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Abstract
In their statements on the Paris Declaration, International NGOs argue that
its signatories do not go far enough in pushing official donors to harmonise
and align their efforts. New data reveal Northern NGOs as much larger than
hitherto assumed. Consequently they also look like donors in their own right,
and therefore the principles of the Paris Declaration ought to apply equally to
them. The current practices of international NGOs with respect to harmonisation,
co-ordination, alignment and accountability leave much to be desired. Legal and
financial imbalances between developing-country and developed-country NGOs
contribute to suboptimal performance by the latter on central elements of the
Paris Declaration, such as increased local ownership and mutual accountability.
International NGOs need a Paris-like declaration for themselves. In some quarters
progress towards this end is already under way.
Dirk-Jan Koch
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Introduction
International Non-Governmental development Organisations (INGOs) push official
donors to implement and expand the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness.
The Paris Declaration is based on key principles such as better co-ordination
and harmonisation among donors, more alignment of donors with the agendas
of recipients and more mutual accountability between donors and recipients.
International NGOs have issued an impressive number of policy statements and
reports on the Declaration (e.g. ActionAid 2005b; ActionAid, 2007b; Better Aid,
2007; Eurostep, 2007; Reality of Aid; 2007). These statements differ. Some,
supportive, argue that the Declaration does not go far enough in ensuring the
harmonisation and alignment of bilateral donors (e.g. United Nations NonGovernmental Liaison Service, 2005). Others, more critical, claim that the
Declaration needs to expand and better address inequality in the aid system
(Better Aid, 2007). Yet these statements resemble each other in one key respect.
None of them contains any reflection on how the INGOs put the principles of
the Paris Declaration into practice themselves.
Such reflection is needed. This Chapter offers some tentative answers to questions
including: Do NGOs harmonise their procedures? Do they promote mutual
accountability? Do they align their priorities to those of their partner organisations
and stimulate ownership? The Chapter concludes that the performance of NGOs
on these questions requires substantial improvement. It pleads therefore for a
Paris-like declaration on NGO aid effectiveness. It would not replicate the Paris
Declaration, because NGOs require a tailor-made aid-effectiveness agenda.
Yet the underlying principles, such as increased ownership, harmonisation, coordination, alignment and accountability should remain the same.
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Some initiatives already deal with civil-society aid effectiveness. For example,
INGOs have representation in an Advisory Group on Civil Society and Aid
Effectiveness. After regional consultations with diverse stakeholders and after
a large international forum in Ottawa, they will provide clear recommendations
for the Working Party on Aid Effectiveness as it finalises plans for the Accra High
Level Forum. The regional consultations regularly provide suggestions on how
to improve the effectiveness of NGO aid. A North-South Civil Society Dialogue
on Aid Effectiveness occurred in Nairobi in late 2007, although by January 2008
it had reached no consensus on a resolution. A new, separate joint effort would
start a common code of conduct for international NGOs.
Conversely, the umbrella organisation of European NGOs, Concord, claims in a
letter to the European Commission that the Paris Declaration should not apply
to them. They view themselves primarily not as donors and claim that the
principles of the Paris Declaration were negotiated without them. They conclude
that “the EU process leading up to the Accra High Level Forum should remain
focused on the effectiveness of aid delivered by member states and European
institutions” (Concord, 2008).
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The developing-country partners of these European NGOs do not have such
qualms. In contributions to the discussion on the Paris Declaration they proposed
useful suggestions for developed-country NGOs. The Civil Society Organisation
(CSO) of Southern and East Africa proposes, for example, that “Northern CSOs
should be transparent and accountable to the Southern CSOs by declaring
the full amounts they receive from donors in the name of Southern CSOs”
(Afrodad, 2007). Other compelling arguments also demand more attention to how
international NGOs perform with respect to the principles of the Paris Declaration.
The big ones receive large shares of official aid; some of their budgets surpass
those of some of the signatories to the Paris Declaration. The aid budget of World
Vision International exceeds that of Italy. Plan International spends more than
Greece, and the Save the Children Alliance more than Finland. Unquestionably,
these INGOs engage in many important activities that do not involve transfers
of funds to Southern organisations, such as lobby campaigns, but this does not
imply that they cannot be viewed as donors as well.
After an introduction on the mounting size of INGOs, this Chapter will turn
to NGO parallels with the two main elements of the Paris Declaration. It first
highlights the need for increased co-ordination and harmonisation in INGO aid.
The high levels of regional concentration among INGOs and the heavy reporting
burdens they place on local organisations suggest potential efficiency gains if
they would adhere to the technical elements of the Paris Declaration. This would
not require a major overhaul of the power relations between local civil-society
organisations and their international non-governmental donors. It would simply
involve smarter planning, greater flexibility in reporting requirements and a
better division of labour between NGO donors. One case study of a local NGO,
BRAC (see Box 3.1.) shows that positive developments have already occurred
in this area.
Second, the analysis focuses on current alignment and accountability practices
within the NGO sector and concludes that there are clear shortcomings. During the
last 40 years, hardly any responsibilities have shifted from Northern to Southern
NGOs; the most important decisions still get made at the INGOs’ headquarters.
One exception is ActionAid International, discussed in Box 3.2. An increasing
number of Southern CSOs, academics and policy makers challenge this status
quo (see, for example, Afrodad, 2007; Michael, 2004 and Netherlands Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, 2002). The Nordic Plus donors are reshaping the NGO aid
landscape by developing civil-society funding mechanisms surprisingly close to
the core principles of the Paris Declaration.
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Box 3.1. BRAC: A Success Story in Donor Harmonisation and
Co-ordination
The large Bangladeshi NGO called BRAC (Bangladesh Rural Advancement
Committee), which has established a pooled funding arrangement, exemplifies
success in co-ordinating and harmonising donors. BRAC, a national, private
organisation, was founded in 1972 as a small-scale relief and rehabilitation project
to help the country overcome the devastation and trauma of the Liberation War. It
focused initially on resettling refugees returning from India. Today it is one of the
largest Southern development organisations, employing almost 100 000 people
and working with the twin objectives of poverty relief and the empowerment of
the poor (BRAC, 2005a). It was also the first developing-country organisation to
open field offices across the world, in Afghanistan, Sudan and Tanzania as well as
the United States and the United Kingdom.

