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Introduction

This paper identifies a number of changes taking place in and around official development assistance and goes on to assess their implications for the role of development NGOs based in rich countries and supporting CSOs in poor.
 Different lines of action are suggested as possible responses by development NGOs to the changes of aid. The paper is based on two assumptions. First, the changes of aid are of such profound nature that development NGOs will become obsolete and possibly counterproductive if they do not take them into account and adjust accordingly. Secondly, the donor-recipient relationship between development NGOs and CSOs is increasingly untenable as a basis for development cooperation in a globalised world.
Since the 1960s, development NGOs based in rich countries have operated as donor agencies with regard to organisations in civil society and even to state institutions in poor countries. They have developed policies and strategies for how to address development problems as they perceive them. They have unilaterally decided where, with whom and regarding what they want to work. Compared to their bilateral counterparts, development NGOs have typically been more concerned with local level development, humanitarian issues and civil society, and they have to some extent been more influenced by the need of people in their home countries to ‘do good’. The concern with raising money and the various ideological commitments have pushed them towards service delivery and humanitarian activities. Despite important differences among NGOs and between them and the bilateral donors, development NGOs have operated basically as donors turning CSOs in poor countries into aid-dependent recipients with little scope for organisational autonomy.
The last couple of decades, some NGOs have tried to manipulate the donor-recipient relationship in different ways in order to create more ‘ownership’ and room for manoeuvre for CSOs in poor countries. One way of doing this has been through the so-called partnership approach where capacity building and support of CSOs’ own activities have been in focus. The concern with rights-based approaches can be seen as a similar attempt to downplay the role of NGOs as donors by making reference to internationally adopted charters and standards. Some NGOs have also tried to include representatives from partner organisations or independent resource persons from poor countries at least in advisory functions within their organisational structure. In very recent years, a few notably larger NGOs have embarked on structural changes with the ambition of creating international coalitions or networks with member organisations in both rich and poor countries. Despite these various initiatives, development NGOs have not achieved to fundamentally rock the boat and establish more equal relations between themselves and CSOs in poor countries. Given that CSOs continuously increase their capacity, given that it is a basic part of the development ideology of most NGOs to contribute to a more equal world order and given that the international concern with ownership has been thoroughly emphasised in the Paris Declaration, it is increasingly unacceptable for NGOs in rich countries to maintain a role as donors vis-à-vis CSOs in poor countries.
At the same time, the changes of and around aid present an additional layer of significant challenges to development NGOs. Notably if these organisations seek to influence global processes and development policies through advocacy and campaigning, it becomes crucial to address the changes taking place. However, even small development NGOs of an associative nature primarily concerned about supporting local level development should take notice of current tendencies to make their assistance legitimate and useful.
The table below outlines the argument of the paper. It combines four major changes of aid with four possible lines of action by development NGOs. The options presented are not mutually exclusive, but highlight particular ways of responding to the challenges. With respect to the two typical roles of civil society, support to development activities and advocacy, the two first options focus relatively on the former while the two last options are primarily concerned with the latter. The table gives a very rough indication of the strengths of the various options in relation to the four challenges.
	Four options

Four challenges
	Affiliating with an international coalition of NGOs
	Providing services to CSOs
	Focussing on advocacy in rich countries
	Linking with organisations in other policy areas

	Development and other policy concerns
	
	
	
	· 

	Increasing differentiation of poor countries
	· 
	· 
	
	

	The changing ‘aid architecture’
	· 
	
	· 
	

	Harmonisation and alignment
	· 
	· 
	
	


