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2 BETWEEN COMPASSION A N D SURVIVAL 

The Relevance of Private Aid Agencies 

Private aid agencies are currently experiencing a peculiar crisis. After a spectacular 

growth in income and public recognition over many years, by the early 1990s they 

were faced with stagnating income and growing criticism from academics and 

development practitioners. Instead of being a solution, they were gradually con

sidered 'part of the problem' (Burneil 1991: 11). Even from within their own ranks, 

private aid agencies have been subject to a variety of critical analyses about their 

activities and presumed capacities. The circulation of critical reports increased to 

such an extent that one of the critics desperately concluded that 'it is a safe guess 

that more books appeared on NGOS during the first half of the 1990s than was the 

case over the previous two decades combined' (Smillie 1995a: 4). The peculiar 

nature of the current crisis among private aid agencies is that their Northern sup

porters, such as citizens who generously provide private donations, are generally 

not aware that these agencies (to which they entrust their annual contributions) 

are in trouble. Although they hear echoes of a fierce debate about aid effectiveness, 

many citizens seem to be convinced by the images of poor children from the 

South (either crying or laughing) central to private aid advertising and televised 

charity campaigns that the 'real crisis' is still 'out there', and not yet resolved. 

Given their success in the 'charity market', the generous public apparently is 

convinced that aid delivery mechanisms such as the 'NOVIB method' really are 

something innovative and effective, instead of a method copied from the early 

1960s that was criticised early on as paternalistic. With private aid in crisis, the 

'general public' in the North seems to have lost the necessary 'consciousness' that 

was promoted by Paulo Freire, together with an interest in the prospects for global 

social change. Or to use a more dramatic expression by Hulme and Edwards 

(1997: 279): ' N G O constituencies in the North seem no more willing now to make 

the personal sacrifices and changes in behaviour on which the future of the world 

depends.' 

This chapter examines these two realities of private foreign aid: the reality of 

good intentions and glossy advertising, versus the reality of decreasing legitimacy 

and stagnating income. The analysis starts with a short overview of who these 

private aid agencies' actually are and where their resources come from. To 

understand the private aid crisis of the 1990s, it is necessary to examine the way in 

which private aid agencies emerged and how they became relevant players in 

international development. Was it a result of international political developments, 

or rather increasing income from official funding agencies? The current crisis 

probably has deeper causes than just a changing international political climate and 
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stagnating income, as will be shown. Chapter 3 analyses current policies of private 

aid agencies that contribute to civil society building, but first those factors need to 

be examined that have influenced the strategic choices of private aid agencies and 

how these have affected the evolution of their 'mission statements'. An overview 

is made of private aid intervention strategies, of which 'civil society building' has 

become a central focus in the 1990s. The chapter is rounded off by analysing the 

prospects for bridging the gap between the two realities of private foreign aid, or 

better, between rhetoric and reality. 

2.1 The growth of private foreign aid 

Private aid agencies are often referred to as 'international NGOs' or 'Northern 

NGOs'. In the previous chapter the point was made that the term ' N G O ' is a con

tainer concept and therefore often confusing, since to some it means all organ

isations with a non-governmental character, while others might think of only a 

specific subset of these non-state actors. The term 'private voluntary organisa-

tion'(pvo), generally used in the United States, also is avoided because the 

'voluntary' nature of many of the large multi-million dollar aid agencies could be 

questioned. Private aid agencies are 'private' in the sense that they are autonomous 

from the state, but 'public' in the sense that they are primarily driven by humani

tarian values instead of profits. This distinguishes private aid agencies from 'official' 

(governmental) aid agencies and from private business organisations.' Private aid 

agencies thus could be described as organisations autonomous from the state and 

primarily founded to collect funds in the North for development aid delivery in 

Southern countries on the basis of a set of humanitarian values originating in 

'compassion' and 'altruism'. Secondary tasks of private aid agencies often include 

development education, policy research and advocacy in their home societies. This 

study focuses especially on the major private aid agencies based in Europe, which 

are listed in Table 2.1. 

Private aid agencies gradually have become significant players in the world of 

international development aid, particularly over the past three decades. Although 

generally not very reliable, one of the few quantitative indicators to illustrate their 

relevance is reflected by the amount of aid they spend. This was in the first half of 

the 1990s on average us$ 6.5 billion annually, which is almost ten percent of total 

official development assistance (ODA) ( O E C D 1995a).2 Aid flows originating from 

private agencies have grown faster than bilateral aid disbursements, in particular 

since the mid-1980s. Between 1990 and 1994, when ODA increased only by 4 per

cent, private aid showed an increase of 24 percent. Although official grants have 

become an important source of income for many private aid agencies (particularly 

in Northern Europe), most private aid still comes from gifts by Northern citizens. 

Another indicator for the growing relevance of private foreign aid is the growing 

number of organisations that receive grants from Northern governments or from 
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Table 2.1 Overview of the largest European private aid agencies 

Private aid agency Country Founded 1993 budget Dependency on 
in million us$ official aid in % 

Misereor Germany 1958 214.5 46 
Save the Children United Kingdom 1919 130.6 49 
Secours Catholique France 1946 126.8 5 
OXFAM-UK/I United Kingdom 1942 118.5 17 

EZE Germany 1962 117.8 90 
Danish Refugee Council Denmark 1956 105.6 98 
Brot für die Welt Germany 1959 99.2 0 
CEBEMO Netherlands 1969 88.3 90 
Caritas Switzerland Switzerland 1901 84.9 51 
NOVIB Netherlands 1956 84.2 71 

ICCO Netherlands 1964 80.0 98 
Médecins sans Frontières Belgium 1980 73.7 71 
Deutscher Caritasverband Germany 1897 73.Ie 25 
Christian Aid United Kingdom 1942 71.9 30 
Welthungerhilfe Germany 1962 71.1 43 
Foster Parents Plan Netherlands 1975 69.0b 0 
Danchurchaid Denmark 1922 62.9 82 
Médecins sans Frontières France 1971 56.2" 43 
Médecins du Monde France 1980 53.0 43 
Redd Barna Norway 1946 52.6 41 
Red Barnet Denmark 1945 49.4 91 
Concern Worldwide Ireland 1968 48.6 58 
Norwegian People's Aid Norway 1939 48.5 85 
Artsen zonder Grenzen Netherlands 1984 48.1 56 
Action Aid United Kingdom 1972 47.5 25 
Norwegian Church Aid Norway 1947 46.1" 75 
Kindernothilfe Germany 1961 44.6 1 
Manos Unidas Spain 1960 43.8 14 
Secours Populaire Francais France 1946 38.8 34 
Medicos sin Fronteras Spain 1986 36.1 48 
Rädda Barnen Sweden 1919 36.0 39 
SOH Netherlands 1952 35.0 67 
Memisa Belgique Belgium 1988 34.7 40 
Mensen in Nood Netherlands 1914 33.9 34 
CCFD France 1961 33.5a 10 
Church of Sweden Aid Sweden 1947 33.4 30 
CARE Britain United Kingdom 1985 33.0 89 
HIVOS Netherlands 1968 31.9 96 
CAFOD United Kingdom 1962 30.0 30 
Tear Fund United Kingdom 1968 30.0 5 
Caritas Italiana Italy 1971 27.5 4 
Norwegian Refugee Council Norway 1952 27.3 84 
Diakonia Sweden 1967 27.0 90 
Intermón Spain 1956 26.7 41 
Ibis Denmark 1966 26.2 99 
Memisa Netherlands 1925 26.1 45 
Intercoopération Switzerland 1982 24.9 100 

a 1991 budget; b 1992 budget;c 1994 budget 

(NB: Excluded are national ICRC committees, national UNICEF committees, volunteer-sending 
organisations, endowed foundations, party-related foundations, mission societies and international 
networks or federations) 

Sources: OECD (1990, 1993, 1994, 1996); Sparre (1992); Smillie and Helmich (1993); Frères (1998); 
and annual reports of agencies. 
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private donors (citizens) for development purposes: private aid agencies have multi

plied over the past two decades and now over 2,500 agencies exist. The growth of 

Southern development NGOS has rocketed in the same period from a few hundred 

in the early 1970s to somewhere between 10,000 and 20,000 in the mid-1990s 

(Theunis 1992; Riddell and Robinson 1995). 

An important reason for the growth in resources managed by private aid agen

cies is the enormous increase in government subsidies available for financing their 

activities. In nominal terms, official grants to private aid agencies increased from 

us$ 37 million in 1971 to us$ 2.2 billion in 1992. In the meantime, the share of 

official assistance to private aid agencies as part of total private aid resources rose 

from 2 percent to 27 percent (Thérien 1991: 268). This growth continued in the 

post-Cold War period, mainly because of the sharp rise in (official) emergency 

assistance that was channelled through private aid agencies in the 1990s. In fact, 

large private aid agencies that are not dependent upon official aid have become the 

exception rather than the rule, as Table 2.1 shows. Another reason that private aid 

resources grew rapidly in the 1980s was the public campaigns to collect private 

donations for massive relief operations to address emergencies from famines and 

civil wars, especially in Africa and Eastern Europe. Private fund-raising is still a 

very important way for private agencies to guarantee a constant flow of income and 

thus retain a level of autonomy from official donors. Although the levels of dona

tions by private donors appears to have remained stable in real terms, with a ten

dency to diminish, public campaigns have certainly contributed to increasing the 

profile of private aid agencies. This would have been unthinkable without the 

revolution in mass communications, especially television, in the last three decades 

(Salamon 1994). Dramatic images of poverty and deprivation in remote areas are 

presented instantaneously to the Northern public with strong impact, facilitating 

agency appeals for private donations. 

The rapid growth of grants from official development aid sources reflected the 

recognition by official donors that private aid agencies had the potential to reach 

the lowest level income groups in developing countries more effectively and effi

ciently than official aid agencies (Cernea 1988; Fowler 1990). This was praised in 

the 1980s and often considered a 'comparative advantage' over governmental and 

multilateral agencies. The advantage stems primarily from the quality of relation

ships that private aid agencies and their partners can establish with poor people, 

and not so much from the quantity of aid they can handle, as Fowler (1990) and 

others have pointed out. This underscores the point that the relevance of private 

aid should actually not be expressed in quantitative terms, even though this value 

often has been underestimated.3 It is generally assumed that private aid agencies 

and their Southern partners have promoted innovative and participatory develop

ment initiatives and have contributed to strengthening civil societies. The Com

mission on Global Governance (1995: 33) recognised that NGOS in North and 

South 'can offer knowledge, skills, enthusiasm, a non-bureaucratic approach, and 

grassroots perspectives: attributes that complement the resources of official agen-
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cies'. Similar praise has been voiced by Northern governments, the European 

Union, the United Nations and even by the business sector. 