BRAC’s Donor Consortia
BRAC has succeeded in getting the donors for its largest programmes to work
together in funding consortia. Within a consortium, each donor receives the same
programme proposals and budget and then contributes to the programme like all
the other donors. Once a proposal is accepted, individual donors have very little
say over how their funds will be spent. This establishment of donor co-ordination
represents a considerable achievement. As Sarah Michael explains:
To achieve this not only with individual donors but with whole consortia, in which
donors have little say over individual components of a long-term programme and
must accept this as a whole, where donors all receive the same standardised
reports, and where donors sacrifice the individual prestige often available to
them as the funders of a particular project or campaign, is a feat which is rarely
matched by other NGOs. (Michael, 2004, p. 27).
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The first donor consortium for BRAC’s Rural Development Programme (RDP) was
formed at the end of 1989. Eight different donors funded RDP III (1995-1999)
to a total of $55 million (BMB Mott MacDonald, n.d.). BRAC now has two donor
consortia (BRAC, 2005b), one for the BRAC Education Programme and one for
the Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction Programme. The donors are
CIDA (Canada), Department for International Development (DFID), the European
Commission (EC), Oxfam Novib, The Royal Netherlands Embassy, The Royal
Norwegian Embassy and the World Food Programme (WFP).
BRAC has engaged with the donor consortia and individual donors in a healthy
dialogue of advice, response and adaptation regarding its plans (McGregor, 1998).
It has formal meetings with donor representatives twice a year. These meetings
have served as an effective forum for reporting progress and airing concerns for
both sides. The donor consortium agrees on shared reviews and evaluations as
well as a common system of reporting. In all such cases, participating donors
must agree to adapt their individual reporting requirements and procedures to a
single common system (CGAP, 2001).
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Benefits of Donor Consortia
According to Wright (1996), writing on BRAC and other Bangladeshi organisations,
the primary argument for a joint funding approach is that all the necessary but
unattractive parts of a plan, such as headquarters overheads, are properly funded
and all the donors share equally or at least proportionately in these costs. Thus,
an individual donor cannot select the most attractive parts of programmes to
fund. This has enabled BRAC to strengthen its structure and turn itself into a
learning organisation. Its strong Research and Evaluation Division (RED) has a
team of 160 regular staff. RED also collaborates extensively with other research
institutes, mainly in Europe, and carries out joint studies with them. (RED, n.d.;
Ojanperä, 1997).

Financial Independence
The large amount of donor financing that BRAC receives accounts for only 25 per
cent of its budget expenditure. BRAC itself provides the other 75 per cent of
its budget through revenues from service charges as well as from commercial
activities it has developed (Michael, 2004; Aga Khan Foundation, 1997). BRAC
does not depend on any type of donor funding or even on the donor consortia.
Avoiding dependence has been a key concern. The level of financial independence
and the increasing level of power and control that BRAC has over its donors
through consortia have resulted in its becoming a very powerful local NGO
(Michael, 2004).
Other than BRAC, the SNGO Proshika also exemplifies joint funding arrangements,
as do the pooled funding arrangements established by donors in Tanzania under
the umbrella of The Foundation for Civil Society (Advisory Group on Civil Society
and Aid Effectiveness, 2007, p.15).
Note: Karin Weber provided the material for this case study
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Box 3.2. ActionAid International’s Radical Restructuring
Three recent changes have made ActionAid International one of the most
progressive international NGOs: a new accountability, learning and planning
system, an overhaul of its organisational structure and the relocation of its
headquarters from London to Johannesburg.
ActionAid was founded in 1973 as a British charity based on child sponsorship
and delivering specific services to individuals. ActionAid International began work
in 2003, with its International Secretariat based in Johannesburg. The founding
members of ActionAid International are ActionAid affiliates in Brazil, Greece,
Ireland, Italy, the United Kingdom and the United States. Programmes in Kenya,
Uganda, Nigeria, India, and Ghana have formed national boards and are expected
to become full affiliates in the next three years. In short, ActionAid International
has become a coalition of Northern and Southern affiliates fighting poverty
through advocacy and lobbying at the local, national and global levels (ActionAid,
2007a; Blagescu and Lloyd, 2006).
During the 1990s, ActionAid, like many large NGOs, had rigid accountability
and reporting systems characterised by central control and bureaucracy. They
were designed for upward accountability to managers and donors. Fieldworkers
generated information from the community and sent their data to managers,
who then eventually informed donors. Within this system, staff and local partners
devoted much time and effort to planning and reporting, with little scope left for
learning. Voluminous reports tended to describe project activities in great detail
but give less emphasis to the wider outcomes, impacts and changes perceived by
the groups of people with whom ActionAid and ActionAid’s partners work. These
reports were in English with only a limited number of copies printed, resulting in
low accessibility for partners and communities (Jordan and Van Tuijl, 2006; David
and Mancini, 2003).

