have been seen as one means of achieving stability and democracy and of meeting human needs. In order to achieve this task, however, they must be supported. This support is usually considered to be the “transfer of resources” or “transfer of skills”. I will argue here that the real support that the international community can give to local NGOs is a transfer of power. This presentation is about how to achieve this power-transfer. 

In civil society development, we often use words like “empowerment”, but it usually means giving people more individual control over their lives. Otherwise, the word “power” tends to be missing when we speak about “civil society”, much like the words “power” or “politics” have for so long been a taboo in the world of humanitarian assistance. I would argue that really effective civil society is impossible without a concept of power. Here I  understand power in a classic definition: power is the ability to influence or control the actions of others even when it is against their will. Those with power have possibilities to make choices and decide on strategies. Being an object of power means not being able to make choices: In the words of (Godfather) Michael Corleone: “it’s an offer you can’t refuse”. Understanding and using power can be expressed in the words of another expert on organizations, Vladimir Ilich Ulyanov (aka Lenin): power is about “Kto? Kogo?”, “Who can do what to whom”.

In the transitional and post-conflict societies, the problem of NGOs is that they are not powerful enough. That is, it is not that they are too few or too weak. Rather, the problem with NGOs, including NGOs in the Caucasus, is that they are not respected. Respect, as Don Corleone can tell us, is an index of power. How, then, do local NGOs get respected? This, I think, is the problem.

Power, respect and capacity-building

If we are talking about support to local NGOs, then it must be support to get them respected. This means that local NGOs need to be respected by their target group: if we are helping refugees, or handicapped children, or families without housing, or ethnic minorities, then the NGO must earn the respect of the group through its activities. But more than that, local NGOs need to earn the respect of other actors: they need respect from the government so that they can share projects with them; they need respect from the public at large so that people do not think that local NGOs are just opportunists. They need the respect of project consultants so that when mistakes are made, they can be corrected. And they need the respect of donors who can give them money to carry out more projects. Respect, or reputation, is built up out of carrying out concrete activities. And carrying out activities means taking risks. We often talk about risks when we design projects; every LogFrame diagram contains a “risks and assumptions” column. After that, however, risk seems to fade out as a topic. If there is one distressing feature of the relationship between the international community and local NGOs, it is our refusal to allow local NGOs to take risks, indeed to fail. It is precisely the recovering from failure, the finding of an alternative solution when things go wrong, that builds confidence and earns respect.

If we put together the idea that respect is built upon practice, and practice built upon taking risks and failing, then it is possible to arrive at a more operational understanding of that most mystical of terms in the world of civil society, the term “capacity building”. After all, we all want to build capacity. We might say that capacity has been built not when we see a good evaluation report, but instead, but instead, when we hear that people in government, in society, in the target group, even their opponents, express respect for a given NGO. Respect is the mark of power, of moral authority. Respect is the mark that you have the capacity to deliver on your promise. When we talk about capacity-building or institution-building, we are really talking about a process which I could call “respect-building”.

Civil society and “civil society”

In order to carry out such respect-building, we need to be clear about some fundamental distinctions. First is the distinction between civil society as a social activity and civil society as a project. If we forget for a moment about its philosophical roots, what civil society really entails is the ability of people to “find solutions”. In this sense, the Caucasus has been full of civil society for a long time, since people have always been mobilising to find solutions to difficult, even life-threatening problems. They mobilised by kin groups, by clans, by villages, by ethnic groups, and by networks of friends, colleagues and allies. The mobilized privately in their homes and publicly in their streets and communities. We may not like the goals that they organized for (guerrilla war, banditry, underground business), but it is undeniable that people in the Caucasus have been able to organize to find solutions and meet certain social needs in order to achieve some kind of material or social security. 

Civil society as a synonym for people’s own social initiative is completely different from “civil society” as a project. “Civil society”  (in “ “ ) is a grant category which transfers money, experts, knowledge and symbols from one group, the donors, to another, the recipients. As a project,  “civil society” is about civil society programs. Such programs are about the power of donors. To say that donors have power is not to say that they are malevolent. Power can be used for good works, and everyone at this conference is aware of this. The power of donors is their power to decide what are the important problems and how they should be solved. It is the power to decide about resources: money, people, organization, knowledge, time. (Donors are always busy, but donors are always those for whom we must make time). The concrete result is that donors often make vague requests or request too much of local NGOs. Another result is that local NGOs promise to do things which they cannot accomplish under normal conditions. And the conditions of work in the Caucasus are far from normal. In my own work as a consultant evaluation NGOs, I have come to the conclusion that the mark of a good local NGO is their ability to promise just a little, and their willingness to talk about their failures, and later on, how these failures led to new solutions. This should certainly be the case in the Caucasus, where a realistic approach to capacity must be paramount.