The rest of the paper is organised in two main sections. The first section of the paper goes through the four changes affecting official development assistance while the second discusses the various development options available to NGOs in rich countries.
Changes
The end of the Cold War constitutes a significant contextual change for global development in general and for aid in particular. The two superpowers stopped upholding strong regimes in some countries and the fuelling of low-intensive warfare in others, and a blatant blessing of the market was no longer necessary in liberal development ideology. Moreover, democratic constitutions swept Africa by the early 1990s and donors became more and more concerned with the state and ‘good governance’. These are some of the overall trends that have set a new scene for development NGOs. The four changes discussed below are largely the product of the end of the bi-polar world and the beginning of a multi-polar and arguably less stable era.
The interaction between aid and other policy areas
International development assistance has always been used to further foreign policy concerns by rich countries. Israel and Egypt have for decades figured among the main recipients of ODA, and the close relationship between a number of European countries and their former colonies has continued to influence development assistance after Independence. Thus, the link between aid policies and foreign policies is historically well established. However, a number of Nordic+ countries
 with relatively few imperialistic ambitions have to some extent allocated their ODA according to poverty-related criteria. While this could be seen as part of foreign policies striving for a stable world order partly through a reduction of inequalities, aid policies in these countries have largely lived a life of their own. At a certain level, money and policies have been directed by altruistic ambitions although one should not forget the degree to which aid has been tied to products and human resources coming from the donor country.
This picture of aid being partly determined by foreign policy concerns, partly by altruistic objectives represents to some extent the good old days. The last decade or so a more complex relationship seems to have emerged between aid policies and other policy areas. Most obviously the concern with security and the “war on terror” has permeated development assistance since 2001. Funds have been reallocated towards countries and issues that are perceived to be central in the fight against terrorism. A similar tendency may materialize with respect to climate change, but there are many other global issues changing the context of development assistance. The continuing expansion and change of trade relations present new opportunities and constraints to poor countries as the manufacturing industry of China floods the world market with cheap products at the same time as it increases the demand for natural resources. International financial markets have become more volatile as witnessed during the Asian financial crisis (Pettis 2001) and the current global crisis. Migration flows produce remittances estimated to be three times the size of total official development assistance (Hansen 2008), but in rich countries migration is typically addressed exclusively as a domestic problem. Global epidemics such as the bird flu could potentially make rich countries heavily dependent on the emergency preparedness of poor countries. All in all, the interdependence between different policy areas seems to be growing. It is less and less feasible to discuss aid policies only in the context of development and poverty reduction. Other policy objectives are bound to make their way into development assistance, not just because policy makers want to tap the substantial resources in aid, but also because aid constitutes the best – or the only – policy instrument to address some of the new global phenomena.
This trend of policy integration was exemplified in a publication by the Danish Government (2003) stating that all foreign policy instruments should be combined to address the development of the EU, global security, poverty and global environment. In a sense this was just a modest attempt to address the interdependence of policy areas as it was confined to foreign policy issues and did not make any effort to link these with domestic policies. However, given the relative isolation of aid policies in Denmark, the publication signalled a new approach to this policy area.
All this could suggest that aid has become subordinated to other policy areas in recent years. This is definitely a possible and plausible interpretation, but it may not be an unambiguous process. If one distinguishes between a policy area’s objectives and its instruments, there are examples of aid objectives, such as poverty reduction and democratisation, influencing other policy areas. In the above mentioned publication, the Danish Government strongly emphasises that the only long term response to terrorism is humanitarian, civilian and development efforts. It has also been argued that “tackling equity and poverty issues is now key for environmentally effective global governance cooperation to ‘mitigate’ climate change” (Richards 2003). These are but examples, and it is undoubtedly not poor people’s conditions that represent the main determinants of global politics. However, important constituencies pushing the aid objectives exist. An amorphous global public is regularly mobilised in relation to humanitarian catastrophes and more ordinary development problems. A whole industry of aid agencies, consultancy firms and civil society organisations has based its living on aid, and a set of multilateral institutions, notably the UN and the World Bank, effectively pursue an aid agenda in international forums.
What can be concluded is that the links between different policy areas have become stronger and more complex. The complexity is due partly to the fact that policy areas influence each other although a certain hierarchy is likely to manifest itself when policy objectives contradict, partly to the nature of global public goods which not only require supra-national engagement, but also the combined efforts of different policy areas. This calls for a much more policy integrated approach to development.
The increasing differentiation of poor countries
“The real challenge of development is that there is a group of countries at the bottom that are falling behind, and often falling apart.” (Collier 2007: 3) Aid is no longer confronted with a uniform South or Third World equally suffering from poverty, lack of growth, authoritarian regimes, and misery. Many poor people may actually envisage a future out of poverty since they live in countries with high levels of growth, although the poverty reducing effect of growth is often undermined by raising inequalities. Thus, in crude terms, there is a growing gap between countries with the majority of the world’s poor people, but with reasonable prospects for poverty reduction, and countries where the basis for optimism for one billion poor people is very limited.