The Accountability, Learning and Planning System
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In 1999 ActionAid introduced a new internal system called ALPS (ActionAid
Accountability, Learning and Planning System), intended to create time and energy
for learning and to strengthen accountability. ALPS has five central, overarching
themes: i) increasing downward accountability; ii) ensuring real participation;
iii) promoting a culture of learning; iv) ensuring gender analysis throughout
and v) recognising and sharing power. (Jordan and Van Tuijl, 2006; David and
Mancini, 2003). The system seeks to increase accountability to the poor and to
ActionAid’s partners while maintaining traditional accountability to managers and
donors (Scott-Villiers, 2002). One of its radical elements is the decision to make
annual participatory review and reflection processes (PRRPs) mandatory at each
level of the organisation.
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Organisational Structure
ActionAid also developed a new organisational structure to strengthen coordination. ActionAid (n.d.) says that its previous structure enabled only
minimal co-ordination and consensus between the different countries. ActionAid
International seeks to build an international organisation governed and managed
with vision and leadership by people from both developed and developing
countries. National boards enhance legitimacy and accountability to supporters,
collaborators, partners and poor people in the countries where the organisation
is active. ActionAid International has an International Board of 11 members from
ten different countries (the board will eventually consist of up to 21 members).
Its first chair is Noerine Kaleeba from Uganda. According to Blagescu and Lloyd
(2006), ActionAid International is one of only four INGOs that have institutionalised
external stakeholder engagement in their corporate decision making by inviting
representatives of their stakeholder groups on to their International Board as
independent trustees. In addition, it incorporates strong member control over its
International Board of Trustees; all affiliates represented on the board can have
a say in the meeting agendas.

Move to Johannesburg
ActionAid International moved from London to Johannesburg in early 2004.
According to ActionAid (2005a), the move represented a fundamental shift in
running operations. “ActionAid International has dramatically broken the mould
of a traditional development charity, where decisions were inevitably the property
of the donor countries and the receiving countries were expected to be largely
passive” (p. 1). The move also brought a shift from control to genuine partnership,
to strengthen ActionAid’s accountability to inhabitants of the countries where
it operates. ActionAid International employs almost 2 000 people worldwide
(almost 90 per cent from developing countries). Finally, ActionAid International
(n.d.) declares itself different from other development INGOs in that their country
programmes in the South control about 70 per cent of the income, spent on
community and national work, while the international secretariat controls only
30 per cent.
Note: Karin Weber provided the material for this case study

The Big NGOs Are Far Larger than
Usually Thought
The sheer size of INGOs provides a primary reason for a “Paris Declaration”
applicable to them. It has been widely underestimated. Recent estimates vary
from $1.6 billion annually (AWID, 2006), to $4 billion (Agg, 2006) to $12 billion
(Fowler, 2005). Gatignon (2007) estimates that the annual budget of international
OECD-based development NGOs actually reached $26.9 billion in 2005. She based
her finding on research using various databases and publications from, among
others, the Urban Institute, Concord and the OECD/DAC. The share originating
from private donations amounts to $16.5 billion and that from governmental
ISBN © OECD 2008
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support to $10.4 billion. The same year OECD donors provided $84.1 billion in
Official Development Assistance (ODA, including aid to INGOs and excluding
debt relief).
The numbers vary substantially between countries. For instance, the budget
available to US-based NGOs in 2005, $16.2 billion, almost equalled that for US
ODA, $19.6 billion. Conversely, Japanese NGOs received only $0.5 billion, while
Japanese ODA reached $8.1 billion. These differences are noteworthy, but the
key point is that INGOs are much larger than previously thought. Figure 3.1.
gives an overview of the level of funding that official donors provide to NGOs
in their countries, as reported to the OECD. The US government supplies the
most aid to NGOs in absolute terms, followed by the United Kingdom. Ireland
(25 per cent of its total aid) and Norway (21 per cent) spend relatively large
amounts on international NGOs, but Japan (2.1 per cent) and France (0.5 per
cent) spend relatively little.

Figure 3.1. ODA to International NGOs, 2005 ($ million)
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Source: OECD International Development Statistics (Gatignon, 2007). Note that these figures exclude
private giving to NGOs.