While many of us  work in the second category of civil society, the “ “ category,  we must be aware that it is not always possible to convert a “civil society” project into civil society as such. This is because we must also understand  the informal or unorganized civil society, which like so many societies is more powerful; here I am talking about the networks, the groups, even the clans; these informal groups cannot get grants and they may not know much about project management skills, but they retain power and respect; this applies just as much to Denmark, where I live, as to the Caucasus.  Unfortunately, the reality is that many “civil society” programs end up creating, or even cloning, NGOs without making civil society. We end up producing people who are “professional” but who are not “activists”. It would be wrong to accuse the donors of  total responsibility for this. Donors work with local people and groups who have their own passions, and also their own interests, including the interests in a career. As we all know, building a career means taking some risks, but also means that one avoids taking the risks which might harm one’s chances. The result, however, is that we get strong civil society programs (projects, conferences, meetings, offices, reports, etc.) but not much civil society (people finding solutions, NGOs gaining respect).

Civil society and NGOs

After distinguishing between civil society as a form of social practice and civil society as a project, let me make a second distinction: between civil society and non-government organizations.  Simply put, civil society is not the same as NGOs; NGOs are simply one form of social group, a form which creates a juridical organization to solve a problem, and which tends to make it easier to tap into donors’ resources. Informal groups, social classes and ethnic groups may certainly exhibit civil society functions, but they cannot receive money because they are informal. Donors cannot grant funds to an informal group or network; they need a “juridical person”; they don’t even give money to a village but to a “village authority”. 

Just because an NGO is a juridical form does not make it false, superficial or ineffective. There are NGOs which truly reflect civil society insofar as they are groups of people getting together voluntarily to solve problems. However, there is a tendency, both in Denmark and in the Caucasus, for NGOs to reflect the kinds of bureaucratic organizational structures in which they work. The creative chaos and passion of the original core activists may eventually evolve into an NGO which becomes bureaucratic, or over-“professional”. Professionalization thus has two aspects: effectiveness but also routine and bureaucracy.  Professional NGOs with staff may become suspicions about volunteers, preferring to have salaried staff an in some cases even paid board members. The emphasis on effectiveness may mean that NGOs would rather become/remain organized as a foundation and not have to deal with all the democratic “chaos” which takes places in member organizations, with their factions, votes, meetings and discussions. In a negative sense, professionalization may entail that the NGO uses its time and resources on internal organizational issues instead of how to help their target group. It means that instead of hearing the opinions of  members or activists, you hear a prepared statement by the information officer. And that instead of trying to get many members to donate small amounts of money or time each month, that it is more comfortable to go to lunch with the minister of foreign affairs or make a slick presentation to a visiting donor representative. 

This trend toward the professionalization of NGOs applies to Denmark, where the third sector consists of thousands of NGOs, many of which are nearly totally financed by state funds. It applies also to the organisations represented in this room, both international and local. Some of us are truly grass roots member organisations, others are implementing organizations supported, financed, and in some ways influenced by the West European states or international organizations. This latter group of NGOs have civil society elements; they have volunteers, and they have a moral vision about helping people. But such organizations are also more complicated than this.

International versus local NGOs 

Let me now discuss a third distinction to be made in understanding civil society. In the Caucasus setting, it is crucial to distinguish between international and local NGOs. Yes, both call themselves NGOs. Yes, both often use the same jargon of civil society, talking bout “institution building”, “empowerment”, “participation”, “partnership”, “project management,” “grant disbursement”, “staff,” “logistics”, “transparency” and “capacity-building”. But I would argue that the two types of organizations are fundamentally different. International NGOs are essentially donor organisations: they seek or are given money; they administer programs, they give their staff, time, energy. Like donors everywhere, they inevitably leave (the infamous “exit strategy”). Donor NGOs are by nature not embedded in the societies where they work. They may have the best intentions and they may acquire knowledge and close personal relations. But they are, and will remain, visitors.

Local NGOs, in contrast, are essentially recipient organisations; they receive money, have lower-ranking positions and their staff must acquire skills. Despite all the talk of “partnership”—surely the most overused word in the development industry—there is a sizable amount of false consciousness in calling a giant humanitarian organization with a several million dollar budget and hundreds of staff, World Vision, Save the Children or Danish Refugee Aid, for instance, by the same term as a local group of activists working in a small, cold apartment under horrific conditions, harassed by local thugs, and living on 3-month grants from organizations thousands of kilometers away. But it is precisely this different life which makes local NGOs local; being local gives them different conditions, more risks, higher rates of failure, and less from a donor point of view less “productivity”. A local NGO which is doing as well on the evaluation reports as an international NGOs is, I would argue, not very local anymore: they have become visitors, they have “lifted off” from society.

Preventing such “lift off” should be one of the major concerns of any donor program intending to “strengthen the local NGO sector”. The real problem is how to use external power to make local problem solving more localized. 

This difference between local and international organizations is one of power and inequality. In my own field of social anthropology, one of the most important books ever written is called The Gif”, written in 1905 by the French sociologist Marcel Mauss. The book explains that gift-giving is really about power; and that it is the giver who has the power not the recipient. Donors, including NGO donors, are essentially gift givers. And while we may talk about “partnership” at NGO conferences, it is also necessary to talk about power. For example, we teach a lot about fund raising, but do we train local NGOs to negotiate a contract with a donor; do we teach them how to say “No” to a grant?

