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Introductory remarks:

The word “aid” has a natural meaning that is based on “assisting” a person
or persons to overcome their own stated problem(s) or threat(s). It never
meant helping a person overcome perceived problems. A second implied
mean to the word “aid” is support for an act or acts of a person or persons to
overcome their own stated problem(s) or threat(s).

The current global understanding of “aid” has, over the years, systematically
distanced itself from this natural meaning. In recent times, “aid” has become
almost exclusively tied to economic development and enhancement of
perceived ideas of the social environment. In that tie up, “aid” has almost
completely ignored community and natural development as well as cultural
and natural environments. Additionally, it has translated “aid” into specific
components such as financial assistance, material assistance, psychological
assistance etc. Very little aid goes into “supportive assistance” for
individuals or communities with self formulated plans for overcoming their
own problems or threats.

Additionally, strangely and dangerously, “aid” has become a channel for
making a profit, mostly through conditionalities that allow for exploitation
of valuable natural resources.

It is common knowledge that aid based on this format has causes more
problems that it has solved. It is granted that the “aid world” has slowly
woken up to this fact or at the very least, found its mechanisms untenable for
continuation of exploitative practices. This, in turn has given rise to
supposedly affirmative action such as the “Paris Declaration” of 2005. There
Is was heralded that a more effective “aid regime” would be set in place
through the five key principles of ownership , alignment, harmonization,
managing for results and mutual accountability.

It is equally common knowledge that southern civil society organizations
(SCSOs).view these principles and attendant modalities with some
skepticism. The chief articulated concerns are that the declaration does not
go far enough in key areas such as technical assistance and untying aid, fails
to acknowledge or address the impact of policy conditionalities, glosses over
central poverty eradication concerns and is more interested in processes
rather than outcomes and does not require transparency in the aid system
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leaving donors and southern governments unaccountable to parliaments and
citizens.

Before addressing the role of CSOs and CSO partnerships in a “more
effective aid regime”, it is important to understand the ground reality of
“aid” and perceived notions of “effectiveness” and use that understanding to
formulate a truly effective aid regime that allows for optimal positive impact
of assistance to address the actual needs of the individuals, communities and
countries that are the target of such help.
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The current aid environment:

“Aid”, in terms of the current understanding of the word, bases itself almost
exclusively on money. The power of money or the financial strength of
donor agents is now tied into almost every development strategy of the
southern countries. Thus “aid” has now become interchangeable with
“funding”. This aid comes in three forms of loans, grants and charity aid.

Loans and Grants are provided by International Financing Institutes (IFIs)
and they are stringently tied to conditionalities that affect the sovereignty of
target states and cause long-term damage to environmental and social
systems. These organizations, joining hands with local southern
governments, have attempted to implement so-called poverty reduction
methods through Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers”. On closer inspection,
large amounts of aid have been tied to sweeping reforms of public sector
institutions and legislation that would legitimize a process of exploiting the
rich natural resources of targeted countries in exchange for the financial
assistance that is being offered. Obviously, these strategies were
aggressively resisted by organized civil groups in those countries and as a
result, there has been a significant slowing down of such processes in the
recent past.

Charity aid, on the other hand has been provided (mostly) by Northern Civil
Society Organizations (NCSOs). Past experience has shown that many of
them have claimed to be working with (and for) the poor, marginalized and
disenfranchised communities of the world but in reality, they too seem to
have been guilty of attempting to plant alien ideas in societies and
geographies they know little or nothing about. This too, obviously leads to
the same escalation of problems that were evident in IFI/Government action
to engineer a more equitable society.

All in all, aid, regardless of its source, has failed to address the actual
concerns of those who are in need of assistance. From the perspective of
Southern civil groups and concerned individuals, the formation of a better
aid regime from a CSO standpoint would require a rethinking of the idea of
“assistance” on the part of NCSOs. Quite apart from the covenants of such
things as the Paris Declaration, there needs to be a new aid architecture that
factors in the complex interrelationships of geographies, cultures and
sensibilities of the southern communities if the goal of “aid effectiveness” is
to be realized.
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The current thinking of NCSOs in general:

The moneyed northern CSOs have perennially visited southern nations with
both a sense of financial power, the ego that such power generates in people
and an amusing naiveté about what can and should be done. They continue
to believe that they are the “great rescuers” and “solution providers” for all
southern ills. Although there are a few NCSOs who do not subscribe to this
view, it should be stressed that in general, a very large percentage of them
think in this way.