This recognition of private aid agencies has been matched in recent years by a 

number of independent studies that question the supposed impact of private 

foreign aid. The overall judgement of these impact studies is that private aid agen

cies have not always managed to reach the poorest and that their comparative 

advantages over official aid often has been overstated. However, taking into 

account their limited impact, it also has been suggested that their work 'is most 

likely to have an impact when it directly addresses the social relationships that 

underlie poverty, such as land holding relationships, territorial conflicts, or having 

greater power to influence the distribution of profits, and which increases the 

capacities of the poor to tackle these relationships for themselves' (Riddell et al. 

1995: 79). Even if it was often unintended, as Smillie (1995b) suggests, private aid 

probably has had its most sustainable impact through supporting changes in these 

social relationships that, over the long run, have strengthened civil societies in the 

South. Official donors also acknowledge that private aid agencies and Southern 

NGOS can only play a marginal and complementary role in eradicating poverty and 

providing social services to the poorest. Their significance lies in 'their ability to 

demonstrate participatory models that governments might follow, and to keep 

pressure on governments (both in North and South) encouraging them to focus 

more on the human development of the world's poorest people' ( U N D P 1993: 89). 

In other words, 'their importance lies more in making the point that poverty can 

be tackled rather than tackling it to any large extent'. 

2.2 The emergence of private aid agencies 

The growth in official subsidies for private aid agencies raises two questions: how 

has this affected their independence, and to what extent have these agencies been 

co-opted by the foreign policy objectives of their own governments? Although 

agendas often were different and sometimes conflicting, Smith (1990) argues that 

there have been no fundamental ideological or political contradictions between the 

policies of private aid agencies and their governments. He admits that the object

ives of donors (private or official aid agencies) and recipients of aid (local NGOS, 

social organisations or Southern governments) often were different, but that 

enough overlap of interests predominated 'to permit the system to function in a 

way not threatening to the basic nation state interests of either rich or poor coun

tries' (Smith 1990: 35). He makes a distinction between the agendas of European 

(and Canadian) private aid agencies that have generally been oriented towards 

social change, and us private aid agencies, which have worked more closely within 

the limits of official foreign policy objectives. These differences became visible 

during the Cold War in politically polarised regions, such as Central America, 

Southern Africa and East Asia. How to explain this difference in policy orientation 
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between European (and Canadian) and us private aid agencies? Smith argues that 

these variations in agency policies could be understood as a product of the Cold 

War. However, this explanation seems too simple, as it does not hold for the 1990s: 

currently, the convergence between agendas of private and official aid agencies is 

probably far greater than during the Cold War, whereas contrasts between Euro

pean and us agencies have remained substantial. How to understand the great 

variety of private aid agencies and their strategies over time? With the unavoidable 

danger of generalisations, it could be worthwhile to briefly examine the national 

and international roots which have made them into key transnational actors of the 

late twentieth century. 

The roots of private aid agencies 

Three organisational peaks can be identified in the establishment of private aid 

agencies: one after each World War, and one in the early 1960s (Lissner 1977). The 

first two peaks can be explained by the increase in relief activities for victims of 

these wars, whereas the third was a response to the process of decolonisation. 

Private aid agencies established prior to the First World War all were part of what 

Curti (1963: 620) called 'a major philanthropic as well as a religious enterprise', 

coinciding with colonial expansion and often narrowly cooperating with and partly 

financed by (colonial) governments. A well-known example is the Swiss Inter

national Committee of the Red Cross {ICRC), the first major secular relief agency that 

was formed to help victims of the European wars of the late nineteenth century. 

National Red Cross societies soon were established in other countries, often with 

substantial subsidies from their home governments.4 Another international net

work emerging in this period in Germany and Switzerland was the Caritas group, 

coordinating relief work of the Catholic Churches. 

The outbreak of the First World War was followed by a wave of private initia

tives in the United States to send relief aid to the victims in war-torn Europe. 

Major contributions came from European immigrants in the United States, which 

remained neutral until 1917. Small committees like the Commission on Belgian 

Relief, headed by (later us President) Herbert Hoover, soon developed into major 

private relief agencies funnelling millions of dollars to Belgian victims of the war.5 

The us government used these private relief organisations to channel aid to the 

allies without violating the Geneva conventions on international neutrality. This 

'co-funding' of private aid agencies provided practical lessons for future relief 

programmes in the post-war period, although most of these ad hoc committees 

established during the war by us trade unions, churches or citizens' groups soon 

disappeared when peace was signed (Boiling 1982). In contrast, private relief agen

cies emerging in the aftermath of the First World War were generally more dur

able. Programmes were started to confront post-war famines in Germany and 

Russia and to contribute to Europe's reconstruction, often in close cooperation 

with the Red Cross. The American Friends Service Committee of the Quakers, for 

example, was initially attached to the Red Cross and in 1919 started its first 
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independent programme by distributing food to undernourished children in 

Germany. The British Save the Children Fundwas set up as a product of a similar 

programme and this initiative was followed by a chain of sister-organisations in a 

few dozen countries. Relief activities also focused on post-revolutionary reconstruc

tion in the new Soviet Union, especially by committees of Russian-Jewish immi

grants in the United States and by trade unions.6 

Private donations to us private aid organisations and church groups experienced 

impressive growth during the inter-war period, mainly directed at disaster relief— 

such as famines in China - and relief to refugees and orphans in Europe and the 

Near East. Foster Parents Plan was set up in the United Kingdom and the United 

States to help refugee children in Spain and France. Corporate foundations such 

as the Rockefeller Foundation also became engaged in overseas activities, with huge 

public health programmes in China. While the us government kept an isolationist 

position on foreign assistance, us private aid agencies with explicit political agendas 

were able to play a key role abroad. This happened in Palestine, where Jewish 

organisations supported Zionist settlers, and in Spain, where activist agencies 

provided civil and military support to Republican forces in the Spanish Civil War. 

This situation changed in 1941 when the United States entered the Second World 

War and all private fund-raising for war relief was integrated into overall us 

defence policies (Boiling 1982). 

In Europe, several private aid agencies emerged right before or during the 

Second World War. Agencies such as Norwegian People's Aidand the Swiss Arbei-

tershilfswerkhad their roots in the trade union movement, which had been particu

larly active during the Spanish Civil War. Others were set up by Protestant 

churches to help refugees fleeing from Nazi terror (such as the French Ecumenical 

Aid Service C I M A D E ) or to provide war relief (the British Christian Aid). The 

British OXFAM started as a 'famine relief committee', an initiative by students and 

teachers at Oxford University to raise private donations for food and medicines to 

be sent to the victims of German occupation in Greece (Black 1992). After the war, 

European private aid agencies were founded particularly in those countries least 

affected by the war - such as Switzerland, Sweden and Norway - to respond to 

emergencies similar to those that had occurred during the inter-war period.7 How

ever, the geographical direction soon shifted away from post-war Europe. 

Decolonisation and the outbreak of the Cold War rapidly influenced the orienta

tion of private foreign aid. It was at this point that European and us private aid 

strategies started to develop in different directions. 

Soon after the Second World War, European relief agencies started to focus on 

emergencies outside Europe, especially in (former) colonial areas. Two institutions 

accelerated the growth of European private aid agencies in the 1950s: the United 

Nations and the churches. Several UN agencies involved private agencies in their 

relief operations and many European agencies emerged (indirectly) out of UN 

programmes.' The other incentive to create new European aid agencies came from 

the churches. The process of decolonisation had changed the character of trad-
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itional missionary work, and European churches had to reshape their activities in 

former colonies. With the emergence of national churches in the newly independ

ent states, a distinction developed between ecclesiastical support to sister-churches 

and support to church-related development activities. In the Catholic Church this 

inter-church support was coordinated by Caritas International, whereas separate 

Catholic agencies - such as the German Misereor and the Swiss Fastenopfer — 

became responsible for development-oriented assistance. A similar division of tasks 

was implemented in the early 1960s within the World Council of Churches, the 

international body of the Protestant churches, in which new agencies such as Brot 

für die Welt (Germany) and Diakonia (Sweden) would play an innovating role in 

rethinking the purpose and methods of development aid ( O E C D 1988). 

A key difference with us private aid agencies was that the vast majority of Euro

pean private aid agencies emerged during the era of decolonisation, while most us 

agencies had been established earlier. Founded as war relief agencies, they trad

itionally worked closely with the us government and often became instruments of 

us Cold War policies. Food aid became an important part of us private aid as a 

result of the Korean War. us food surplus reserves had to be exported to prevent 

a drop in domestic food prices, and a special law was enacted to distribute this 

surplus abroad through us private aid agencies. As a result, food aid still is the 

major function of large us agencies such as CARE and Catholic Relief Services. 

Another difference between European and us private agencies was the role of 

official aid contributions, us private aid agencies in the 1950s were already receiving 

small official grants for technical assistance and relief activities, whereas European 

governments started these 'co-financing programmes' only a decade later, but with 

more substantial amounts and less tied to official foreign policy objectives. The 

third 'peak' of newly emerging private aid agencies in the 1960s was very much 

determined by these official aid programmes. 

The independence of poor 'Third World' nations stimulated new theorising on 

development and foreign aid, in which traditional short-term relief assistance was 

criticised for not tackling the causes of poverty. Decolonisation in Africa and 

Asia was reaching a peak with more than eighty new independent nations trying 

to survive economically amidst fierce competition between the superpowers.9 

Economic 'modernisation' became a dominant paradigm in the Western world, 

assuming that 'development' would occur as a result of rapid economic growth, 

leading to benefits that would eventually 'trickle down' to the poor. Moreover, 

promoting development and alleviating poverty with aid programmes was con

sidered to be the most promising way to stop the spread of communism in the 

newly independent nations (Boiling 1982). In the 1960s, private agencies were 

gradually shifting their orientation from a relief and charity approach towards 

promoting longer term benefits for the 'poor overseas', especially visible in the 

FAO-sponsored Freedom from Hunger Campaign ( F F H C ) that started in i960. Over 

five years, national committees raised private donations for 'structural' develop

ment projects, making use of the well-known Chinese proverb 'Give a man a fish, 
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and you feed him for a day; teach him to fish, and you feed him for life'. The 

campaign was a turning point for many private aid agencies. It introduced the use 

of educational materials at schools and shifted the orientation from short-term 

relief in emergency situations towards attacking the root causes of hunger and 

poverty. Out of the national fund-raising committees several new private aid agen

cies were created such as the French C C F D , the Spanish Manos Unidas and the 

British CAFOD. 