Why this reluctance to talk about power? This may be because international NGOs, and particularly those from egalitarian Scandinavia, are somewhat ambivalent about power. They believe that power can be misused, and that if we don’t talk about it, that maybe the problem will disappear. A Scandinavian view of power is that power differentials should be reduced; this is the basic premise of social democratic thinking and welfare states; power inequalities should not “hurt”. 

When we examine post-conflict development, civil society aid and empowerment, however, the real power these days lies in the gift of knowledge: knowledge about how systems work, about what the key priorities are, about where the money is. Knowledge can be given under certain conditions; it can be manipulated or withheld. It is very rare for Scandinavian NGOs to actually discuss these issues of power in public. Externally, when we start ambitious programs for civil society development, we talk about “partnership” and “dialogue”. Talk about power, about who should know what, is reserved for internal meetings, “donor coordination meetings”.  The donor mantra “Let’s coordinate”, is nothing more than talk about managing knowledge.

Conclusion: from partnership to contract

If we are to take our partnership rhetoric seriously, we need to make it more realistic; and by realistic I think that what we must do is incorporate into partnership  a concept of power  where local NGOs are respected. How should be do this?

First is the question of strategy. Not strategy as such, but WHOSE strategy. It would be convenient to say that “the NGO sector” must develop such a strategy. In the West, however, there is no such “NGO sector.” This is an abstract concept which is convenient for academic discussion or for holding conferences, but the “NGO sector” as such never meet or act as a collective group, nor do they have a common consciousness. There are just too many of them and their values and interests all too varied. In “normal” countries, there is also bitter competition between NGOs; one reason there are so many of them is precisely because they have been in conflict and  former members of Association X split off to form their own group. The large number of NGOs in the West ensures that there are truly grass roots associations, along with the professional, state-financed umbrella coalitions. If we heard about  “the NGO sector” making a declaration that “civil society condemns….” some  kind of action, then we would know that these NGOs had even “lifted off” from the social initiatives they are supposed to represent; they would simply be interest organizations, political parties, etc. 

The question, then, is “Who should make this strategy”? Until know, the mechanism for formulating strategy has been in the hands of donors. They have the money, the knowledge, the access, the language, the experience. Hence, we have a variety of donor forums and donor meetings which formulate strategy. Surely nothing is more depressing than to walk into such a meeting, called to decide how to deal with problem A in country X, and to see only foreigners there (excuse me they are not called “foreigners” anymore, but “internationals”). Foreigners sitting around planning how to help the local people become more effective; or just sitting around talking about their own problems of getting jeeps registered, paying customs duties, salaries for staff, or “security issues”. I’m sure that many of us in this room have attended such meetings, or have heard about them. 

Donor meetings of this type are interesting since there is so much talk of partnership and so little talk of power. Here I am thinking of the power of the local NGOs. The best sign that local NGOs are starting to achieve some power, i.e., respect, will be when the donors feel that they simply HAVE to invite the local NGOs to their donors meeting. An even better sign will be when the local NGOs have a meeting to which the donors are not invited.  Or even more: when donors hear about a meeting of local NGOs which has already taken place, to which the donors were not invited or did not even know about (“out of the loop”). Then, and only then, will we know that the local NGOs have power.

After strategy building, the question is one of capacity-building, and even more importantly, whose capacity must be built. Up to now, it has been the case that donors build the capacity of the locals. “Capacity” is understood as a fixed quality which one has, and which can be transferred or built up through various programs. Donors do not go into a country to learn, to build their own capacity; and none of us foreigners are here at this conference to build our own capacity. Capacity-building is what some people do to others. If Vladimir Ilich were still around, he would certainly be a capacity-building trainer. He would ask the fundamental question about strengthening local NGOs as “Kto? Kogo?” Who is building whose capacity?

In strengthening the local NGOs, we must realize that the strengthening can only come from within, not from outside. It is essential that local NGOs realize that partnership with a donor also entails the negotiation of rights and obligations. In the real world, negotiation of rights and obligations is about making contracts; contracts need to be negotiated as a sign of respect for the power of the opposite party. Such contract negotiations are not without conflict. Contract negotiating may also mean that a local NGO says “No” to the donor’s offer of a grant. 

If we are to build strong local NGOs in the Caucasus, the key task must be to ensure that these NGOs truly reflect civic initiative; that they have the possibility to take risks and fail; that they understand the power issues involved; that they can identify the symptoms of “lift off”; that they understand the nature of donor agendas and even donor psychology. Our task must be to understood that a strong local NGO sector ultimately means an understanding not just of “partnership” but of competition between organizations. NGOs love to say that they are “non-political”. This usually means “non party political.” But in fact, if we understand politics as simply the struggle over access to resources and the struggle to gain “respect”, then the best way to build a strong local NGO sector is to make them political. If the donors can take on this task, then we will have truly done a good job strengthening local civil society. 