At the bottom, diversity is however also pronounced. Differences in terms of conflicts, regimes, natural resources, histories, etc., ensure that the obstacles to development have become even more specific, the further these societies have fallen apart. This evidently presents new challenges to aid because donor agencies can rely even less on similar approaches and modalities in different contexts and because they no longer operate in stable societies that are likely to develop themselves if not quickly, then at least with some probability. Set-backs and longer term deterioration have now become frequent occurrences, and they are far more difficult to tackle than support to already ongoing progress. It is also increasingly difficult to imagine similar development patterns for, e.g., a resource-poor, but fairly stable country like Burkina Faso, and a resource abundant, but conflict-ridden country like the Democratic Republic of Congo.
Furthermore, there are indications that the countries at the bottom face more difficult global conditions for economic progress than the countries that have already established themselves in the global market. In trade, the victorious liberal approach institutionalised in the WTO effectively limits the policy space for poor countries and their possibilities for protecting “infant industry” (Chang 2002; Wade 2003). Moreover, state formation appears to have become more difficult because, on the one hand, many ex-colonies continue to be artificially constructed nation states more legitimate externally than internally and, on the other, state formation has become a shaky exercise due to governance reforms and pressures for democratisation implying that all sorts of social groups legitimately can push their demands (Clapham 2002). Accordingly, it could be argued that global trends – the lack of superpower support and the increasing donor demand for democratic governance – have rendered the conditions for state formation more difficult.
Differentiation may also take place within poor countries both in terms of increasing economic inequalities and due to heterogeneous social and political conditions. For various political reasons the state may support development more in certain parts of the country than in others. Political decision-makers may not always perceive that they have a national mandate and responsibility, and they may pursue policies exacerbating social and geographical differentiation. While limitations due to data of poor quality make it difficult to establish conclusive descriptions of trends in inequality, it seems that no region of the world has been able to avoid tendencies to increasing inequalities over the last 30 years (World Bank 2006).
The increased differentiation of poor countries and the rather gloomy prospects for countries at the bottom raise questions about the current organisation of international aid. One thing is whether donor agencies given their constituencies and their bureaucratic practices are capable to adapt to the diversity. Are they prepared to devolve sufficient competence and authority to country level representations to make adaptation a possibility? Another concern is whether external actors on average will contribute more positively than negatively in countries at the bottom. These countries are politically so volatile that external actors may easily end up like a bull in a china shop. The technical, bureaucratic approach to development typically characterising donor agencies is basically inappropriate in these contexts.
The changing configuration of the ‘aid architecture’
International development assistance is changing significantly these years. First, it has become increasingly fragmented in the sense that recipient countries receive assistance from a growing number of sources (Acharya et al 2006). The coordination of these different sources and the different administrative requirements, that each of them demands create evidently difficulties for already weak state institutions. A further fragmentation in societies at the bottom is likely to tip the cup. Secondly, new bilateral donors enter the scene and some of them with not negligible resources. China is much discussed as an example of how these new donors may change the setting of international development assistance by providing resources without the usual World Bank/OECD conditions. Thirdly, global funds have proliferated particularly within health with more than 90 global programmes (Burall et al. 2006). Some of these funds have substantial resources, and they have so far only to a limited extent been part of the harmonisation efforts. Fourthly, a proliferation of aid modalities is also taking place. Projects and sector wide approaches have been supplemented by general budget support, and a new nationwide, but highly targeted approach has been adopted by the global health funds, in particular. This approach focuses on specific illnesses within the health sector and is not concerned with integrating the activities in the existing health system.
These changes do not only increase transaction costs for both donors and recipients and thereby reduce the effectiveness of aid; they also question the usefulness of international development assistance at a general level. If receiving countries are not able or willing to select among the many offers of aid, there is substantial risk that many aid supported activities will contradict each other bringing about frustration and even counterproductive change (Woods 2007). Particularly in countries at the bottom, we may witness, on the one hand, that social, political and economic conditions nationally and internationally work against conflict prevention and state formation and, on the other hand, that a diverse abundance of uncoordinated aid is offered or imposed causing even further deterioration.
Harmonisation and alignment
Partly in response to the increased fragmentation of aid, partly in continuation of the attempts to focus development assistance on the PRSPs being negotiated between recipient governments and the Bretton Woods institutions, and partly as a consequence of the difficulties of imposing ex-ante conditions on recipient governments, the Paris Declaration emphasises harmonisation and alignment as the road to increased ownership and aid effectiveness. These issues have become an important discursive reality which both aid donors and recipients have to take seriously. In this sense the increased focus on harmonisation and alignment constitutes a change alongside the above-mentioned three changes that individual donor agencies have to address and respond to.
However, one may question whether the harmonisation and alignment approach is useful although the ambitions are most relevant. The Paris Declaration glosses over the fact that donors among themselves and in relation to recipient governments may not be in policy agreement. The Declaration does not suggest any way of handling this problem which is quite common both at the high level with ‘rogue states’ and at the low level among donor agencies on specific policies. The harmonisation and alignment agenda is accordingly a technocratic device sidelining the often serious political aspects of development cooperation. The difficulty of turning the agenda into reality has been observed in a recent study on Ghana:

“Despite their rhetoric and the genuine efforts of some donor staff, donor aid practices continue to be characterized by rigid regulations and processes, a focus on tangible results, and overplanning which stems from donor agency institutional dynamics as well as a lack of trust in government capability. Donor emphasis on spending money and tangible results is an obstacle to creating funding mechanisms that allow for the flexibility and patience required to support government initiatives, to build institutional capacity and to achieve five-year plans whose results are not immediately visible.” (Whitfield and Jones 2007: 21)
Furthermore, it has been argued that a coordinated block of donors may actually not produce more policy space for recipient governments. If all or most donors have a preference for a particular development path, it becomes extremely difficult for recipient institutions to disregard the donors’ demands given that they are in dire need of resources to carry out their policies. Harmonisation and realistic alignment may accordingly not create more ownership on the part of poor countries. Finally, the technocratic trend underlying the Paris Declaration has been criticised for being all too focused on the state and its implementation of policies. Although hardly on purpose, civil society and the private sector have disappeared under the radar screen of this high level official aid initiative.
All in all, one may be a bit worried about the precise outcome of this exercise in good intentions. To some extent, donor agencies have been locked by the fact that, on the one hand, they have to pay heed to the Declaration and, on the other, they cannot disregard the pressures stemming from domestic politics and accountability systems. This contradiction is likely to prevent donors from taking a clear stance in particular situations making their contributions less useful. As many donor agencies at the same time suffer from a disbursement pressure, the result could easily be a combination of high profile initiatives with business as usual perpetuating the fragmented nature of international aid.
Constraints and opportunities for development NGOs
Rich countries are no uniform category, and development NGOs in these countries are diverse and face different conditions at home. Development NGOs are to a large extent financed by the state in Denmark, but not in Britain. They are seen as a major element of aid in Norway, but less so in Denmark. Accordingly, they will and should respond differently to the global changes described above. However, one possibly cross-cutting trend in the coming years is that bilateral donors may prefer to channel funds directly to civil society in poor countries instead of letting development NGOs in their respective countries manage the resources. If this trend becomes significant, it will evidently hit NGOs relying on state funds more than those having freed themselves from such sourcing.
The following discussion of constraints and opportunities for development NGOs based in rich countries is undertaken primarily with Denmark in mind. Danish NGOs could be seen as an extreme case in the sense that they are highly dependent on state financing while at the same time not being viewed as an essential part of Danish aid, at least not by the current government. Four different, but not mutually exclusive options seem identifiable:
· to join or build an international coalition of NGOs and CSOs;

