ISSUE 4

Are Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) More Effective at

Facilitating Development Than Government Agencies?

YES:  Maria Julia, from "One NGO's Contribution to Women's Economic

      Empowerment and Social Development in Zimbabwe," Journal of

      Social Development in Africa (1999)

NO:   Giles Mohan, from "The Disappointments of Civil Society: The

      Politics of NGO Intervention in Northern Ghana," Political

      Geography (2002)

Synopsis

Maria Julia, professor of social work at Ohio State University, argues

that the work of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is critical for

facilitating the empowerment and development of poor women in

Zimbabwe. She makes this point by examining the role of a micro-credit

NGO that provides financial assistance, as well as educational and

emotional support to female entrepreneurs. Giles Mohan, a lecturer in

development studies at the Open University, presents a case study of

non-governmental organization (NGO) intervention in northern Ghana.

His examination reveals that tensions exist between the northern NGO

and its partners, that local NGOs create their own mini-empires of

client villages, and that some NGO officers use their organizations

for personal promotion.

Discussing the Issue

When discussing this issue, it is important to first clarify why NGOs

caught the fancy of donors in the 1980s and 1990s. The reasons include

a belief that NGOs are more efficient and in touch with the interests

and concerns of local people, that NGOs may serve as a conduit for

delivering assistance to the local level that bypasses inefficient and

corrupt African governments, and that NGOs are viewed as a critical

component of civil society in the African context (with civil society

conceptualized as an important check on the excesses of government).

There are a number interesting discussion points regarding the role

and efficacy of the NGOs in fostering the development process in

Africa. First, as Mohan discusses, participation has been a buzzword

in NGO circles since at least the early 1990s. The emphasis on

participation came about in reaction to a history of top-down

development projects that left local people with little to no sense of

ownership of the projects undertaken by outsiders in their

communities. A lack of participation often inhibits the longer-term

sustainability of programs. Are NGOs really better at fostering

participation? What happens if communities identify problems that NGOs

are not prepared to solve (at least in the quick and efficient manner

that their funders expect). The result, as Mohan notes, is that

communities often identify problems and select programmatic solutions

that they think an NGO can deliver on.

Second, as NGOs increasingly receive funding from bilateral donors,

there is a concern that they may become extensions of donors rather

than autonomous development agents. This could mean that NGOs actually

change the nature of their programming to suit the desires of donors

rather than catering to the needs and wants of the communities they

are serving. If, in fact, NGOs have two constituencies (donors and the

communities they serve), the degree to which they are overly (and

exclusively) responsive to donors may adversely influence the issue of

participation discussed above.

Finally, one of the potential limitations of NGO projects, and the

project approach to development in general, is that local social

change may be circumscribed by broader structural problems. As

Nyamugasira is quoted as saying in the conclusion of Mohan's selection

"NGOs `have come to the sad realization that although they have

achieved many micro-level successes, the systems and structures that

determine power and resource allocation--locally, nationally,

globally--remain largely intact.'" In her praise of NGOs working to

extend credit to poor women in Zimbabwe, Julia appears to give scant

attention to this potential problem. In the conclusion of her

selection, however, Julia quotes Waly as saying "`back micro credit

for macro changes.'" This quote hints at a different model of social

change than that embedded in the concern articulated above. Here the

suggestion is that by giving women financial power, as micro-credit

schemes are designed to do, they are empowered. Empowered women may

then be in a better position to attack broader structural problems.

Questions

  1. In what other ways could NGOs promote the empowerment and

      economic development of women? Do you agree with Julia that

      financing female entrepreneurs is the best way to do this? Why

      or why not?

2. What does Mohan believe are the major problems with using NGOs

      for local economic development and the provision of social

      services in Africa? What are some ways that these problems could

      be resolved to make NGOs more effective?

3. According to Mohan, what is the relationship between NNGOs and

      SNGOs in Ghana? Do you think that the partnership between NNGOs

      and SNGOs is important, despite the problems that Mohan

      discussed?

4. The ZWFT and many other NGOs emphasize "people-centered

      development," such as financing small entrepreneurs, as a way to

      promote economic development within a country, while global

      financial groups such as the IMF focus on larger changes to

      political and economic structures. Which approach do you think

      is more effective in advancing economic development? Defend your

      answer.