In the late 1990s a number of academics predicted that the era of the big NGOs
as financial intermediaries would soon come to an end, as they were coming to
depend increasingly on public donors whose aid budgets seemed set to dwindle
(Biekart, 1999; Fowler, 2000; Malhotra, 2000). Nearly a decade later the opposite
has actually happened; the budgets of INGOs have increased dramatically.
Despite some increased emphasis on lobbying and advocacy, most of them still
operate firmly within the same resource-transfer paradigm. Figure 3.2. shows
that international NGOs are large enough to enter the charts alongside the
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official donors (note that the United States is absent from the figure). Treating
them as donors is therefore appropriate.

Figure 3.2. Budgets of Official Donors and NGOs ($ billion)
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Source: OECD International Development Statistics for Bilateral aid and Annual Reports of international
NGOs for NGO aid.

International NGOs Need
Co-ordination and Harmonisation
Problems of co-ordination and harmonisation plague official aid. OECD’s 2006
monitoring report on the Paris Declaration noted 1 832 project implementation
units financed by official donors and only 10 per cent of donors’ field missions
joint ones (OECD, 2007). How do the NGOs score on these co-ordination and
ISBN © OECD 2008
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harmonisation elements? A group of Swedish NGOs initiated a study in 2007
into the effects of the Paris Declaration on civil society in Kenya. Interestingly,
the researchers also investigated co-ordination, harmonisation and co-operation
between Northern NGOs in Kenya. Their conclusions were harsh. “Northern
NGOs present in Kenya have not harmonised or aligned or even co-ordinated
their activities, and even in times of crisis joint efforts have been difficult to
initiate. Even among the Swedish NGOs joint or co-ordinated activities appear
to be accidental” (Skalkaer Consult, 2007, p. 28). The authors conclude in their
recommendations (p. 29) that “there is a need for a civil society development
effectiveness process (or a Paris Declaration for CSOs).” This section highlights
three of the negative aspects of the lack of co-ordination and harmonisation
among international NGOs:
▪ The unequal distribution of international NGO activity around the world;
▪ The disproportionate administrative burden on well-intentioned local
organisations; and
▪ The greater access to funding of mala fide local organisations.

Unequal Distribution of NGOs around the Globe
The lack of co-ordination among international organisations results in an unequal
distribution of INGO activity across the globe. The distribution can be analysed
from various angles, such as thematic priorities or intervention strategies, but
this discussion focuses on the geographic distribution of aid, as it illustrates
clearly the negative repercussions of a lack of co-ordination. It has never been
mapped adequately because of the paucity of data. A new dataset using numbers
from 60 of the world’s largest development NGOs produces the results shown in
Map 3.1., which displays per capita NGO expenditure in developing countries.
Countries shown in darker shades receive greater amounts of NGO aid per capita.
One can readily see that certain countries (Zambia, East Timor, Zimbabwe,
Nicaragua etc.) receive more than 20 times as much aid per capita as others
(Central African Republic, Yemen, Côte d’Ivoire, Pakistan, Nigeria etc.).
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Map 3.1. Distribution of NGO Aid in 2005

NGO aid per capita
euro in 2005
9 to 14.1 (6)
4.1 to 9 (26)
1.5 to 4.1 (38)
0.5 to 1.5 (15)
0 to 0.5 (28)

Source: Koch, 2007. Brackets contain the numbers of countries that fall within the categories.

The numbers of INGOs active in recipient countries differ widely. In some countries,
such as Ethiopia, five of World Vision’s organisations, seven of Oxfam’s, six of
Care’s and 12 of Save the Children’s are active, the last mostly with their own
offices. In relatively small countries such as Guatemala, Sri Lanka and Zimbabwe,
more than 40 of the 60 largest international NGOs have a presence — in stark
contrast to Congo-Brazzaville, Yemen and the Central African Republic, where only
handfuls of these organisations operate. INGOs tend to spread their resources;
each is active in 44 countries on average. Unfortunately, these 44 countries are
often the same for all INGOs. The families of international organisations (e.g. the
Oxfam alliance or the Protestant alliance, Aprodev) conduct regular mapping
exercises to establish which organisation is active where, but do not follow up
with joint planning to ensure a more rational and equitable division of labour
(Koch and Loman, forthcoming).
Negative consequences appear both for countries with few INGOs present and
for those with many. With few international NGOs, the administrative burden
on local NGOs is not a problem. They do not have to deal with more than 1 000
incoming donor missions annually or produce 2 400 quarterly reports, like the
Tanzanian government. Rather, they lack donors. They are the victims of a lack of
co-ordination as INGOs apparently fail to ensure a division of labour that covers
all poor countries adequately. In contrast, the negative consequences of excess
supply of NGO aid have become evident in recent years both in emergency aid
situations (Tsunami Evaluation Coalition, 2006) and in regular aid circumstances
(Laan, 2007). These consequences include the duplication of aid efforts and an
increase in corruption — in short, waste of aid money. The extent to which poor
co-ordination also hampers equal thematic coverage and an equal spread over
intervention strategies requires more research.
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Heavy Reporting Burdens
Heavy reporting requirements weigh down many well-intentioned local
organisations. Numerous signs show the negative effects on local organisations of
the number of reports that international donors demand. Case studies involving
Ghana (Porter, 2003), Zambia (INTRAC, 2006), India (Ebrahim, 2003) and
Tanzania (Goddard and Assad, 2004) all point out that local NGOs spend a
disproportionate amount of time on writing reports for donors. Porter (2003,
p. 136) states: “In some countries the massive demands of the report culture…
seem to be bringing Southern NGOs to their knees. In India and Mexico many
NGO staff argue that they spend more time filling in forms than working directly
for the poor!” Often, local NGOs are reluctant to air their concerns about these
onerous report requirements, because they depend on INGOs (ActionAid, 2003).
When they do feel free to share their opinions, it becomes clear that more
staff time is spent on these reports than before, which diverts valuable human
resources away from actual programme work (ibid). Box 3.1. describes BRAC,
which succeeded at the very beginning of its operations in harmonising and coordinating its donors. This has undoubtedly helped it to become one of today’s
largest Southern development NGOs.
Why do Northern NGOs not harmonise their reporting requirements more?
There are three apparent reasons, despite the scope for improvement and the
potential major advantages for local organisations:

70

▪ They have an ambiguous attitude towards harmonising their own procedures
(Capacitate, 2007). While recognising that more harmonisation would
increase efficiency, many of them claim a trade-off between diversity, the
trademark of a healthy civil society, and harmonisation. They feel that
if they harmonise their procedures they will have less ability to support
marginalised groups, social movements and atypical organisations. They
fear that they could then fund only small numbers of well-established
organisations (Advisory Group on Civil Society and Aid Effectiveness, 2007).
This fear is understandable but not reasonable, because the key issue is not
whether organisations harmonise, but how they do so. On evaluation, for
instance, Dutch organisations have shown that pooling resources for joint
evaluations yields benefits. Joint evaluations generally have better quality,
are less burdensome for local partners and promote inter-organisational
learning without leading to the drawbacks often attributed to alignment and
co-ordination (GOM, 2003).
▪ They have stringent reporting requirements vis-à-vis their back donors.
Independent auditing firms such as KPMG (2004) have encouraged back
donors to harmonise their procedures regarding NGOs, but they have
made no progress. Even organisations (e.g. Dutch and German ones) with
very similar reporting requirements to their back donors do not succeed in
harmonising their procedures.
▪ Harmonisation apparently incurs high start-up costs for NGOs. Such initial
costs are well documented for bilateral aid, and they are probably even
higher for NGOs, given the greater numbers of donors and recipients.
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Briefcase NGOs
A third negative repercussion of the unco-ordinated and unharmonised operations
of Northern NGOs is the rise of the “briefcase NGOs”, now a common term.
These local organisations are often one-person enterprises, little more than
single entrepreneurs and their briefcases. They specialise in writing proposals
and reports but are bad at nearly everything else (May and Magongo, 2005;
Mercer, 2003). The lack of information sharing among INGOs has enabled these
local entities, which lack constituencies, members or popular support, to dance
with the donors. When a donor finally comes to realise that a local organisation
is not living up to expectations or is even corrupt, and then cuts its funding, the
local organisation simply looks for and often finds another donor. The numbers
of self-regulating systems within the non-profit development sector (e.g. the
International NGO Accountability Charter) are increasing, often initiated by apex
bodies or umbrella organisations. These highly relevant initiatives go some way
toward addressing the problem, but they have yet to overcome the informationsharing deficit that lets dubious local NGOs thrive.
To sum up, various efficiency gains can be realised through increased harmonisation
and co-ordination. The first arises from improved targeting and better distribution
of resources. The second relates to reduced overhead costs for local organisations,
which can spend more money on their actual work rather than on writing reports
and receiving incoming field visits. The third relates to decreased leakage of aid
as the number of fraudulent local recipients declines.

How do INGOs Perform on Alignment
and Accountability?
Official donors started to develop and implement the Paris Declaration partly
because of their dismal record on alignment and accountability. The 2006 OECD
survey on the Paris Declaration found that on average only 42 per cent of donor
aid gets recorded in the budgets of recipient countries and thus is open to
scrutiny by their parliaments. It also found that only 44 per cent of the recipient
countries had some kind of mutual accountability system, which enabled recipient
governments to compel donors to stick to their commitments. How do the
international NGOs perform with respect to these important principles?
A recent statement on the Paris Declaration by Southern NGOs included
clear recommendations regarding Northern NGOs: “Northern CSOs should be
transparent and accountable to the Southern CSOs by declaring the full amounts
they receive from donors in the name of Southern CSOs”; and “Donors should
enhance direct funding to Southern CSOs and reduce the role of intermediary
agencies.” (Afrodad, 2007, p. 2). The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs has
gone so far as to claim in a letter to the Dutch parliament that; “The transfer
of tasks and responsibilities to Southern organisations has been insufficient…
a fundamental repositioning of Northern international aid agencies is needed”
(Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2007, p. 1). Statements like these
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indicate that alignment and accountability practices among Northern NGOs
require attention.
The definition of “alignment” in any future Paris-like declaration for NGOs would
differ from that which applies to official aid. Alignment does not refer to the
need to adapt support to the strategies of recipient governments, but rather
to the agendas of developing-country NGOs. The last thing that this Chapter
seeks to suggest is that all aid to those NGOs should fall within the parameters
of the national poverty-reduction strategies of recipient-country governments.
Local NGOs need encouragement to develop their own agendas, which may at
times complement the efforts of national governments but may equally run
counter to them. This is one reason why local organisations deserve support. The
desired form of accountability in any future declaration for NGOs ought not to
deny that INGOs need to be accountable to their constituents and their donors.
It should stipulate mutual accountability between Northern organisations and
their Southern partners.
Three key elements of the Paris Declaration on alignment and accountability are:
i) predictability of aid flows; ii) avoiding parallel implementation structures; and
iii) alignment of support to national (in casu organisations’) agendas. Deeper
underlying power imbalances between Northern and Southern NGOs also drive
accountability and alignment deficiencies. This section highlights both legal
disempowerment of local NGOs and financial imbalances.