As such,

1) They have appointed themselves as the creators of all poverty
reduction models.

2) They prepare tools to get “participation” that will ensure and/or
validate their own perceived outcomes

3) Any counter strategies or alternatives that don’t subscribe to the
models of the “great northern hope of the south” will be ignored,
marginalized and unsupported.

The outcome (or rather, fallout) of such thinking is that most of the so-called
northern CSO financed “interventions” have been practical failures that have
resulted in even more trouble for the communities that were victimized by
this almost missionary zeal. The word intervention is exactly right here,
since organic process and cultural and geographic values were completely
ignored and the process actually prevented sustainable action from occurring
on the ground.

In most cases, their modus operandi is as follows:

1) Design and decide what is best for the south on behalf of southern
communities

2) Gather a battery of so-called “experts” who know little or nothing
about the realities of southern nations to give validity to their plans

3) Second the support of SCSOs with the lure of “funding” to support
their missions on the ground

4) Formulate a strategy with the support of SCSOs and “sector experts”
to negate area specific thinking of targeted communities and work to
disempower them of their own ability to get themselves out of their
own troubles.
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5) Re-empower the target community in accordance with their own
models for solving a problem.

6) Make sure that the proposed intervention follows pre-conceived ideas
of how to monitor and evaluate such actions (read: activity lists, log-
frames, evaluation reports and final reports)

7) Remove one’s presence once the so-called “project life-cycle” is done.

The outcome of such action is that a full 95% of all NCSO activity in
southern countries have been complete failures. Those that did succeed did
so not because of the NCSOs but despite of them.
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The problems and issues arising out of current NCSO thinking:

1) Target communities are systematically confused and confounded by
multiple assaults on their very sensibilities

2) Short-term thinking produces short-term positives and long-term
disasters

3) External experts are not, external resource people aren’t.

4) There is a tendency for moral (and financial) corruption amongst
SCSOs who will do whatever the NCOs want in order to get
“funding”.

5) Local knowledge and local expertise that is area, geography, culture
and social system specific is completely subsumed or eradicated.

6) Absolutely no accountability for actions leading to a situation where
the validity of the whole CSO presence in development related
activities is being called into question.

7) Maintenance and continued production of poverty, marginalization
and disenfranchisement

Given the above, one questions whether any affirmative action would be of
any use at all. For example, when “ownership” is being touted by these
organizations, it may simply translate into a situation where the NCSOs will
“teach” the target communities what is right or wrong and then “prove”
ownership by letting the brain-washed communities speak on their behalf.
Or take “alignment”. If policy formulation at the national level or even at the
level of grass-roots organizations is influenced by the promise of money
being given for specific modalities of thinking, then local policy is
automatically *“aligned” with the thinking of the funding agent. Similar
arguments hold true for every other one of the principles outlined in the
Paris Declaration.

Therefore, one must recognize a fundamental truth about the current
thinking on aid effectiveness. The change in thinking is on paper only. There
Is no practical mechanism to ensure that true change will occur and thus,
there is no guarantee that aid will be useable and useful for addressing the
priorities and core concerns of targeted communities and nations.

It is obvious from the above that the attitude of the NCSOs is detrimental to
any positive impact of assistance and there must be an immediate and
genuine change of thinking if the current state of affairs is to be changed at
all.,
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The voluntary disempowerment of NCSOs:

“Charity” by its definition is a word that means giving to those in need
without a thought as to how or what that assistance is used for. The moment
that assistance is tied to external agendas it ceases to be charity and
degenerates into commerce. It is understood that the world of “charity” has
come quite a distance from this idealistic place and that in the current world
there is very little giving without some sort of “return on investment” either
stated or implied. It is when this ROI (regardless of the justification)
becomes more the reason for giving than the giving itself that problems
arise. The NCSOs have been guilty of precisely this sort of thinking. If
effective aid is the goal then the following are suggested for immediate
address by the NCSOs:

1) Never attempt to tie poverty reduction to money. The process of
reducing poverty requires little money and a lot of commitment on the
part of the poor communities and a few supportive individuals and
organizations.