The United Nations and the churches thus played a catalysing role in the 

emergence of European private aid agencies. However, a third and crucial catalyst 

was the creation of special ministries for development cooperation, which as part 

of their official aid programmes also provided small subsidies to private aid 

agencies.10 Initially, the focus was on technical assistance and volunteer-sending 

programmes, following the example of the Peace Corps created by the Kennedy 

administration. But private aid agencies soon also received 'matching grants' for 

basic human needs programmes (food, health and education), which were con

sidered complementary ro official aid programmes. With their expertise in 

grassroots development and their broad networks of useful contacts in developing 

countries, private aid agencies had something to offer to the new ministries of 

development aid. Moreover, governments considered private agencies also as 

important instruments on the domestic front to broaden national constituencies 

and expand support for development aid. In Germany and the Netherlands, 

subsidies to private aid agencies were distributed according to the main religious 

and ideological currents of the society. The German churches created special 

agencies (the Catholic KZE and the Protestant EZE) to administer these govern

ment grants. Political parties also were authorised to receive matching grants for 

support to Third World trade unions and cooperatives via party-related founda

tions such as the Social Democratic Friedrich Eben Stiftung and the Christian 

Democratic Konrad Adenauer Stiftung. The Dutch 'co-financing programme' 

distributed matching grants for development assistance among special private aid 

agencies established by the Catholic ( C E B E M O ) and Protestant ( i cco ) churches, 

while smaller shares were allocated to the secular aid agencies NOVIB and H I V O S . 

These German and Dutch agencies that were founded in response to official co-

financing programmes would later become the largest private aid agencies in 

Europe. 

By the late 1960s, several private aid agencies emerged with a more political 

(often anti-imperialist) development discourse, such as the British Action Aidand 

the Danish w u s (later Ibis),u often rooted in the radicalising student movement 

or progressive currents within the churches. These agencies challenged the prevail

ing optimism regarding development aid as a tool to combat poverty, since UN 

targets for economic growth and development aid had not been met in the decade. 

On the contrary, poverty had increased substantially and reports on famines, civil 

wars and political exclusion dominated the news from the South.12 The optimistic 

vision of development as a linear process of economic growth (following the West-
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em model) that could be enhanced by development assistance, was increasingly 

challenged by the Group of yj (developing countries) and their supporters in the 

North.11 Third World intellectuals such as Ivan Illich and Paulo Freire criticised 

top-down approaches of Western development bureaucrats; they introduced the 

notion of'self-help' and pointed at the need to raise consciousness among the poor. 

These ideas were 'trickling down' in Northern aid agencies, and stimulated the 

search for alternative development models. Although the growth of newly founded 

private aid agencies had slowed down by the early 1970s, a 'golden era' would start 

for private foreign aid. 

The golden era of private foreign aid 

Up to the 1970s private foreign aid had been rather irrelevant in terms of financial 

turnover. Private aid flows accounted only for about one percent of total aid flows 

to developing countries. Also in terms of influencing policy debates and creating 

a public image in their home societies, private aid agencies had been marginal 

players. This was to change substantially in the next two decades. By the end of the 

1980s, private aid was generally recognised as an indispensable part of development 

assistance initiatives. Together with Southern development NGOS, private aid 

agencies were even considered to be 'significant, if not major, actors in the broader 

efforts to reduce poverty' (Riddell and Robinson 1995:1). How to explain this rapid 

increase in relevance and recognirion? Four sets of related developments will be 

examined below: (i) a substantial increase in private aid income, (ii) a stronger 

domestic profile of private aid, (iii) the rise of a Southern N G O sector, and (iv) a 

stronger political engagement of European private aid agencies, generated by a 

polarising Cold War environment in the South. 

The growing relevance of private aid agencies since the mid-1970s has above all 

been a result of the impressive growth of their financial resources in a relatively 

short period of time. Total income for private aid agencies increased from us$ 860 

million in 1970 to us$ 4 billion in 1989, which equalled 12 percent of total develop

ment aid flows to the South. With income from private donations by the general 

public constant, and even temporarily dropping in real terms in the mid-1970s, the 

increase came entirely from governmental contributions to private aid agencies. In 

1970, official aid only contributed a marginal 1.5 percent to private agency budgets, 

increasing gradually to 7 percent in 1974, and rapidly climbing to over 40 percent 

in 1980.'4 A decade later, major private aid agencies in Canada, Belgium, Germany, 

Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Italy and the Netherlands derived more than 70 

percent of their total income from official aid sources ( O D I 1995). Why did govern

ments decide to give so much credit to private aid agencies, at a time when private 

aid income from public fund-raising was stagnating? One reason was related to an 

emerging crisis of legitimacy of official aid agencies in the 1970s. In Europe, eco

nomic growth was stagnating and the oil shocks diverted attention for international 

cooperation towards national concerns. In the United States, the Nixon adminis

tration faced mounting opposition from Congress, which was unwilling to approve 
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new military assistance packages for the war in Vietnam. Furthermore, official 

development aid programmes were increasingly criticised for being unable to tackle 

the root causes of poverty, and surely (as Vietnam had shown) unable to stop 

communism. Official aid programmes had been directed too much at capital-

intensive or infrastructural works, with little 'trickling down' impact on the poor. 

This growing pessimism (nowadays it would be called 'compassion fatigue') was 

reflected in the adjustment of the aid growth target of the First Development 

Decade from 1 percent to 0.7 percent of G N P (Smith 1990). 

Apparently, critique of official aid performance provided private aid agencies 

with the benefit of the doubt; they were considered an attractive channel for 

foreign aid in a period when foreign aid was losing credibility (Boiling 1982). A 

central concern was how to improve the effectiveness of development projects, for 

example by more active participation of beneficiaries in the design and imple

mentation of projects. 'Self-help promotion' became one of the buzzwords of the 

Basic Human Needs ( B H N ) strategy, formulated by the ILO in the mid-1970s to 

improve poverty alleviation policies of official donors. However, the BHN-strategy 

often was imposed upon communities without serious consultation, and it was 

considered to be more effective if it was implemented by private aid agencies 

and Southern development NGOS. The assumption was that these possessed two 

important comparative advantages over official aid: they were better able to reach 

the poorest sectors at a grassroots level with a higher degree of participation by 

beneficiaries. Moreover, this appeared to be a cheaper way to harvest some success 

in the poor performance record of official aid. An additional reason for the increase 

in official grants to European private aid agencies was the success of their lobbying 

efforts towards governments to increase official aid budgets and to expand existing 

(and create new) co-funding schemes.'s This all was facilitated by a recovering 

world economy in the late 1970s. Even stagnating income from private donations 

started to recover by 1979 with large fund-raising campaigns for Cambodia and 

East Africa. 

A second development that could explain the growing relevance of private aid 

agencies was their more pronounced domestic profile after the mid-1970s. Activ

ities in home societies were upgraded in three areas: development education, public 

fund-raising campaigns, and policy oriented research and lobbying. Awareness 

raising among the public on the causes of world poverty had been an activity ever 

since the Freedom from Hunger Campaign of the early 1960s. But new theories on 

development also pointed at the need for structural changes in the industrialised 

world in order to combat poverty. It was argued that the problem was neither 

solved with economic growth, nor with sending increased aid resources overseas. 

Development education to influence public thinking on development issues, often 

combined with public appeals, became an integrated focus of private aid pro

grammes. Agencies created special departments for development education to 

produce magazines, films and other educational materials for schools, churches and 

community groups. This work was often financed by special budget lines from 
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development aid ministries, particularly in Northern Europe and Canada. Devel

opment education on this larger scale soon became a controversial enterprise, as the 

messages that were transmitted often contained explicit critique of capitalism and 

Western life styles. This combination of development education and political 

campaigns contributed to politicising the profile of private foreign aid (Burnell 

1991). 

Large public fund-raising campaigns, in which television broadcasting played 

a substantial role, were another new element contributing to a stronger profile for 

private aid agencies. The revolution in communications delivered the reality of 

Third World poverty directly to a growing number of Northern living rooms 

(Salamon 1994). These campaigns generally focused on emergency situations, as 

these provided broad press coverage and dramatic images that appealed to a general 

public and generated massive inflows of private donations. The most successful 

experience with this type of fund-raising actually was developed by new ad hoc aid 

organisations. During and after the Africa campaigns of 1984-85, LiveAidand Band 

Aid introduced worldwide broadcasted television shows as a modern and very 

effective method to collect private donations for emergency relief.'6 It particularly 

mobilised young people and had a long-term impact on private giving to private 

aid agencies and on their collaboration with media and private business (Zivetz et 

al. 1991). However, these campaigns also were criticised for reinforcing a simplistic 

image about the causes of hunger and human deprivation and their possible solu

tions. Ironically, it demonstrated that decades of development aid had in fact failed 

to prevent these human disasters and that relief was often used as a political 

weapon by governments and parties involved in disasters and conflicts. As a result 

of the Africa campaign, official allocations to disaster relief increased and became 

a permanent and substantial source of income for private aid agencies. 

Beside raising funds and awareness, private aid agencies also became more polit

ically involved in their home societies by pressuring their governments on a variety 

of aid-related issues. The most important obviously was the level of official 

development aid budgets, and particularly the share channelled to private aid 

agencies. Development aid ministries actually welcomed this watchdog role as it 

created a constituency helpful in maintaining or increasing budgets for develop

ment aid (Clark 1991). Effective lobbying also contributed to the establishment of 

special official funds for development education activities by organisations in 

Northern civil societies. The first coordinated international lobbying activities of 

private aid agencies tried to influence agendas and decision-making at international 

meetings, such as Stockholm (1972) and Rome (1974), although with limited 

results (Van Rooy 1997). Later lobbying campaigns tried to push governments to 

adopt sharper positions on international issues, such as the boycott of South 

African Apartheid or the rescheduling of international debt. 