· to provide services to CSOs in poor countries;

· to focus on development education and advocacy in rich countries; and

· to link up with organisations in other policy areas and focus on cross-cutting advocacy.

Supporting an international coalition of NGOs and CSOs
Most large Danish development NGOs are members of international networks with various implications for their activities and organisation. The option for consideration here is a more thorough integration into an international structure implying that the Danish NGO will no longer carry out development activities either directly or indirectly through partner organisations that it identifies in poor countries. It may be allowed to specialise on a specific theme or to support activities in a particular corner of the world, but basically the idea is to hand over the decision-making authority regarding the funds that it controls to the international coalition. The purpose should be to strengthen a larger organisation promoting development and carrying out advocacy activities internationally. An important element could also be that the international NGO organisationally enables people and organisations from poor countries to influence its policies and allocation of funds. Thereby, the Danish NGO will respond to the question of ownership mentioned in the introduction by joining the international structure. An example of this is the Danish NGO, MS, which currently considers joining ActionAid International.
In relation to the changes taking place in and around aid, an obvious advantage of this option is that it contributes, albeit modestly, to combat aid fragmentation and proliferation. Like their government, some CSOs in poor countries have to struggle with numerous donors and their diverse reporting requirements and administrative procedures. By joining an international structure, a development NGO eliminates its own contribution to fragmentation and provides an example of how a donor can downplay its need to pursue its own policies and to preserve its independent decision-making. Furthermore, it strengthens the ability of international civil society to respond to the increased importance of donor coordination at the international level as exemplified by the Paris Declaration. Advocacy efforts at this level appear to be more and more important in order to address the ‘aid architecture’ itself and the other policy areas having a significant impact on poor countries. If the above-mentioned contention holds true that particular poor countries fall behind and face increasingly difficult global conditions for catching up, advocacy work at local and national levels could be less important compared to attempts to influence international rules and policy discussions. Finally, by joining an international structure a development NGO at least implicitly acknowledges the differentiation of poor countries implying that context specific aid requires capacity to develop fundamentally different support approaches.
A disadvantage of the option is that it does not provide an answer to the increased interdependence of different policy areas. International NGOs and networks are typically confined to specific policy areas in relation to which they carry out activities and lobby work. This is partly for historical reasons; the organisations have developed with a particular purpose, partly due to the difficulty of developing capacity in different policy areas. Even to governments it is a substantial challenge to coordinate activities across policy areas as witnessed in the discussion of the ‘whole-of-government’ approach (see e.g. DAC 2006). By linking up to an international structure a development NGO is not likely to respond to the question of policy integration.
Providing services to CSOs in poor countries
This option implies that the development NGO basically gives up its role as a donor. Instead, it focuses on providing various forms of services, notably in relation to capacity building and organisational development, on the basis of its experience with civil society work. The approach differs from regular consultancy services mainly by being embedded in non-profit, social work. The usual selection by development NGOs of CSOs as partners is here turned on its head, and the development NGO offers a variety of services which CSOs may or may not demand. Ideally, this option is a strong response to the problem of ownership as it entails that CSOs should decide on the nature and extent of the collaboration with development NGOs. In order to work, however, the option presupposes that CSOs already have the necessary funds for their activities. Over the last decade the Dutch NGO, SNV, has moved in the direction of this service provision approach.
Apart from its radical way of addressing the problem of ownership, the option has the advantage that it implicitly adapts the support to the differentiation of poor countries. If a development NGO does not offer the services requested by CSOs, it is out of business. Another advantage is that the CSOs do not have to live up to specific administrative requirements of the NGO. It is, on the other hand, a drawback that the option provides no response to the increasing interdependence of policy areas or to the international coordination of the dominant technocratic, state-focussed aid approaches. While development NGOs may offer capacity building and dialogue on advocacy issues within this option, the main idea is neither to focus on politics nor to stimulate a response to the changing global conditions for development. Thus, the crucial disadvantage of moving towards service provision is that the development NGO abandons the important role that it may and should play as a civil society voice in rich countries and internationally.
Providing development education and doing advocacy in rich countries