2) Do one of the following:

a. Either take a lot of time to understand area specific sensibilities
that are based on socio-cultural and socio-natural understanding
that is largely alien to the donor

b. Or work with SCSOs who have a proven track record of
understanding ground situations and working for long lengths
of time with the same communities. Here it should be noted that
so-called “delivery organizations” which run from “project” to
“project” ensuring pre-project outputs are realized are not the
sort of organization that has any ground sensitivity or
commitment to go the long haul. It should further be understood
that such organizations are the majority in the South. It should
also be clearly understood that working with such organizations
works counter to aid-effectiveness.

3) Give highest priority to the knowledge and sensibilities of target
communities. If a SCSO approaches an NCSO for “funding” to
Intervene in a particular set of circumstances the are only saying that
they have the insight and knowledge to understand what is going on
but proof of this would require far more stringent pre-project
evaluation that takes into consideration a real audit of the target
communities actual requirements.
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a. Understand clearly that the NCSO arrives on the shores of a
southern country armed with only money. Nothing more and
nothing less. What that money can and should be used for
should be in the hands of SCSOs with an excellent track record
of two way transparency and accountability. The communities
they work with should know of this from practical action in the
past and the donor organizations should know of this from past
experience.

4) Understand that “results” are not things that usual happen within
project life-cycles and make sure that there are clear plans for
ensuring sustainability and ensure that the donor agent is present and
willing to continue to support mid and long-term strategies.

5) Never come to southern countries with funds tagged with a spend-by
date. That modality will ensure that the funds will take local
interventions nowhere very fast.
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Issues arising from corruption in SCSOs:

While a large percentage of the problems facing effective aid delivery
can be laid at the door of NCSOs, SCSOs have played a significant part
in the lack of aid effectiveness in their own right. The following can be
highlighted:

1) Widespread nepotism amongst SCSOs

2) Rampant financial corruption

3) The sense of reciprocal power that money brings which SCSO
personnel have regularly used as a hold over communities targeted for
aid resulting in sexual harassment, granting of unfair or preferential
treatment in return for financial or material benefit etc.

Unfortunately, due to lack of penetrative short-listing and monitoring of
SCSOs, NSCOs regularly fall victim to these types of organizations. The
result is the vulnerable communities are victimized even more, at least 30%
of financial and material aid is embezzled and competent personal are either
marginalized or evicted as fall out of nepotistic behavior.
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Working towards an effective aid regime:

Obviously, an effective aid regime is not something that happens because
of declared intent but rather because of active commitment on the part of
all players to ensure that some fundamental ideas are implemented. Thus,
an effective aid regime is the outcome of positive action on the part of all
CSOs. For this purpose the following apply:

1) A clear and stringent self-governance model that incorporates the best
practices of aid delivery.

2) Collaborative partnerships with southern civil organizations as
opposed to donor-recipient relationships.

3) Work exclusively to address the priorities that the target communities
set for themselves.

4) Set stringent guidelines in place to ensure that only SCSOs with an
absolutely impeccable track record are short-listed for partnerships.

5) Accept as a core value that “educating” communities should be
minimized while learning and sharing are emphasized.

6) Removal of the accepted concepts of project planning, managing and
monitoring and the reformulation of a holistic approach that ensures
true participation of the target communities and countries.

7) Coordination of aid activities through a central CSO forum to ensure
that there is no aid overlap.

8) Ensure that there is no resource or work conditions disparity between
NCSOs and SCSOs.
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Conclusion:

Given all of the above, an aid regime that is effective would have to be
rebuilt from scratch. In such a scenario, the highest priority should be
given to a genuine change of attitude amongst northern NCSOs. Until
this occurs, there is no possibility of effectiveness in any aid regime.
Once such a change is executed, then solidarity, social justice and social
change are possible. It should be duly recognized that re-thinking NCSO
aid mechanisms by NCSOs is a greater challenge to them than any
challenge that they have faced in southern countries. Whether or not it is
at all possible remains to be seen and if, over time, there is no discernible
change, then, unfortunately, all players much recognize that neither an
“effective aid regime” nor “positive partnerships between and amongst
CSOs” will be possible.
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