A third development that increased the relevance of private aid agencies was the 

explosive growth of Southern NGOS beginning in the mid-1970s. Thousands of new 

development NGOS were founded in Latin America and Asia, and to a lesser extent 
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in Africa, although reliable figures are difficult to find. Smillie (1995a) points out 

that Southern NGOS came up so quickly and suddenly in the late 1970s that two 

groundbreaking studies in this period on private aid - Lissner (1977) and Sommer 

(1977) - did not even mention the existence of Southern NGOS. ' 7 The emergence 

of a Southern NGO-community initially was a product of post-colonial civil society 

building, but was increasingly boosted by growing Northern private aid resources 

combined with changing perceptions on the role of local organisations.'8 Private 

aid agencies from Europe and Canada started to scale down their local field offices 

and 'operational programmes' to provide a larger role for Southern intermediaries. 

It was believed that local beneficiaries had to participate more directly in the imple

mentation of aid programmes, in which new concepts such as 'self-reliance' and 

'empowerment' were surfacing. This changing perspective required that private aid 

agencies stimulate the formation of independent local (intermediary) organisations 

that were able to plan and implement development projects at the grassroots with 

external aid resources (Brodhead et al. 1988). In other words, the emergence of 

Southern NGOS suddenly provided additional legitimacy to the existence of North

ern private aid agencies. 

A final element that could explain the new opportunities for private aid agencies 

was the polarised global political climate of the 1970s and early 1980s. Conflicts in 

the South, as a product of either internal political instability or post-colonial nation 

building, often escalated into ideological confrontations between the superpowers 

as part of Cold War rivalry. After the war in Vietnam, this occurred for example 

in Chile (1973), Israel (1973), Angola (1975), Cambodia (1979) and Nicaragua 

(1981). European governments in this period were reluctant to become directly 

involved in these conflicts and usually tried to play a mediating role. Particularly 

from the mid-1970s, when Social Democratic governments came to power in many 

European countries, foreign policies started to divert from the traditional Atlantic 

alliance agenda. European governments opted for a more independent position and 

tried to counterbalance us hegemony, particularly in Latin America (Evers 1982). 

Increased European attention for development issues was echoed at international 

fora, often within the framework of the Socialist International. An example was the 

'Brandt Commission', which (despite its considerable rhetoric) called for structural 

transformations in the international economic system to overcome poverty in the 

South. These ideas were more easily accepted in Europe than in the United States, 

where the Vietnam trauma had fuelled the fear of communist threats. The different 

political environments widened the gap among the policy orientations of private 

aid agencies: us agencies depoliticised, whereas European and Canadian agencies 

implicitly assumed more political roles (Smith 1990). 

In the aftermath of the Vietnam war, us private aid agencies generally continued 

with their intervention policies biased toward relief. While agency incomes were 

growing due to increased official funding, over half of this official support was 

granted in the form of food or food-related aid. us private aid agencies tended to 

avoid controversial issues in public education and lobbying activities, as it negative-
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ly affected their income from private donations.'9 us citizens, it was believed, were 

more willing to give donations to be used for immediate relief, than for social or 

political change abroad. The us Congress issued new legislation to increase co-

funding opportunities for private aid agencies, while urging the agencies to stick 

to humanitarian assistance. European and Canadian private aid agencies evolved 

in an opposite direction. Growing income from official funding was allocated to 

longer term development objectives with more explicit political components, such 

as empowerment strategies for the poor and support for organisations linked to 

democratic opposition movements, often under the banner of 'solidarity aid'. 

European private aid agencies were generally critical of us foreign policy towards 

the South, and actively supported domestic campaigns against us interventionism 

in Central America, Southern Africa and Southeast Asia. 

How to explain this 'politicisation' of European private aid in the late 1970s? 

One possible set of explanations is related to the differences in political culture 

between Europe and the United States, as Sommer (1977) and others have pointed 

out. European agencies were more closely connected to domestic networks of 

activist movements, and agency staff often were personally involved in solidarity 

committees or in the peace movement, us agencies avoided close links with advo

cacy groups challenging us foreign policy. Smith (1990) also points at a broader 

awareness of Europeans and Canadians of the root causes of poverty. But these 

arguments do not explain why this politicisation occurred in the late 1970s, and 

not earlier. A second set of explanations should therefore take two elements into 

account: the particular position of Europe in that period of the Cold War and the 

conditions for official grants to private aid agencies. Public opinion in Europe was 

preoccupied with the offensive character of us foreign policy, in which Europe 

figured as the battleground in the preparations for the next World War. Active us 

involvement in 'low intensity' conflicts in several areas of the South, it was per

ceived, could very well spark off a nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union on 

European soil. European governments tacitly supported opposition movements in 

these conflicts, often using private aid agencies as a temporary and alternative aid 

channel to bypass authoritarian or incompetent governments. This happened with 

opposition movements against Marcos in the Philippines, Pinochet in Chile, the 

Apartheid-regime in South Africa, and with the authoritarian governments in 

Central America. Private aid agencies thus acted as informal diplomatic channels 

for European governments during the last decade of the Cold War.10 

In sum, the growing international relevance of private aid agencies since the late 

1970s was primarily caused by the rapid growth of income from official funding 

sources. Three additional elements contributed to make the 1980s the 'golden era' 

of European private aid agencies. The first was a more highly articulated domestic 

presence due to development education programmes and large public fund-raising 

campaigns in a period when doubts were rising about the effectiveness of official 

aid. This political leverage was used to pressure national governments to increase 

aid budgets and to shift foreign policies from an East-West to a North-South 
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orientation. A second element was the rapid growth of Southern NGOs, offering 

private aid agencies a new set of'natural' intermediaries in Southern civil societies. 

These local development NGOs were considered ideal channels for participatory 

and people-centred development interventions, with many comparative advantages 

over traditional official aid channels. A third element enhancing the role of (Euro

pean and Canadian) private aid agencies was the polarised climate during the last 

decade of the Cold War, which gave them a unique function in contributing to 

civil society building in polarised domestic settings. As a result of foreign policy 

constraints by us allies, private aid agencies were performing a key role in a trans

national 'informal diplomacy', especially in societies ruled by authoritarian regimes. 

By the late 1980s, private aid agencies and their Southern allies were considered to 

be a potential 'countervailing power' (Thérien 1991), performing a major role as 

agents for social change in the South as part of'chains of solidarity' (Padrón 1988). 

The end of the Cold War and the new hegemony of market-oriented aid strategies 

would rapidly reverse these prospects in the 1990s. 

The post-Cold War identity crisis 

By the early 1990s the tide was turning for private aid agencies. An indication that 

the flourishing period of the 1980s had come to an end was the stagnating growth 

of agency income. The turning point was 1993, when total official development aid 

(ODA) dropped to 0.3 percent of G N P , reaching its lowest level in twenty years 

(Randel and German 1995). The downward tendency of ODA in subsequent years 

suggested that 'compassion fatigue' had now become a serious issue. With many 

private aid agencies depending largely on official aid contributions, this was 

alarming news. But something more fundamental was happening to private aid 

agencies, something which had not really occurred in previous years: serious doubts 

were surfacing about their legitimacy. Within a few years, a considerable flow of 

critical reports on private foreign aid was circulating, followed by public denounce

ments by insiders and agency staff about the poor performance and lack of effi

ciency of private aid agencies.11 A sudden increase in internal discussions and 

special workshops with project partners, often followed by profound reorganisa

tions, suggested that private aid agencies were entering a serious 'mid-life crisis' 

(Bossuyt 1993).22 One observer wrote: 'Northern NGOS have a growing identity 

crisis in relation to their increasingly effective Southern counterparts, most of 

whom want money rather than interference' (Smillie 1993: 14). Others pointed at 

'the dangers involved in the processes of NGO growth and scaling up, the increasing 

dependence of many NGOS on official funds and the consequences of becoming the 

"favoured child" of donor agencies' (Edwards and Hulme 1994: 1). What had 

happened to private aid agencies after the collapse of communism? And what had 

so suddenly caused this identity crisis? 

Although initially assumed so, the end of the Cold War probably was not the 

real cause of this crisis. But it did play a catalysing role in exposing some prob

lematic tendencies for private aid agencies that had been covered up by the boom 
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of the 1980s. One tendency enhanced by the collapse of communism was that the 

state-centred development model was discredited. In the early 1990s, a broad 

consensus was reached among the major development institutions about post-Cold 

War development policies. This so-called 'Washington consensus' promoted neo

liberal economic policies in combination with liberal democracy and 'good govern

ment' as the new orthodoxy for development interventions in the South and in 

Eastern Europe. The 'new policy agenda' by Northern donors prioritised market-

led growth, a reduced and more efficient role for the state and a prominent role for 

'civil society' in the implementation of this agenda (Robinson 1994). The implica

tions for private aid agencies were substantial. One was the discovery of the virtues 

of civil society by major Northern official donors, such as the World Bank, who 

were searching for ways to reduce state interference in the market. Southern NGOS 

were considered to be ideal channels for implementing this new policy agenda due 

to their assumed ability to reach the poor more cheaply and more effectively than 

governments. 'Direct funding' from official aid agencies to Southern development 

NGOS had been increasing already in the late 1980s, but the rapid rise in the early 

1990s started to become a serious concern to Northern private aid agencies (Riddell 

and Bebbington 1995). Aside from the problematic interpretation of'civil society' 

by these official donors and the risk of co-optation (topics that will be discussed 

later), the implication for private aid agencies was that they had lost their privileges 

as principal donors of organisations in Southern civil societies. At best, they 

were confined to play a role as intermediaries with little autonomy from official 

donors, who basically supported Southern NGOS in maintaining political stability 

in poorer parts of the world, as 'ladles in the global soup kitchen' as Fowler (1994) 

remarked.2 ' 

The other implication of the market-based approach as part of the neoliberal 

'counter-revolution' was the pressure on private aid agencies to 'produce' better 

results of their development interventions at lower costs.24 With their increased 

dependency on official aid resources, most private aid agencies had no other choice 

than to obey this directive for more efficiency, and more visible and quantifiable 

output. While the arguments about assumed comparative advantages of private aid 

agencies had been questioned already a decade earlier quite sharply by Tendier 

(1982) as 'articles of faith', it was now a matter of institutional survival to behave 

as 'for-profits' in a non-profit environment. As a result, many agencies entered a 

period of thorough reorganisation, supported by external management consultants 

who introduced modern assessment and marketing methods developed in the 

private sector (Sogge and Zadek 1996). However, these strategic planning and 

project management tools to steer and control short-term processes with measur

able outputs often created internal tensions, as they ran contrary to the longer term 

participatory approaches that private aid agencies had been promoting in the past.25 

A survey among British private aid agencies concluded that 'these tools may well 

meet the needs of donors for the efficient disbursement of funds better than the 

needs of partners-beneficiaries for taking control, participating and setting their 
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own agendas for tackling social change' (Wallace 1997: 45). 