In this approach, the challenge of ownership is addressed by abandoning the role as donor and as a development actor altogether. The implicit assumption is that development cannot be brought about by external actors who should leave it to people and groups in a society to decide themselves on the changes that they want to pursue. However, given that international relations and processes condition the development opportunities that poor countries face, development NGOs in rich countries have an important mission in informing and influencing the public and the governments there to make international conditions more favourable to poor countries.
The turn away from usual aid activities has also the advantage of reducing the level of aid fragmentation. If the remaining sources of funding provide as good and diverse opportunities to CSOs, a more limited number of donors is likely to reduce the transaction costs of aid. There is, however, a strong argument for multiple sources of funding in relation to civil society support as it may stimulate the diversity of civil society, which is one of its positive features. A stronger engagement in development education and advocacy in rich countries by development NGOs could be undertaken in partnerships with CSOs in poor countries thereby creating an international cooperation unbiased by donor-recipient relations.
The option does not directly address the interdependence of policy areas, and it provides only through national activities an indirect response to the international efforts with respect to harmonisation and alignment. Furthermore, it may be difficult to maintain programmes of development education in rich countries without implementing development activities in poor societies partly because it is difficult to obtain funds exclusively for development education and advocacy, partly because these require knowledge established through concrete development activities.
Linking up with organisations in other policy areas
This option is an attempt to address head-on the increased integration of different policy areas and the enlarged importance of global processes regarding national and local development. By linking up with organisations specialised in other policy areas, the idea is to carry out cross-cutting lobby activities based on solid knowledge with the details in different policy areas. Each organisation brings insights from its field of specialisation to the cooperation where the challenge of prioritisation between different overall objectives should be met. Where the discussion in bilateral and multilateral forums of, e.g., the ‘whole-of-government’ approach or the principle of policy coherence tends to be influenced strongly by the interests of nation states, a cooperation across borders and policy areas within civil society has the potential to take the needs of mankind into consideration although differences of interest are bound to influence such discussions. As the multilateral system has not proved very useful in relation to the management of global public goods, and as global politics continues to be the result of yesterday’s institutional invention, the nation state, civil society could provide a space for the necessary forward looking contemplation.
The approach has less to offer in terms of strengthening CSO ownership of development activities since the cooperation with organisations in other policy areas is not meant as an alternative to the development activities, but as a way of putting these activities into the relevant contemporary context. Moreover, neither the fragmentation of aid, nor the differentiation of poor countries is dealt with through this option. However, the approach in no way excludes initiatives addressing these issues.
As to the technocratic, state-centred configuration of official aid, a civil society based cross-cutting advocacy on overall policy objectives would be a most healthy and necessary countermeasure. It would exhibit the inadequacies of current attempts embodied in the Paris Declaration to address the fragmentation and biased nature of aid, and it would bring the issue of development from the level of national policy formulation to the level of global politics. While there is little doubt that this option of inter-policy cooperation and cross-cutting advocacy is extremely challenging because it has to break with deep-rooted practices and conventions about policy thinking, it appears to be promising in terms of addressing both contemporary global challenges and the cul-de-sac of international aid.
Conclusion
This paper suggests that significant global changes have taken place since the end of the Cold War and that these changes present serious challenges to contemporary aid in general as well as to development NGOs based in rich countries in particular. To maintain a role as legitimate actors combating poverty, NGOs have to take note of the changes and to fundamentally address their role as donors. Based on experience with Danish development NGOs, the paper proposes four different development options for these organisations. None of these options present in themselves an adequate response to the changes taking place and they are more ideal constructs than real alternatives. They serve, however, to indicate that there are different ways to address contemporary challenges.
To emphasise the global nature of these challenges, it is tempting in a concluding remark to call for increased cooperation between civil societies in rich and poor countries. Such cooperation should evidently be devoid of donor-recipient relations by providing all participants an equal say, and it should be freed from conventional ideas about the borders of different policy areas so as to enable a truly cross-cutting dialogue on peace, welfare, justice and progress.
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� In this paper, I use the term NGO to cover non-state development organisations in rich countries while the term CSO is reserved for civil society organisations in poor countries.
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