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In the afternoon of the day of arrival ‘the king sent three horses equipped with their saddles, and 
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addition to discussing trade in cinnamon and pepper, they covered many and carried topics of 
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Beumer, 1988. London: Serendib Publications) 
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DUTCH POLITICAL SYSTEM AND POLITICAL PARTIES 
REFERRED TO IN THE THESIS 

The democratic principles are laid down in the Constitution.The Queen is titular head of 
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new government, and the ‘formateur’ who undertakes to form a new government. She has to sign 
all laws and has to confirm appointments of ministers and ambassadors. The government of the 
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full political responsibility; the Queen has no political responsibility. The Cabinet is collectively 
responsible to Parliament. The Cabinet is led by the prime minister, and s/he is the presiding 
minister (primus inter pares).  
 
The Dutch Parliament consists of a Lower House or Second Chamber and an Upper House or 
First Chamber, also referred to as the Senate. The Lower House discusses laws proposed by the 
government and proposes laws itself. It reviews Cabinet actions and decisions. The Upper House 
confirms or rejects laws accepted by the Lower House. Members of the Lower House, generally 
considered the more important House, are elected directly every four years with a party-list 
proportional representation. Members of the First Chamber are elected indirectly by provincial 
councillors, again every four years, just after the elections of the provincial councils, via a system 
of proportional representation. As a result of the electoral system and the lack of dominating 
parties, coalition cabinets, composed of two or three parties, are the norm.  
 
CDA, Christen Democratisch Appel (Christian Democratic Party): A centre-right Christian 
democratic party. It holds to the principle that government activity should supplement but not 
supplant communal action by citizens. The CDA sees its philosophy as standing between the 
"individualism" of the VVD and the "statism" of the PvdA. 
 
PvdA, Partij van de Arbeid (Labour Party): A social democratic, centre-left labour party. Its 
programme is based on greater social, political and economic equality for all citizens.  
 
SP, Socialistische Partij (Socialist Party): A far-left socialist party, which has evolved from a 
Maoist split from the Communist Party Netherlands into a less radical socialist party. It remains 
far more left-wing than the Labour Party. 
 
VVD, Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie (Liberal Party): A conservative-liberal party. It 
attaches great importance to private enterprise and the freedom of the individual in political, 
social and economic affairs.  
 
GroenLinks (Green Left): As its name implies, green, environmentalist ideals with left-wing 
ideals.  
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CU, ChristenUnie (Christian Union): An orthodox Protestant party, with conservative stances on 
abortion, euthanasia and gay marriage. In other areas the party is considered centre-left, for 
instance on immigration, welfare state and environment.  
 
D66, Democraten 66 (Democratic 66): A social-liberal radical party. The party supports liberal 
policies on abortion, euthanasia and reform of the welfare state. The party is left-wing on 
immigration, environment and foreign policy.  
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SRI LANKAN POLITICAL SYSTEM AND POLITICAL PARTIES 
REFERRED TO IN THE THESIS 

The Constitution of Sri Lanka establishes a democratic, socialist republic which is also a unitary 
state. The president of Sri Lanka is the head of state, the commander-in-chief of the armed forces, 
as well as head of government, and is popularly elected for a six-year term. The president 
appoints and heads a cabinet of ministers composed of elected members of Parliament. The 
Parliament has 225 members, elected for a six-year term, 196 members elected in multi-seat 
constituencies and 29 by proportional representation. Members of Parliament are elected by 
universal suffrage based on a modified proportional representation system by district to a six-year 
term.  
 
Sri Lanka has a two-party system, which means that there are two dominant political parties, with 
extreme difficulty for anybody to achieve electoral success under the banner of another party.  
 
UNP: The United National Party is a leading political party in Sri Lanka. The UNP was the 
governing party or in the governing coalition from 1947 to 1956, from 1965 to 1970, and from 
1977 to 1994. In total, the UNP governed Sri Lanka for 33 of 57 years after independence. The 
UNP also had control of the executive presidency from its formation in 1978 till 1994. The UNP 
favours a more neo-liberal market-oriented economy. It is comparatively inclined to the right.  
 
SLFP: The Sri Lanka Freedom Party, one of the major political parties in Sri Lanka, was founded 
in 1951 and, since then, has been one of the two largest parties. It first came to power in 1956 and 
since then has been the predominant party in government on a number of occasions. The SLFP 
represented a form of non-revolutionary socialism and a policy of non-alignment with strong ties 
to socialist countries. 
 
LSSP: The Lanka Sama Samaja Party (Lanka Equal Society Party) was founded in 1935 by a 
group of young people mainly educated in London, who had come into contact with the ideas of 
the European Left. In 1940 the LSSP split with the expulsion of the pro-Moscow fraction. The 
expelled members formed the United Socialist Party (USP), which later evolved into the 
Communist Party. The LSSP was thus confirmed as a Trotskyist party. 
 
CP: The Communist Party was founded in 1943, and was a continuation of the United Socialist 
Party. The USP had been formed out of the pro-USSR wing of the LSSP.  
 