The explosive growth of humanitarian emergencies since the mid-1980s (particu

larly since the 1984-85 Ethiopian famine) actually reinforced this tendency to pro

duce short-term measurable outputs. Governments spectacularly increased their 

official aid allocations for emergency relief by over 500 percent in ten years time, 

of which large amounts were channelled to private aid agencies for humanitarian 

relief in Africa and Eastern Europe.26 As official resources for structural develop

ment interventions were decreasing or stagnating, the relative share that private aid 

agencies received for channelling emergency relief thus was becoming more import

ant. This qualitative shift away from development activities appeared to be an 

attractive way to respond to pressures from official donors for showing more im

mediate results of private aid interventions. The chain of emergency situations of 

the early 1990s not only provided opportunities for quick results with relief aid 

delivery, but also facilitated a new boom in private fund-raising appeals, as 'fund-

raising around highly visible humanitarian crises raises more money at lower cost 

than any other form of advertising or publicity' (Natsios 1996: 71). Although emer

gency fund-raising was indeed lucrative, the results of relief interventions often 

were counter-productive: 'relief operations have often contributed to the conflict 

dynamic, and supported the growth of war economies', according to Duffield et 

al. (1994: 227). They add: 'the sharp moral dilemmas raised by such situations are 

often lost in the high-profile media attention given to food deliveries. These images 

in turn are often used to sustain support for such interventions among Northern 

constituencies'.27 In other words, despite a growth in income of 'easy money', 

short-term emergency relief generally was a step backwards for private aid agencies: 

it increased competition (instead of enhancing coordination) and shifted attention 

away from less visible but more durable and participatory longer term development 

interventions (Smillie 1993). Moreover, as the boom of emergency situations came 

to an end in the mid-1990s, fund-raising from private donations through emer

gency appeals became less frequent and proved to be only a temporary way to solve 

the problem of declining income of private aid agencies. 

The crisis of stagnating income of the early 1990s was accompanied by another, 

and more fundamental, crisis: the assumed comparative strengths of private aid 

agencies to combat poverty were questioned from several sides. This 'crisis of 

legitimacy' was already visible during emergency situations, which made clear that 

'attempts by international NGOs to support the weak have generally failed' (Duf

field 1993: 148). This negative assessment was fuelled by a number of (relatively 

independent) impact studies, reaching rather critical conclusions about private aid 

performance. For example, a Swedish study concluded that private aid agencies 

seldom reached the very poorest, and that 'they should not claim to have the degree 

of poverty impact that they often claim to have — in most cases, they simply do not 

have this impact' (Riddell et al. 1995: 79). Similar doubts were raised about the 

cost-effectiveness of private aid agencies, about their capacity to innovate develop

ment practices, about effectively addressing gender balances, and about the pro-
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spects for financial sustainability of their interventions/8 Although some of these 

critical findings were echoed in the mass media, most studies only circulated in 

restricted policy circles and did not really damage the positive public image of 

private aid agencies. However, as the majority had been commissioned by official 

aid donors, the general message for private aid agencies was clear: project planning, 

evaluation methods, organisational efficiency, accountability and overall perform

ance had to be improved to prevent future cuts from official aid donors. 

It was in fact the first serious challenge to private aid legitimacy since the start 

of the 'golden era', underlining that they no longer enjoyed the 'security of obscur

ity' as marginal actors in the development business (Fowler and Biekart 1996). By 

the late 1990s private aid agencies were under fire from various sides: from official 

donors (demanding measurable results and efficiency), from Southern partner 

organisations (demanding less paternalism and more 'direct funding' from official 

donors), from (some) Northern private donors (demanding transparency), and 

from their own staff which was squeezed between the demands of institutional 

growth and efficiency (more turnover with less costs at shorter terms) and develop

mental impact (which had proven to be expensive and rather slow). The resulting 

identity crisis that struck private aid agencies in the early 1990s thus appeared to 

be a crisis of legitimacy concerning the assumed comparative advantages of private 

aid over official aid, visible in declining income. How was this crisis affecting the 

future prospects for private aid agencies? 

The optimistic view, generally represented by agency managers, maintains that 

it is a matter of improving organisational efficiency, introducing systematic evalu

ation and monitoring systems, and engaging in more sophisticated fund-raising. 

In this view, private aid agencies, although under pressure to show this, continue 

to hold many comparative advantages over official aid agencies. Despite temporary 

setbacks in levels of fund-raising income, they will even become more important 

as official aid is diminishing and increasingly privatised. Critics are overly empha

sising failures of private aid interventions, while successes generally only receive 

marginal media attention. The optimists point at the persistence of poverty and 

emergencies and presume that private aid agencies will acquire new tasks in trans

national civil society building and in counterbalancing the social effects of market-

led development.29 

The pessimistic view, on the other hand, argues that private aid agencies (after 

their flourishing period of the 1980s) are now getting their backlash and have to 

accept that stronger Southern civil society sectors have taken over their main func

tions. This view, held by several 'aid watchers' and development practitioners, 

considers the fall in agency income as a structural problem of decreasing legitimacy 

in the post-Cold War era which is not going to be solved by improved manage

ment and fund-raising.30 The pessimists consider the ongoing dependence of 

private aid agencies on official aid as a dead-end strategy, as it will further diminish 

their autonomy and increase the risk of being co-opted by market-led development 

strategies. The alternative, accepting the reality of smaller budgets but more free-
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dom to operate as transnational actors in dynamic solidarity networks, requires a 

transformation process that few agencies are likely to choose: it is a risky trajectory 

and will possibly affect their institutional growth. 

Although the future will be the judge of these scenarios, by the late 1990s only 

a minority of private aid agencies seems to have accepted that they are approaching 

the end of their life cycle and that cosmetic adaptations are not enough to over

come the crisis. This crisis was caused by a number of developments, both internal 

and external to these agencies, such as the crisis of state-centred development 

models and the rise of a neoliberal donor agenda, stagnating income from official 

donors and a qualitative shift of emphasis from development to relief, also as a 

result of a temporary rise in private fund-raising for emergency aid. On top of these 

issues, doubts about performance and comparative advantages underlined the end 

of the golden era for private foreign aid. The outcome of the current identity crisis 

of private aid agencies will probably depend on their capacity to face the new 

reality of declining income and legitimacy. This means that they have to accept 

that several fundamental choices have to be made, which may possibly have serious 

implications for current missions, organisational cultures, strategies and alliances. 

2.3 A balance of private aid intervention strategies 

The identity crisis of private aid agencies in the 1990s is probably not sufficiently 

explained by only pointing at lower income from fund-raising and declining 

legitimacy. These are merely symptoms of a deeper problem that was described by 

Edwards (1996a: 4) as 'an increasing rension between institutional imperatives and 

developmental imperatives - between what the agency thinks it has to do to survive 

in an increasingly difficult environment, and what it shouldbe doing to fulfil its 

mission statement'.31 Developmental imperatives of private aid agencies are, for 

example, to contribute to an empowerment of (and coordination between) ex

cluded sectors in civil society and guarantee that interventions are financially 

sustainable in the long run in order to avoid external dependencies and loss of 

autonomy. Institutional imperatives of private aid agencies are essentially to survive 

as an institution, to guarantee a constant growth of income through fund-raising 

and visibility in the 'charity market', or by intensifying policy advocacy to secure 

a growing share of income from official aid resources. Institutional imperatives 

emphasise competition, short-term results, hierarchy, secrecy and a Northern bias, 

whereas developmental imperatives generally demand the opposite: coordination, 

longer term results, partnership, transparency and a Southern (or at least a North-

South) bias. 

Private aid agency policies are guided by both imperatives, although develop

mental imperatives are generally stressed to the outside world. Initial goals of 

private aid agencies were not based on maximising power or profits, but on 

humanitarian values, often summarised in the term 'altruism'.32 Some agencies 
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even had more explicir humanitarian missions from the beginning, such as social 

reform, or more explicit political missions such as 'international solidarity'. But for 

most agencies the principle of altruism has been central to mobilising Northern 

resources to support the Southern poor. Lissner (1977) observed that altruistic 

intentions, when put into practice, imply that agencies have to make choices. One 

of the central dilemmas for private aid agencies is to find a balance between 

maximising their income without compromising their ideological or altruistic 

principles: how can they find a balance between institutional and developmental 

imperatives? This section will examine those elements that shape or determine this 

central choice for private aid agencies, and how choices are translated into a 

workable strategy to pursue the goals that agencies have set themselves. 

Tension in the 'aid chain ' 

The balance between institutional and developmental imperatives tends to shift 

towards institutional imperatives in periods of financial pressure, which is generally 

a sign that the legitimacy of private aid agencies is under question. This is probably 

what happened in the 1990s. Not surprisingly, (private) aid agencies prefer insti

tutional survival over keeping with their mission, and often downplay the negative 

consequences this might have for their ideological principles and their 'partners' 

in the South. One example is the contradictory message implicit in fund-raising 

campaigns. Institutional imperatives urge agencies to compete among themselves 

with simplified messages emphasising chaos and disaster, and promising quick 

results.53 However, developmental imperatives require coordination and clarity 

about the complexity of development interventions that only generate (often in

visible) results in the long run. Another example is the institutional imperative of 

maximising turnover, keeping control over budgets and centralising decision

making, whereas developmental imperatives state that project partners should 

become financially self-reliant and decision-making transparent and based on 

'partnership'. 

This permanent tension between institutional and developmental imperatives 

is one of the key mechanisms to understanding the policy choices of private aid 

agencies. It explains why there is generally a considerable gap between rhetoric and 

reality. To understand the strategic choices of private aid agencies, and to analyse 

their struggle in order to find a balance berween institutional survival and develop

mental impact, it could be helpful to examine those factors that determine strat

egies in the field. To illustrate the complex dynamics that determine their choices, 

a simplified diagram of the so-called 'private aid chain' is provided in Figure 2.2. 