Predictability of NGO Aid Flows
The predictability of aid flows from INGOs to their partners has two aspects.
A positive element is that there are few signs of delays. This contrasts starkly
with official aid, which is plagued by slow disbursement (Save the Children UK,
2006). In fact, aid flows from NGOs to their partner organisations are fairly
stable (Koch and Loman, forthcoming). A problem that the partner organisations
encounter is the failure of INGOs to guarantee that they will continue funding
after the expiration of contracts. This creates a sense of instability and reduces
long-term investment by local organisations (Ashman, 2001).
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Parallel Implementation Structures
The extent to which INGOs have developed parallel implementation structures
differs widely. A substantial number, notably nearly all Dutch and German ones,
made a strategic decision in the late 1980s not to open more field offices and
to shut down existing ones. Local organisations initially criticised this decision
because it increased the distance and decreased the frequency of contacts
(Steering Committee, 2002). In light of recent developments, however, local
organisations now widely regard these kinds of decisions as judicious, because
they now face increasing competition from the local subsidiaries of INGOs. With
increasingly decentralised funding, Northern organisations constantly open field
offices in developing countries and compete for the same contracts as their
erstwhile partners (Smillie and Minear, 2003). This attracts significant criticism
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from local NGOs. Local subsidiaries also implement projects themselves. Care,
for example, has 14 500 employees worldwide (more than the IMF and the World
Bank combined). A number of big organisations have large-scale service-delivery
programmes akin to those run by local governments. The only difference is that
the NGOs cannot be voted out of office if they do not perform (World Bank,
2005). This criticism can also be levelled at BRAC, although it performs well on
harmonising and co-ordinating its donors.

Alignment with Local Agendas
The literature on the relationship between Northern and Southern NGOs is most
replete on the extent to which the former dominate the latter’s agendas. This
domination manifests itself in the themes that organisations select, how they
work and which discourse they use. As one representative from a workshop on
the relationship has said, “… if you want funding, you have to make sure you
include the words ‘sustainable livelihoods’” (ActionAid, 2003, p. 7). Multiple
accounts relate how Northern organisations dictate to their Southern partners
and the feelings of disempowerment that this causes. It would be superfluous
to repeat what others have said in this respect (e.g. Townsend et al., 2002;
Wallace, 2000). Instead, an attempt to highlight the legal and financial barriers
that explain the perpetuation of this imbalance can illustrate why INGOs adhere
insufficiently to central principles of the Paris agenda, such as alignment and
accountability.

Legal Disempowerment of Local NGOs
Three types of legal impediments skew power relations away from Southern
organisations and thus hamper adequate alignment and accountability practices
of international NGOs:
▪ Few legally formalised feedback mechanisms within Northern 		
organisations;
▪ Funding restrictions; and
▪ The absence of other feedback mechanisms.

Legally formalised feedback mechanisms within the INGOs
The Paris Declaration is very clear on the need for increased mutual accountability,
and formalised feedback mechanisms are integral to it. In the INGOs they are
very weak.
Boards or councils of trustees govern nearly all international NGOs. Despite
differences in the amount of power that they delegate to the NGOs themselves,
they remain legally responsible for the organisations. A measure of the power of
citizens and organisations from developing countries lies in whether they have
representation on the INGOs’ governing bodies. An analysis of such bodies for a
representative sample of 55 of the largest development NGOs worldwide shows
that they have a total of 693 members, of whom a mere 42 — 6 per cent — come
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from developing countries (Figure 3.3.). The percentage is lower still in terms
of whether these board members have official functions (e.g. chairperson,
treasurer, secretary). Certain countries place legal restrictions on numbers of
foreign board members. In Belgium, for example, at least half of NGOs’ board
members needed to have Belgian nationality until 2002. Also, understandably,
organisations may restrict board membership for recipients to avoid conflicts
of interest (Dietz and de Ruyter, 2007). Nevertheless it seems paradoxical that
international NGOs, which actually developed the term “empowerment”, grant
their partners even less power than that of, for example, pupils in high schools,
patients in hospitals and students in universities. In nearly all developed nations,
the clients of non-profit institutions have a voice in their management. If they
are not represented directly on governing boards, legally binding participatory
principles apply. Clients, students or patients elect their representatives, who can
in turn participate in decision making. Sometimes this role is confined to issuing
non-binding advice, and sometimes certain elements are exempt from potential
involvement. Nonetheless, some type of mutual accountability exists.

