The Need for Civil Society to Influence the Work of International

Development Organisations

Sara Hlupekile Longwe

Civil society in the North has become increasingly effective at influencing their own national governments' policies, in the area of both home affairs (e.g. right to abortion, gay rights) and in foreign policy (e.g. ban on landmines, nuclear disarmament). By comparison, in developing countries the organisations of civil society are weaker and less numerous, and are only now beginning to find enough strength to challenge the behaviour of governments, particularly in the area of rampant and blatant corruption.

But when it comes to influencing the policies and actions of international agencies, civil society in North and South are in much the same position - about equally impotent. To a large extent the policies and actions of international organisations such as UN agencies, bilateral development agencies (such as USAID and DIFID), or even the big NGO development agencies (such as Oxfam, CARE), are not a focus of debate amongst civil society. Perhaps the only exception to this broad generalisation is civil society's increasing focus of interest in the activities of the World Bank, IMF, and World Trade Organisations, which are increasingly seen as the agents of US economic imperialism, while simultaneously posing as UN agencies in the service of all humanity.

Very often international development agencies, dispensing humanitarian aid and supporting developing projects, are able to assume a saintly image, and may be assumed to be above reproach. Just about nobody has managed to dent the saintly image of UNICEF, carefully crafted by the organisation itself, of a large international mother caring for the little children of the world.

But in truth, civil society in both North and South needs to be asking many more questions, and demanding much more accountability. International organisations can turn into self-serving or even American serving bureaucracies that run mainly for the benefit of those that work in them. Where are the governments (and taxpayers) that fund them, to check that such organisations are sufficiently meeting the needs of the developing countries which are supposed to benefit?

The importance of this general point becomes more apparent when we look at specific issues of international concern, and of special interest to civil society, such as the promotion of human rights. Did you know, for instance, that the Red Cross will not report evidence of human rights abuses to Amnesty International or the International Court of Human Rights. Their reasoning is that such reporting would incur the anger of the host country where they are working, and endanger their continuing work in that country.

Let us take the example of women's rights to illustrate the way international development agencies are likely to behave in developing countries. Let us take the example of a bilateral government agency, providing development assistance to a poor African country. In order to avoid naming and shaming, let me talk of

NORDIDA, the government development agency of NORDIA, providing development assistance to the African country of SUNDIA.

Both of these countries of ratified the 1979 UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, which requires governments to take action to ensure equal rights and equal treatment for women relative to men, under the law and in all aspects of administrative practice and public provision. Similarly both governments are party to the 1995 UN Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, which sets out all the strategies for achieving gender equality in all aspects of life, including gender equity in politics, and in the allocation of resources and economic opportunities.

But of course Sundia is a very patriarchal country. The government is almost entirely composed of men, except for a few token women who are required to support patriarchal principles in all that they say and do. It is a country where women are sold for a bride price, and virtually owned by men. Similarly, and by automatic consequence, it is men who have all the power and wealth both within the home and within the state. In short, the government presides over a patriarchal division of power and wealth, where the men take most of the decisions and benefits, and the women do most of the work to generate these benefits.

Nordia, of course, is a very different country. There is a high degree of gender equality, in law, government policy and social practice, at least by comparison with Sundia. The women's movement is strong in civil society, and within political parties and government. Women are quick to act collectively to protect and extend their rights in law, to ensure that they get their fair share of public benefits and opportunities, and of budget allocations.

So you might expect that the Director of Nordida in Sundia would insist on objectives to address issues of gender inequality in all of the development projects supported by Nordia. After all, his country has a strong Gender Policy as part of its Development Policy, and all of the Nordian development programme has to be approved by the Nordian parliament. More than that, the Memorandum of Development Cooperation between Nordia and Sundia makes clear the conditionality on human rights, democracy and good governance. Sundia is generally supposed to be making progress in this area in order to qualify for development assistance, and all Nordida supported projects are supposed to make their own contribution in this area.

But in reality, is the Nordida programme in Sundia actually concerned in any way with addressing issues of discrimination against women, and of women's economic and sexual oppression and exploitation? No. Not at all. Absolutely nothing!

Why not? Simply because the Nordida Director is not going to stick out his neck, and spoil his comfortable existence in Sundia. He knows, as do all the local heads of other development agencies, that a ton or bricks is likely to fall on his head if he is seen to be disturbing the prevailing patriarchal order. He is happy to run a number of projects concerned with such matters as sinking boreholes in rural areas, supporting feeder road rehabilitation, and providing learning materials for primary schools. These projects, he will cheerfully tell you, are `gender neutral' projects, which benefit females and males equally, and which therefore conform with his country policy on

gender equality. Actually, of course, in Sundia there is no such thing as a gender neutral project, because the inequality in gender relations reaches into every corner of social and economic life. But the Country Director doesn't want to hear any radical feminist analysis that could upset his comfortable existence or his membership of the local golf club.

But if this is the actual situation in Sundia, what has become of the Nordida Gender Policy on addressing gender issues, which this gentleman was supposed to be following? Well, firstly, the Nordian government conveniently gives the Country Director enormous discretion, not only in selecting which projects to support, but also in selecting which aspects of Nordian development policy are actually `applicable' and `feasible' in the `difficult' and `sensitive' political environment of Sundia (i.e. in a patriarchal dictatorship).

Nordida, of course, is itself a male dominated and internally patriarchal and conservative organisation. Over the years it has developed a very large range of bureaucratic strategies for avoiding the implementation of policies which are generated at the political level of government, but in practice rejected at the administrative level. Nordida's effective rejection of the Gender Policy therefore fits within a long tradition of patriarchal conservatism.