It schematically shows how private aid agencies and their Northern constituencies 

are connected to their Southern 'partners' in a downward directed chain, in which 

aid resources are delivered through a number of intermediaries to the ultimate 

beneficiaries (which could be broadly labelled the 'Southern poor').34 Each actor 

in this 'private aid chain' is part of a system of mutual dependencies: the system 

does not function when one of the actors in the chain fails to deliver. 
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As every single aid intervention is unique, private aid chains will take many 

forms and have different strengths and variable outputs, all of which are contingent 

upon local circumstances. However, aid chains have in common that interventions 

(and the resulting outputs) are determined by strategic choices at the top of the aid 

chain. These choices are influenced by a number of variables, such as for example 

the ideological orientations of private aid agencies. Protestant private aid agencies 

such as i c c o and Diakonia generally prefer to work with local church-related 

organisations, who in turn aim to deliver benefits to a particular sector of civil 

society with objectives matching their particular confessional principles. Secular 

Figure 2.2 Actors and aid flows in a simplified private aid chain 
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private aid agencies with roots in the labour movement, such as Norwegian People's 

Aid, are more inclined to support Southern counterparts rooted in popular move

ments struggling for radical social change. Not only have ideological or religious 

roots shaped aid agency strategies, but also organisational cultures in donor coun

tries. Private aid agencies in the United States emerged out of a culture of private 

responsibility and rejection of government control, whereas Northern European 

private aid agencies are rooted in a culture of corporatism working closely in a 

consensual relation with the state (Smillie 1993). These elements - which are indi

cative for the identity of private aid agencies and for a particular Northern con

stituency or culture from which they emerged - say little however about the strat

egy choices in the field which are generally determined by a number of other key 

variables that can affect the balance between institutional and developmental 

imperatives. Two variables are further explored below, as they appear to be of 

crucial importance: the origin of private aid resources and accountability systems. 

A third variable, outputs of private aid agencies and the way their performance is 

assessed, is examined in Chapter 3. 

A first variable to explain choices made by private aid agencies is the origin of 

their financial resources.35 Private agencies may get their income from three 

different sources: gifts made by the general public, state grants financed by general 

taxation, or self-financing through investment or private enterprise. To each of 

these sources a set of conditions and expectations is attached, which in turn can 

determine agency strategies. Fowler (1992: 11) observes that 'each source also has a 

different dynamics in terms of growth or shrinkage in volume', which in turn 

shapes the nature of an agency, how it operates and what it achieves. The oldest 

source of income for private agencies is philanthropic giving, a form of moral 

support (often Christian inspired) from the upper classes to help the unprivileged 

in the colonies. Most agencies initially started with collecting this type of charitable 

donation from the richer segments of the general public. When official aid 

programmes started in the 1960s and 1970s, agency incomes from private donations 

were complemented by grants from governments. The proportion of income from 

official sources has increased steadily over the last two decades, as was shown 

earlier. In the 1980s, several German and Dutch agencies even became entirely 

dependent upon official grants. Private aid income also can be derived from the 

market economy. In the United States several agencies were specially created by 

corporate business as endowed foundations, such as the Ford and Rockefeller 

foundations. In contrast, funding in Europe provided by market-generated profits 

generally came from 'fair trading' of imported products from the South, or from 

charity shops. A new area of commercial fund-raising that emerged in the 1990s is 

public gambling, in which revenues of national lotteries are automatically trans

ferred to private aid agencies. Only a minority of agencies depend on just one of 

these three income categories. In Europe, most common is 'co-funding', a com

bination of private donations matched by official funding, while market-based 

funding is still rather insignificant. 
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The proportional dependency on either private donations or state subsidies 

determines the operational manoeuvring space of private agencies. Private agencies 

with a high dependency ratio on state funding (say more than fifty percent) are 

vulnerable to official policy changes and therefore more likely to be actively 

involved in policy dialogue with governments and parliaments. Examples are the 

major private aid agencies in Germany, the Netherlands, Canada, Belgium, Den

mark, Sweden, Norway, and to a lesser extent the United Kingdom. For the same 

reason they are also more supportive of maintaining high budgets for official devel

opment aid through public campaigns and development education. Smillie (1993: 

29) is probably right when he says that 'official development assistance owes at least 

part of its existence in many countries to the public support base created by NGOs'. 

The other side of the coin is that dependency on state subsidies adds to the pres

sures on private aid agencies to accept policy priorities of official agencies which 

might run contrary to their own priorities (Elliot 1987a). In short, agencies with a 

high dependency ratio on state funding are better able to engage in longer term 

planning, and thus can make longer term commitments to Southern partners. But 

the price that has to be paid for this financial security can be a loss of autonomy 

in policy planning and priority setting. 

Private aid agencies that derive their income from the general public are con

strained by conditions imposed upon them by the fierce competition of the 

'charity market'. One condition is the need to 'shorten the perceptual difference 

between giver and beneficiary' (Fowler 1992: 14), which explains why child 

sponsorship agencies often belong to the most successful fund-raisers. Another 

related condition is that they must invest a considerable amount of money in 

campaigning and publicity, which implies large overheads, sometimes up to thirty 

percent of total income. This is three to four times the average overhead of 

agencies dependent on state funding. An additional point was already mentioned: 

agencies collecting private donations have a tendency to over-simplify the 

problems of development to the public. Making use of images of starving babies, 

sometimes referred to as 'aid-pornography', often goes against actual development 

strategies of agencies in the field. This is still a rather painful and unresolved 

dilemma for many agencies that need to increase income from private donations. 

It shows that the reach of development education is still limited: 'many of the 

world's best NGOs have moved away from concepts of philanthropy, welfare and 

social care, towards ideas of sustainable development and community participa

tion. But they have not taken their donors and the broader public with them' 

(Smillie 1995b: 255). However, private aid agencies operating in the 'chatity 

market' have two important comparative advantages over state-funded agencies. 

One is their considerable flexibility in allocating aid resources in ways that they 

consider to be most cost-effective and developmentally sound, plus that they are 

more directly rooted in Northern societies due to their broad constituencies of 

private donors. But what influence can these individual private donors exert over 

strategies of private aid agencies? 
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This brings me to a second variable that influences private aid strategies, which 

is directly related to the issue of donor-base: to whom are private aid agencies 

accountable? Accountability is the way in which individuals and organisations 

report to a recognised authority and are held responsible for their actions (Edwards 

and Hulme 1994). Private aid agencies derive their legitimacy in the North often 

from an implicit (and poorly defined) representational role of the Southern poor. 

Controlling bodies, mechanisms or performance indicators to account for this role 

to donors and beneficiaries generally do not exist. This weak system of account

ability was one of the main issues fuelling the debate in the 1990s on legitimacy and 

'ownership' of private aid agencies (cf. Edwards and Hulme 1995). Saxby (1996) 

classified agencies according to the publics or institutions they are accountable to, 

which gives an extra dimension to the previous discussion of agency dependency 

on official donors. He identified several types of private aid agencies that all have 

different mechanisms of accountability according to the 'clients' they have to 

respond to. These clients could be the state, the donating public, members or 

constituencies, endowment managers, or intended beneficiaries. As the majority 

of agencies are accountable to the state, becoming an 'owner' rather than a 'donor', 

he concludes that the state often displaces the voluntary character of agencies and 

aligns them to the requirements of official agendas. But many (especially smaller) 

agencies also depend on income from the general public and have to convince their 

private donors that donations were spent according to an unwritten contract, based 

on a set of values. This is sometimes achieved by direct (albeit supetficial) reporting 

to private donors, but more so by sustaining a public image of credibility and 

loyalty to these values. This puts pressure on private aid agencies to prevent bad 

publicity (or at least any uncontrolled publicity) about their performance. The 

sanction of private donors, withdrawal of financial gifts, is an accountability meas

ure far more difficult to control than sanctions from the state or from a board of 

trustees. Moreover, agencies that are to some degree accountable to the state also 

potentially can be better controlled by democratic institutions than agencies only 

depending on the charity market. 

Accountability is more than just accounting for the correct use of donated 

resources: it is also about accounting for the effectiveness of agency activities. This 

longer term accountability - or 'strategic accountability'56 — poses problems for 

private agencies because accurate indicators to measure their performance are often 

difficult to find and results are contingent upon contextual factors. In the next 

chapter these problems of attributing causes to effects will be further analysed, as 

it is clear that this is one of the key challenges for private aid agencies in resolving 

their legitimacy crisis. It could even be argued that, due to the problems of meas

uring performance and attributing success to their interventions, accountability of 

private aid agencies will always remain weak, as Edwards (1996a) argues. Weakness 

in strategic accountability has become problematic for private aid agencies as it is 

likely to increase ineffectiveness or illegitimate interventions (Edwards and Hulme 

1995). An additional dilemma for private aid agencies is that they have to respond 
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to a variety of 'stakeholders' in the aid chain in two directions: an 'upward' ac

countability to agency boards and development ministry officials, and a 'down

ward' accountability to private donors, overseas partners and Southern benefi

ciaries. These 'multiple accountabilities' make it very difficult to serve all 'clients' 

equally Not surprisingly, private aid agencies (and Southern partners) prioritise 

'upward' accountability as they depend on donors for economic survival, and 

often neglect 'downward' accountability to Southern partners and beneficiaries, 

because it is time-consuming and might generate organisational instability. One 

of the dangers is that the current pressure from donors to show quick and measur

able results not only drives accountability mechanisms further upwards, but also 

tends to replace accountability by 'accountancy'. Evaluations thus tend to be 

concerned mostly with controlling the proper use of donor resources and barely 

function as mechanisms for learning from previous experiences and mistakes 

(Smillie 1995a). 