Figure 3.3. Developing-Country Members of Boards
of International NGOs
6%
94%

Northern representatives in NGO boards
Southern representatives in NGO boards

Source: Annual reports of international NGOs.
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The absence of such an institutionalised feedback loop from the NGO world has
attracted criticism from eminent scholars in the field. The leading institute on NGO
practices has long argued that “Northern NGOs need to strengthen and formalise
their mechanisms for receiving feedback from Southern partners.” (INTRAC,
2001, p. 5). Blagescu and Lloyd (2006) state in The Global Accountability Report
2006 that a simple countervailing-power instrument like a complaints procedure
is more common and better developed in the for-profit sector and in institutions
such as the World Bank than in international NGOs.
Some progress in developing feedback loops has occurred. Partner consultations
do take place, but they are non-binding. Some NGOs have started to experiment
with international advisory councils, but often poorly define their competences.
Experiments with partner-satisfaction surveys have been tried too, to gather
statistical information about the opinions of local NGOs on the INGOs. Nevertheless,
recipient-country organisations and individuals generally have few formal intra-
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organisational mechanisms for influencing INGO policies. ActionAid is an exception
(see Box 3.2.).

Funding restrictions
The opportunities for developing-country organisations to apply for funding
directly from official donors are limited, especially in capitals, where the largest
sums for civil society funds are available. Nearly all donors restrict their cofinancing schemes to their national organisations. This actually resembles aid
tying, where the nationality of goods and service providers becomes more
important than portfolio quality. The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs opened
its non-decentralised funding to all Southern organisations and organisations
from other donor countries in 2002, but had to abandon this in 2004 after an
amendment by the Dutch parliament (Steering Committee, 2006).
The only co-financing system that systematically allows Southern organisations
to apply for funding at the headquarters level is that of the European Union.
Most proposals for these budget lines must be joint proposals with Northern
organisations. Developing-country NGOs prefer this approach because it ensures
their involvement earlier and better in the drafting of grant proposals. A recent
statement on aid effectiveness by Afrodad (2007, p. 2) says, “Joint proposal
writing by both the Northern and Southern CSOs should be encouraged in
fundraising for aid from donor countries.”

The absence of other feedback mechanisms
One final legal imbalance merits attention: the meagre extra-organisational
formal procedures at the disposal of Southern organisations and individuals to
influence Northern organisations. The dominant role played by donor-country
parliaments has already been illustrated by the effective abolition of direct
centralised funding to Southern NGOs in the Netherlands. Martens et al. (2002)
provide an insight into why “the broken feedback loop in aid” persists. They claim
that ultimately the domestic suppliers of goods and services in the aid sector,
such as consultancy companies, export credit agencies, experts and NGOs can
end up as the beneficiaries of aid. They are part of the constituency of decision
makers in donor countries; meanwhile, the intended beneficiaries’ interests are
geographically and politically too remote to rival the influence of these direct
beneficiaries. Indeed, Northern governments and parliaments rarely consult
Southern organisations directly when deciding on future support to NGO aid.

Financial Imbalances
Alongside legal or formal imbalances, there is an apparent financial imbalance,
to a certain extent an inevitable one because most of the finances pass through
the INGOs. Yet certain underlying financial systems contribute unnecessarily to
the unequal relationship between INGOs and their local partners. They reflect
weak alignment and accountability and reduce their potential strengthening.
The two main elements that appear to do the most harm are:
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▪ Disadvantageous contracts for Southern NGOs; and
▪ Their lack of local fundraising.