But this rejection of the Gender Policy is not overt. It takes the form of mere lipservice to the policy, and also as lip-service to a watered down version. From the Director's lips comes the gentle and diplomatic gender vocabulary which he quickly learnt from his colleagues also serving as, or posing as, development experts. He is quick to tell you that all his staff and cooperating partners are `gender sensitive' and `gender aware', and all the project activities are therefore enormously `gender oriented'. Nordida has even funded a series of workshops to include a proper education into `gender sensitivity'.

Translated into ordinary language, what this actually means is quite horrific, and the opposite of the official Nordida Gender Policy. It actually means that Nordida is well geared to understanding and fitting within the established patriarchal order. (Unequal) gender relations need to be understood, but not for the purpose of challenging them or changing them. Instead gender relations are to understood for the purpose of adaptation within the present patriarchal system, so as not to disturb it. The policy that originally aimed at transformation, has been watered down and perverted to mean accommodation within the prevailing system of gender oppression. This, precisely, is the actual meaning of the term `gender sensitive'.

Nordida, like all the other development agencies, whether UN, bilateral or NGO, is actually in collusion with the patriarchal government of Sundia to preserve and maintain the given system of female oppression and exploitation.

Now where in all this, we should ask ourselves, is the role of civil society in monitoring and controlling the behaviour of governments? Obviously there are two different `ends' where civil society - in this case the women's movement - ought to be operating. Civil society in both North and South needs to exert influence in monitoring the action in of developing agencies, and insisting that development agencies pursue the goals of both government policy and international agreements.

Firstly, in the North, there is the question of why the women's movement, which has been so powerful in curtailing patriarchy in government in their own countries, has allowed their governments to support and perpetuate patriarchy abroad. More specifically, how do feminists in the North allow their own taxpayer's money to be used for the continued oppression of women in the South, instead of for the liberation of women in the South?

Obviously one major reason for this is the difficulty of the Northern women's movement to get the information which enables them to know what happens to the government's expenditure of development aid. For superficial enquiries, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is able to protect its own behaviour very well, in terms of a printed Gender Policy which reads beautifully, and in terms of the annual reports in which the development agency is very practised at heaping high praise upon its own endeavours.

This situation is exacerbated and complicated when part of the government's development aid is handed out to UN agencies, whose workings are more remote and impenetrable. These agencies are answerable only to participating governments and not to individual citizens, and they bask in a long tradition of issuing very glossy and persuasive reports in self-praise of their own efforts.

This situation is particularly critical for the Scandinavian countries, which have very little capacity in bilateral development agencies to administer their aid budgets, which (by comparison with other countries) is a very large proportion of national income. In such a situation, the country typically gives a very large proportion of their aid to UN agencies, in the assumption that this is properly used for humanitarian and development purposes. In this way the contributing country largely loses control of what happens to the money.

This `hand-over' to UN agencies may even happen at the country level, to funds which were supposedly to be used in bilateral agreements at the country level. Such local bilateral funds may be beyond the administrative capacity of the bilateral agency in the developing country, so it becomes administratively easier to give most of this as a contribution to so-called `basket funding' for a large multi-agency national project. An example of such a multi-agency project would be primary school rehabilitation that is planned, organised and implemented by the World Bank. In this way the individual bilateral agency abdicates from its own country policy, and ends up following the policies of the World Bank.

At the other end of the scale, it is the women's movement in Sundia that has the responsibility to push its own government in the direction of policies and action for gender equality. By the same token, it has the responsibility to demand that development agencies use their resource and expertise to assist this process, and not to resist it or subvert it. In the South this is very difficult. Patriarchal governments are dictatorial and dismissive of civil society. By defnition, dictatorial government does not listen to civil society, but may lock up its more vociferous members if they become too noisy. Development agencies are even more difficult to influence, since they are controlled from elsewhere, and bring money from elsewhere. They are more used to telling the natives what they can have, rather than asking the natives what they need! For the citizen of the South, such agencies are the true inheritors of the colonial tradition. We are just supposed to be grateful for what we are given, and not be cheeky by asking for too much!

The big mistake, of course, is for civil society to fail to indulge in the type of analysis presented above, and instead to take development agencies at face value, and believe their songs of self-praise. For instance, to foolishly believe that governments in the South are genuinely working towards increased gender equality, and that developing agencies are working hard to assist them!

What is clearly needed is collective and cooperative action by civil society, to actually monitor the implementation of development agency policies, especially in the areas of democracy, human rights and good governance. The above discussion shows that civil society's future global programme. for monitoring and influencing international development programmes need to encompass the following areas of action:

I. Northern monitoring, at the national level, of government bilateral government development agencies, for analysis of policies and results in terms of democracy, good governance and human rights;

II. Northern monitoring of the actual utilisation of government development budget given to UN or other international aid agencies;

III. Building of capacity in the South to monitor and challenge the activities of international, regional and bilateral development agencies;

IV. Liaison between civil society North and South, for the South to inform the North on the actual activities and effects of aid from the North, so that Northern civil society can be better informed and more pro-active in demanding accountability in the utilisation of the aid budget, and the actual pursuance of declared development policies;

V. Joint action between North and South civil societies to expose the utilisation of development aid to perpetuate oppression, and to push for proper conditionality in the use of aid, for the support of increased good governance, democracy, and human rights.

For all of the above five areas of action, a good starting point would be governments' failure to pursue internationally agreed policies on equal rights for women. It is particularly in this area that there is a glaring gap between word and deed - with much slippery lip-service in between!
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� This characterisation of the collusion between development agencies and patriarchal governments was given fuller description and exploration in my earlier (1995) paper The Evaporation of Policies for Women's Advancement in Noleen Heyzer et al (Eds), A Commitment to the World's Women, UNIFEM, New York.