The current weakness in strategic accountability by private aid agencies is not 

likely to improve very soon. Although the need for improving performance meas

urement, transparency and accountability has been generally accepted by private 

aid agencies, most of these good intentions appear to be rhetorical: only very few 

are actually taking steps in shifting the balance back from institutional to develop

mental imperatives. As Edwards and Hulme (1995: 227) note: 'most give the im

pression that only a financial crisis will be enough to enforce more fundamental 

changes in this direction'. But other effective pressure on private aid agencies to 

redefine their current role is not really increasing, as this pressure mainly comes 

from academics and development practitioners and not from within the aid chain: 

from donors and recipients of private foreign aid.37 Official donor agencies in the 

North are questioning the added value of private aid agencies in their role as inter

mediaries channelling official aid resources to Southern partner organisations, but 

have not drastically reduced co-financing programmes.'8 They realise that private 

aid agencies are necessary allies and effective advocates in maintaining the levels of 

their aid budgets, and official donors seem to be satisfied with the new emphasis 

of private aid agencies on 'upward accountability' towards them. Nor has the 

'general public' increased pressure on private aid agencies, for example, by re

allocating their private donations to those agencies that have taken demands for 

transparency and informed public debate seriously. On the contrary, it seems that 

increasing budgets for advertising and public relations and better coordination for 

fund-raising (at least in the short term) is paying off, which is illustrated by the 

successful campaigns of 'transnational private aid agencies' such as Plan Inter

national ana Save the Children}9 By emphasising the dimensions of the problems 

that have to be tackled, combined with a vague notion of optimism about the 

virtues of quick and visible aid delivery, the Northern public has been effectively 

targeted with well-dosed cocktails appealing to altruism, guilt and shame, but only 

in exceptional cases to 'solidarity'. 

If donors are barely putting pressure on private aid agencies to increase their 
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strategic accountability, what about the pressure from recipients in the aid chain? 

Southern partners, after all, seem to have successfully pushed Northern private aid 

agencies to increase policy advocacy aimed at influencing policies of Northern 

governments, although the result of this advocacy work has been rather limited 

(Edwards 1993). At the same time, Southern partner organisations also have ques

tioned the legitimacy of Northern private aid agencies to speak 'in their name' 

without actually establishing formal procedures to consult them. Despite regular 

consultations with representatives from Southern partners, the latter generally play 

an advisory role but seldom have a direct say in private aid policies. Fowler (1996a: 

3) points at 'a fundamental Northern NGO anxiety about loss of control and re

duced role which a truly empowered partner would bring'. The general absence of 

downward accountability procedures of private aid donors towards their benefi

ciaries makes sense considering the one-way financial dependency relationship and 

the existence of a one-way ('upward') accountability system between recipients and 

donors. However, this is generally not the way private aid agencies portray their 

relationships with organisations in the South, which are perceived as 'partners', 

suggesting an equitable relationship, and, more important, the existence or trust, 

mutual accountability and transparency.40 

An implicit problem in developing 'partnership' (based on mutual trust, equal

ity, transparency and reciprocal accountability) is that donor-recipient relations by 

definition imply unequal power relations. The core of relationships between private 

aid agencies and Southern partners is based on a downwards transfer of financial 

resources in the aid chain, and an upwards transfer of information and reporting, 

resulting in one-way accountabilities that automatically affect mutual trust and 

transparency. A growing literature on possible new avenues for mutually reinfor

cing North-South partnerships points at the need for private aid agencies to 

increase information sharing and genuine consultation with Southern recipients, 

to create a special independent 'ombudsman' to arbitrate in conflicts, institute a 

division of labour and responsibilities in policy advocacy alliances, issue joint 

impact assessments and 'reverse evaluations', or enlarge possibilities for Southern 

organisations to start public fund-raising in the North. Although not yet visible, 

pressure for increased strategic accountability of private aid agencies ultimately has 

to come from Southern partners, according to Fowler (1996a: 9), 'as they hold the 

key to the legitimacy of Northern aid agencies'. 

• Intervention strategies of private aid agencies 

The previous analysis shows that differences among private aid agencies can be 

understood by examining past and current constituencies that have determined 

their size and organisational structure, and by analysing the relationships they 

pursue with publics and partners in North and South. Private aid agencies con

tinuously shift back and forth in an effort to find an optimal balance between 

money-driven (income) and value-driven (principles) determinants, between insti

tutional and developmental imperatives, although gaps between the rhetoric of 
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mission statements and actual output in the field remain considerable. But private 

aid agencies do make strategic choices and the previous section outlined some key 

factors that shape or influence these. Before looking at the performance of agency 

interventions (Chapter 3), it could be helpful to look at the evolution of strategic 

choices that private aid agencies have made to bring their value-driven principles 

into practice. Based on some commonly used classifications for Southern develop

ment NGOS, an attempt will be made to construct a typology for private aid 'inter

vention strategies', as a necessary prelude to the analysis of private aid strategies to 

contribute to civil society building. 

The most popular typology to map changes in private aid 'programming strat

egies' is Korten's generational framework. Korten (1986, 1987) identified three 

distinctive orientations in programming strategies: relief and welfare, local self-

reliance and sustainable systems development, which he considered to be 'evo

lutionary stages' or 'generations' of programming strategies. Korten acknowledged 

that these categories were actually developed to identify strategies of individual 

programmes rather than of private aid agencies as a whole, implying that several 

generations could coexist within the same organisation. First generation strategies 

(relief and welfare) focus on short-term alleviation of immediate needs as a result 

of floods, wars or famine: provision of shelter and clothing to refugees, distribution 

of food or emergency health care. Relief aid is generally implemented and fully 

controlled by 'operational' Northern aid agencies. Many of the older private aid 

agencies originally started with this type of relief aid, also beyond situations of 

direct emergencies. Although this strategy is still widely used in emergency situa

tions (such as in Africa in the 1990s), relief aid by definition only temporarily 

alleviates the symptoms of poverty. Second generation strategies are oriented to 

local self-reliance. They are based on the acknowledgement of the limitations of 

relief operations and address problems generated by poverty and exclusion with 

longer term projects, often community-based. The approach is oriented toward 

sustainability in the long run, aiming at self-reliance of local communities after 

external assistance has been withdrawn. Involvement of Southern NGOS (which 

implement projects together with organisations in the community) and a micro-

orientation are other features that distinguish second generation strategies from the 

first. A wide variety of activities belong to this category, from delivery of health and 

education services to projects for agricultural applied technology transfer. The 

majority of private aid supported projects probably fit into this second generation 

category. Korten's third cluster of programming strategies (sustainable systems 

development) is guided by the conviction that local sell-reliant community devel

opment is not sustainable in the absence of regional or national supportive 

environments. Third generation strategies are geared at pursuing policy changes at 

governmental levels and increasing coordination between organisations involved 

at the micro- and macro-level. The function of private aid agencies evolves from 

an operational to a facilitating and catalyst role. Emphasis switches from a project 

approach to a more integrated programme approach, in which local partners 



8 6 T H E P O L I T I C S O F C I V I L S O C I E T Y B U I L D I N G 

acquire considerable autonomy in policy implementation. The scope of activities 

could vary from programmes assisting official service-delivery systems to large scale 

integrated rural credit programmes. Also non-financial interventions, such as 

attempts by sectoral coalitions to reform public policies, could be included in 

Korten's third generation strategies. 

Korten's generational framework of what he later called 'voluntary development 

action' (1990) has remained surprisingly unchallenged over the last decade.4' The 

popularity of his generational framework is probably that it suggests paradigm 

shifts within (Northern and Southern) NGOS, although these paradigms are not 

necessarily endorsed institutionally (Nerfin 1992). This means that any private aid 

agency will likely recognise itself somewhere along this generational spectrum, 

combining a 'healthy' combination of generational characteristics. However, if 

several strategies can coexist within one private aid agency, apparently no institu

tional strategy adaptation is made towards a new paradigm. Korten's framework 

is certainly helpful in understanding changes of strategy over time, but is at the 

same time too general and contradictory for explaining paradigm shifts. The first 

two generations generally follow the modernisation paradigm of development, but 

the paradigm of'alternative development' with 'empowerment' as a central concept 

is located somewhere halfway between the second and third generation. Korten 

(1990:123-128) added to the confusion by suggesting a 'fourth generation' - in fact 

addressing this alternative development paradigm - in which social movements are 

considered as the central actors for global change. The private aid agency only plays 

a marginal role in this strategy and is supposed to 'coalesce and energise self-

managing networks over which it has no control whatever. This must be achieved 

primarily through the power of ideas, values and communication links.' As these 

movements 'move on social energy more than on money' this approach actually 

contributes to making private aid in the long term superfluous. 

A more useful approach to classify agency strategies was suggested by Elliot 

(1987a), although his scheme never achieved the popularity of Korten's generations. 

Instead of looking at programming strategies, Elliot distinguished between rhetoric 

and practice and took activities of private agencies as an indicator to distinguish 

among agency strategies. He analysed changes in behaviour of private aid agencies 

and identified three different 'approaches' in this process: 'welfare', 'development' 

and 'empowerment'. Although his approaches apparently overlap with Korten's 

generations, there are important differences. The welfare approach, according to 

Elliot, is generally adopted by missionary organisations, child-sponsorship organ

isations and agencies emphasising 'starving baby imagery' in their fund-raising 

campaigns. In practice, it is meant to deliver services (like food provision or health 

care) to specific groups to respond to immediate needs as a result of emergencies. 

The welfare approach is concerned more with quick results and a high fund-raising 

appeal than solving real problems of poor communities, and it covers more or less 

Korten's first generation. The developmental approach has as its central goal to 

improve the capacity of local communities in providing their own basic needs and 
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to become self-reliant in the long run. Activities in this direction still cover the 

majority of projects financed by private aid agencies. 

Elliot (1987a: 58) makes an important distinction between rhetoric and practice: 

'although the background paradigm is often that of the modernisation school of 

development theory, the rhetoric is often one of self-reliance and interdependency'. 

He points at the frictions that emerged as soon as the development approach was 

implemented in the field, where it was discovered that development is not about 

allocating resources but about changing power relations. This is where Elliot lo

cates a paradigm shift, towards his third approach of 'empowerment' inspired by 

the 'conscientisation' school of Alinksy and Freire. Within the paradigm of'social 

change', 'alternative development', or whatever one wants to call it, the role for 

Northern private agencies is in fact rather marginal. Elliot (1987a: 59) observes that 

'empowerment is something that cannot be delivered', as it is a process of change 

that depends on people rather than resources. The role of private aid agencies is 

therefore limited to offering some indirect assistance, either financial or technical, 

to what he calls 'loose and unstable coalitions of groups working in the village, 

many of which would see their own integrity threatened by too close a relationship 

with Northern NGOS' . 