Disadvantageous contracts for Southern NGOs
A striking difference persists between the contracts that INGOs sign with their
back donors and the ones they sign with recipients. One study of Dutch cofinancing agencies, for instance, showed that while Dutch NGOs often receive core
grants (institutional subsidies, which organisations can spend on overheads and
programmes alike), they did not grant core subsidies to their partners (CIDIN,
2006). Whereas Northern NGOs’ contracts often last for around four years
(Koch et al., 2007), the relationships they have with their Southern partners are
often shorter. Their unwillingness to finance the organisational development of
developing-country organisations is well documented (Bornstein, 2003; Cooley
and Ron, 2002; Low and Davenport; 2002). They appear to be more often
interested in executing their specific projects than in strengthening the capacity
of Southern organisations (CIDIN, 2006).
Certain invasive regulations illustrate disadvantageous contractual terms.
American organisations are known to have particularly intrusive anti-terrorism
(Fowler, 2005) and anti-sexual and reproductive-rights regulations (Centre
for Reproductive Rights, 2003). Local organisations can receive money from
USAID only if they pledge that they will not, even with their own money, work
with sex workers or have contact with people or organisations on a terrorism
list. The European Commission has very precise financial regulations that
infringe the ownership of local organisations (Partners Limited, 2005). There
are also significant differences between Northern organisations with respect
to the contracts they sign with Southern NGOs. Continental European NGOs
have traditionally kept their local partners at arm’s length and handed more
responsibility to them, while American NGOs have top-down implementing
structures all the way down to the community level (Ashman, 2001; Morse and
McNamara; 2007).
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Room thus exists to create more equal funding relationships. Donor consortia
offer a particular example of such relationships (Box 3.1. describes one). In them,
INGO donors commit themselves to fund the core costs of local organisations on
an equal basis and to reduce the administrative burden on local organisations
by allowing one report for all donors and planning joint missions, reviews and
evaluations. Studies have shown that donor consortia tend to lead to decreased
power for local organisations in the beginning, as they can no longer play the
donors off against one another; but in the end they create stronger and more
powerful local organisations (Wright, 1996). Local organisations can develop
their own strategic plans to which international donors can then contribute, which
leads to stronger organisations in the long term. This is precisely the direction
in which the official donors are moving, and there is no obvious reason why
non-governmental organisations should continue with project-based, individual
reporting practices.
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Local fundraising for local organisations
More local resource generation seems essential for a more equitable financial
relationship (Vincent, 2007). Local organisations remain highly dependent on
international funders. Levels of dependency are high at 76 per cent in Tanzania,
72 per cent in the Central African Republic (Koch and Ruben, forthcoming) and
80 per cent for recurrent revenue in Uganda (Barr et al., 2003). Dependence is
much lower in Bangladesh (Gauri and Galef, 2005). Most local organisations have
become too dependent on donors, with well-known consequences. Dependence
contributes to a lack of downward domestic accountability, just as happened to
recipient governments that became too donor dependent. It is no accident that all
the NGOs that Michael (2004) considers powerful have strong internal revenuegenerating mechanisms. This allows them to set and develop their own priorities,
bargain with donors and maintain functional frame organisations. Despite recent
attempts to enhance local revenue-generation capacities (Cordaid, 2005), many
local organisations prefer the relatively easy-money flow from donors to the
even more tedious process of local fundraising. This is understandable in the
short term, but it contributes to perpetuation of financial imbalances.
To sum up, severe imbalances persist between Northern and Southern NGOs,
and they affect negatively the performance of Northern NGOs on key principles
of the Paris Declaration, alignment and accountability. The broken feedback
loop in international NGO aid leaves local organisations and individuals with few
formal mechanisms to influence the policies of INGOs that affect their activities.
They are marginalised. Moreover, certain financial practices, such as the way
contracts are structured and the low independent resource base of local NGOs,
hamper their development. Financial and legal imbalances both contribute to
poorly developed alignment and accountability practices in the NGO sector and
are expressions of it. If the principles of the Paris Declaration are to become the
guiding philosophy of the international NGOs, they need to be addressed.
Some of the Nordic Plus donors are already making significant progress towards
bringing their NGO aid more in line with the principles of the Paris Declaration.
A recent study of these donors shows that in an increasing number of countries
their embassies are coming together and developing decentralised co-financing
systems (Scanteam, 2007). Such actions often follow the principles of the Paris
Declaration more closely than financing systems currently used by NGOs in terms
of, for example, harmonisation and co-ordination. The proof of the pudding will be
in the eating, but first signs indicate that this will lead to longer-term gain to all
parties as resource flows to local organisations become larger, more predictable
and more often in the form of core funding than under traditional methods.
Reporting requirements also become streamlined, reducing transaction costs.
One example of the changes set in motion by the Nordic Plus donors is the
Foundation for Civil Society in Tanzania, now governed entirely by Tanzanians.
Enormously successful, the Foundation operates under a joint Memorandum of
Understanding with seven embassies. The development partners have signed
four-year contracts that include core funding. The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign
Affairs has signed a contract worth $8 million; the CIDA contract amounts to
$4 million and the Danida contract to $3 million. The size and the terms of the
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contracts are unheard of for African NGOs. They indicate that certain donors
are prepared to make real headway towards NGO aid following the principles
of the Paris Declaration.

Conclusion: a paris-like Declaration for
NGOs is Much Needed
This chapter has highlighted deficiencies in co-ordination and harmonisation
among international NGOs. Their disproportionate concentration in certain
geographic areas, the unduly heavy reporting burden on local organisations and
the opportunities for mala fide local organisations are all negative repercussions.
The performance of international NGOs with respect to accountability and
alignment has been suboptimal, leading among other things to decreased
ownership of local organisations. Legal and financial obstacles appear as both
causes and symptoms of the current underdeveloped alignment and accountability
practices of INGOs. A broken feedback loop in NGO aid appears in the virtual
absence of local organisations and individuals from the governing bodies of
international NGOs and in the absence of complaint procedures. Certain financial
imbalances between Northern and Southern organisations surface in a comparison
of contracts that Northern NGOs sign with their back donors with those they sign
with their Southern partners. The latter often hamper partners’ organisational
development. Low local fundraising aggravates this problem.
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Various NGO-led initiatives attempt to improve current accountability, coordination, harmonisation and alignment practices. The international NGO
accountability charter provides a good example, as does the Sphere Project (a
Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response). These
joint NGO efforts to strengthen performance by common codes of conduct and
charters merit praise. Unfortunately, they mostly do not exceed the noncommittal
stage. A few progressive institutions have taken critical steps towards bringing
NGO aid better into line with the Paris Declaration principles. The examples of
ActionAid International and BRAC as well as the joint, decentralised funding
schemes of the Nordic Plus donors show that change does not come about easily,
but can have a major positive impact on the effectiveness of NGO aid. Such
initiatives need deepening, expansion and acceleration. The NGO community
needs a Paris-like declaration.
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