The idea of identifying evolutionary stages in strategies or activities of non-profit 

agencies was already suggested in the 1930s by Alva Myrdal, when she described 

three stages of social reform policies. The first stage was the period of curative 

social policy through private charity and public poor relief, which she called the 

'paternalistic conservative era'. The second stage was the 'liberal era': the period of 

social insurance broad in scope but merely symptomatic. The third, 'Social Demo

cratic era', was the stage where preventing the ills was attempted through protective 

and cooperative social policies.42 Private aid agencies have gone through similar 

stages on the spectrum from paternalism to cooperation, and from altruism to 

solidarity. This evolution reflects a gradual change about how development is 

perceived and what the role could be of development aid and donor agencies. 

It also makes clear that the paradigm of modernisation, predominating until the 

mid-1970s, evolved in two different directions: one towards neoliberalism and the 

other towards an alternative approach that is often called 'social development' 

(Howes 1992). This social development paradigm is centred around concepts such 

as 'participation', 'partnership', 'process' and 'empowerment', and often directly 

linked to strategies and activities of private aid agencies and Southern NGOS 

(Malena 1995). However, in the late 1980s it also became clear that activities of 

private aid agencies and Southern NGOS had not automatically followed the altern

ative approach to traditional development theory: many were in fact working 

within the parameters of neoliberalism. Evolutionary approaches to explain private 

aid strategies should therefore be treated with caution. 

There is an additional reason to be careful about analysing programming strat

egies according to evolutionary stages: many approaches or strategies are often 

applied simultaneously within the same private aid agency. In fact, the 1990s have 
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shown an increase in emergency relief activities from agencies that claim to work 

within the paradigm of social development. If it is assumed that this coexistence 

of strategies is a result of cumulative evolutionary stages, why are first generation 

strategies (telief aid) not gradually abandoned over time by private aid agencies that 

also use second and third generation strategies? Therefore, despite their popularity, 

evolutionary stages often generate confusion rather than add to an understanding 

of strategic choices of private aid agencies. At best, evolutionary sequences could 

map gradual changes and adaptations of general mission statements of private aid 

agencies and Southern NGOs. However, in that case it would be more helpful to 

distinguish explicitly between rhetoric and practice by identifying 'intervention 

strategies', instead of stages, to analyse how mission statements are converted into 

applied policies. Many private agencies simultaneously use a variety of intervention 

strategies, depending on local needs and conditions, sometimes contrary to their 

mission statements. By mapping these intervention strategies based on their 

'practice in the field', the search by private aid agencies to strike a balance between 

institutional and developmental imperatives also could become more explicit. In 

Table 2.3 Four types of private aid intervention strategies 

Relief Service del ivery Empowerment Civil society building 

lime frame Immediate Project cycle 
(2-3 years) 

Programme 
(5-10 years) 

Generation 

(>10 years) 

Scope Family Communi ty 
Communi ty National 

Community 
National 

National 
International 

Main actors Northern (pri
vate) donor 

Southern NGO Grassroots organ
isation; supported 
by SNCO 

Coalition of SNCOS 

and CROS; lobbying 

in the North 

Fund-raising Starving children Basic needs; Self-help 
appeals safety-net 

Solidarity 

Performance Stop starvation and # of schools, wells, 
indicator immediate suffering or rate of literacy 

Increase of demo
cratic and autono
mous membership 
organisations 

Density, diversity, 
equitability of civil 
society; political 
transformation 

Accountability Upwards within 
agency; weak 
downwards 

Functional upwards: 
SNGO to PAA; weak 
downwards 

Functional and 
strategic upwards: 
GRO-SNGO-PAA 

Functional and 
strategic upwards 
and downwards 

Partnership Operational private Accompaniment; Accompaniment; Mutual autonomy; 

aid agencies; relative mutual respect S-N division of 
hierarchy autonomy of SNCO responsibilities 

SNCO = Southern development N G O 
CRO = Southern membership ('grassroots') organisation 
PAA = Northern private aid agency 
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order to map these strategies, by identifying what agencies actually do in practice, 

four types of intervention strategies are schematically identified in Table 2.3: relief, 

service delivery, participation and empowerment, and civil society building.43 The 

focus of the next chapter will be to further analyse the intention and performance 

of private aid agencies in their strategies to contribute to civil society building. 

Some final remarks should be made to avoid misunderstanding this typology of 

intervention strategies. Obviously, one should be careful about generalisations 

when putting the great diversity of intervention strategies of private aid agencies 

into a simple matrix. The practice is far more complex and distinctions between 

the four categories of intervention strategies are generally blurry instead of sharp. 

Many other classifications could be made and the current scheme certainly could 

be more elaborated. But the point is that agency strategies do have particular 

underlying assumptions which have fundamental consequences for agency behav

iour, relations with partners and the impact of their interventions. By mapping 

these variables, it is possible to look beyond the rhetoric of mission statements and 

to identify commonalties among intervention strategies that are actually applied 

in the field. The typology serves as a guide, and it should be possible to determine 

for any private agency which (combination of) intervention strategies are being 

used in a particular country or sector. After all, it is not exceptional that several 

intervention strategies coexist at the same time in one private agency, and even in 

one particular project or programme. It is often preferable to combine a variety of 

intervention strategies to increase the likelihood of success of one of the strategies. 

For example, if activities are oriented towards social transformation (using em

powerment or civil society building strategies), they are often 'camouflaged' by 

relief and service-delivery activities that are generally not perceived by an authori

tarian regime as 'subversive' activities. Fowler (1992: 11) calls this the 'onion-skin 

strategy': 'an outer layer of welfarism that protects inner layers of service delivery 

around a core dedicated to transformation'. This could explain why agencies find 

it difficult to map their activities according to intervention strategies, as these are 

often serving multiple purposes.44 

The foregoing analysis also indicates that the schematic 'aid chain' presented 

earlier in Figure 2.2 needs more elaboration. Private aid interventions generally 

coincide with official aid interventions, involving a number of other actors that 

were absent in the initial diagram. Figure 2.4 tries to illustrate the more complex 

setting in which private aid agencies are actually operating, although the situation 

in practice involves of course many more actors. The grey arrows represent the 

main directions of aid flows. Private aid income from donations (1) and from 

official sources (2) is diminishing,45 implying that private aid transfers to Southern 

development NGOs (3) also have decreased. But at the same time, direct funding 

from Northern governments (a) and from multilateral donors (c) to Southern 

organisations in civil society has increased, despite the downward tendency of 

overall official development assistance (a + b + c) in the mid-1990s. It is this 'direct 

funding' mechanism that is mostly threatening the future existence of private aid 
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Figure 2.4 Stakeholders and aid flows in multiple aid chai 
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(1) private aid income from citizens' donations 
(2) private aid income from official subsidies 
(3) private aid allocations to Southern recipients in civil society (generally NCOS) 
(4) provision of services to membership organisations or direct beneficiaries 
(5) provision of benefits to members and/or other beneficiaries 

(a) official (direct) funding to Southern organisations in civil society 
(b) official development assistance to Southern governments 
(c) multilateral development assistance to Southern governments 

>~ = (primary) aid flows 
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agencies as the pivotal actor in the aid chain. It is also one of the key elements to 

understanding the politics of civil society building. By directly funding local 

organisations in civil society, official aid agencies have started to enter a terrain that 

had largely been dominated by private aid agencies, even though considerable 

differences exist among their strategic orientations, as the following chapter will 

demonstrate. 

2.4 Bridging the gap between rhetoric and reality 

Private aid agencies emerged in Northern civil societies as expressions of post-

colonial compassion with the Third World poor. During the Cold War, differences 

between European and us private aid agencies increased, as the latter predominant

ly continued their shorter term relief assistance in line with foreign policy object

ives, whereas many European and Canadian private aid agencies became channels 

for 'solidarity aid', often with a considerable share of official funding. During the 

'golden era' of private foreign aid, from the mid-1970s to the late 1980s, these 

agencies became important actors in international development assistance. Perhaps 

not so much in terms of quantity, as private aid never represented more than 12 

percent of total aid flows to the South, but certainly in terms of innovating devel

opment thinking and strengthening civil societies abroad with people-centred 

strategies. 

In the early 1990s, the comparative advantages attributed to private aid agencies 

were increasingly questioned. Income stagnated and a wave of critique challenged 

the legitimacy of private aid agencies, while many of their traditional partners 

overseas started to receive large amounts of other resources, particularly through 

'direct funding' from governments and multilateral institutions. The resulting crisis 

of identity facing private aid agencies in the late 1990s could be characterised as a 

search for a new balance between their developmental goals and their survival as 

institutions. Some European agencies think that the crisis is a matter of improved 

management and marketing, and they might follow the pragmatic survivalist mode 

that us private aid agencies have chosen since the Cold War. Others acknowledge 

that longer term survival of private aid agencies will require more, such as the need 

to 'reinvent' solidarity by forging new national and international alliances and by 

mobilising Northern constituencies on the basis of arguments, instead of emotions 

(TNI 1996). 

Part of the current crisis could be attributed to the weak accountability systems 

of private aid agencies, which in turn could be explained by the ambiguous char

acter of intervention strategies: good intentions and public messages often differ 

from activities that exist in practice. There appears to be a time lag between innov

ations in development theory and innovations in agency strategies. For example, 

much of the rhetoric on empowerment, which had already been proposed in the 

early 1970s, only became part of actual agency strategies in the 1980s.4 But there 
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is also a gap between what agencies pretend they are doing and what is actually 

implemented. Fowler's 'onion-skin approach' could also be applied to describe the 

ambiguities of many private agencies: an outer layer of good intentions and ideal

istic principles about empowering the poor, and an inner layer of market-driven 

values aimed at institutional reproduction. This inner layer became more visible 

in the 1990s, when the growth of agency income was stagnating and institutional 

imperatives started to dominate private aid strategies. One of the innovations of 

private aid agencies has been to extend the empowerment approach towards a 

macro-level, by contributing to longer term civil society building. Although often 

generating results that were not intended initially, one of the conclusions of the 

previous analysis is that it is more useful to focus on what private agencies actually 

do in practice, than to examine their intentions which are laid down in mission 

statements or the promises of their fund-raising campaigns. It is therefore time to 

look at the output of private aid agencies, at what they actually achieve in practice, 

especially in terms of their contribution to strengthening civil societies. 