NSSP: The Nava Sama Samaja Pakshaya (New Equal Society Party) is a Trotskyist political 
party. It was formed through the expulsion of a tendency from the LSSP in 1977.  
 
JVP: Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (People's Liberation Front) was started as a Marxist party but 
in the nineties it toed a nationalist line. The JVP originated as an underground militant movement, 
which launched armed rebellions in 1971 and 1987-90. The JVP contested Parliamentary 
elections in 2002 and since then it has been represented in Parliament, emerging as the third 
force. 
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SLMP: The Sri Lanka Mahajana Pakshaya (Sri Lanka People's Party) was founded in 1984 by a 
break-away group from the SLFP. It was led by Chandrika Kumaratunga and the popular actor, 
Vijaya Kumaratunga, the husband of the former. 
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1.   INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

1.1 Introduction 

“As long as we agree, you say that the money belongs to both of us. But the moment we 
disagree, you say that the money belongs to you”. Thus lamented the chairperson of the 
NGO I worked for then. A deafening silence prevailed for a few minutes. My 
chairperson, a veteran trade unionist-turned-NGO leader, said this when we were 
attending a meeting with a consortium of donors in London.1 As other meeting rooms of 
the host donor’s office were occupied, we met in a room in the attic. The room was nice 
and big enough to accommodate us all but it had no natural light and fresh air. The 
chairperson’s statement came towards the end of two days of deliberations we had with 
donors around a new proposal for funding put forward by us. This spontaneous statement 
was made partly as a joke to relieve us all of the strain of intense discussions that took 
place for a couple of days. There was also a sense of desperation with the realisation that 
our proposal would not see the light of day, anyway. But why did the grey-haired 
chairperson who is otherwise diplomatic make such a bad joke? Why did the donors 
remain tight-lipped for some time? Did the joke of the veteran NGO leader prick the 
conscience of donors? But why then should donors be hurt by such a statement? 
 
The chair’s blunt words perhaps shook the foundation of the donors in the North.2 The 
role of these non-governmental donors (identified as Northern Private Aid Agencies 
NPAAs3 in this study) is justified by two claims that relate to who is best able to reach the 
poor, a main thrust of development cooperation. The first claim is that Southern Non-
Governmental Organisations (SNGOs) work better with the poor than the often corrupt, 
bureaucratic and inefficient governmental agencies. It is claimed that the SNGOs work 
with the poor in a participatory, innovative and flexible manner. They are more efficient 
and effective in carrying out the work with the poor. This is called the ‘comparative 
                                                 
1 This meeting took place in December 1999. Representatives from three donor agencies were in 
attendance. The Sri Lankan delegation included the chair, treasurer and me, who was on the staff of the 
NGO. 
2 I use the terms southern and northern as prefix to NGOs and donors, respectively. ‘Southern’ and 
‘Northern’ in development/NGO parlance do not denote a strict geographical location based on the 
hemisphere in which they are located. Rather, the terms ascribe the degree of development in such 
countries, connoting Northern as ‘developed’ and Southern as ‘developing’ or ‘less developed’. Therefore, 
I use the terms Northern and Southern in the above sense in this thesis. See Section 3.4 of Chapter 3 for a 
detailed account of concepts and definitions. 
3 Those agencies based in the North whose core task is providing financial and technical assistance to 
NGOs in the South and advocacy work in the North. The prefix ‘private’ discern them from 
governmental/official donors. See Section 3.4.1 of Chapter 3 for a detailed account of concepts and 
definitions. 
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advantage of SNGOs’ (Cernea 1988, Tvedt 1998). Having claimed the SNGO as the best 
channel to reach the poor, the second claim relates to who is best able to coordinate the 
work with SNGOs. The claim is that the NPAAs relate with SNGOs more effectively 
than the inefficient, costly and bureaucratic governmental agencies in the North. The 
cornerstone of this claim is the quality of the relationship that NPAAs maintain with 
SNGOs. The common thread that runs through these two claims is that the SNGOs and 
NPAAs are better than their respective governmental counterparts. What brings the 
SNGOs and NPAAs together is the value-addition of their relationship. Put together, the 
two claims suggest that development cooperation funds administered by NPAAs can 
reach the poor in the South efficiently and effectively through their value-added relations 
with SNGOs. 
 
Thus the relations between NPAAs and their counterparts in the South assume an 
important position in development cooperation (OPOP 2004, Hudock 1999). Though not 
often acknowledged, the value-added relationship claim is used to legitimise the 
existence of NPAAs. Without the value-addition of the relationship, the role of NPAAs 
cannot be legitimised. This is because NPAAs functioning as intermediaries face the 
added complication that values must be reflected in external relationships if legitimacy is 
to be maintained (Edwards and Fowler 2002:7). Therefore, Inter-Organisational Relations 
(IORs) between NPAAs and SNGOs is a major plank in the private channel of 
development cooperation. The IORs between the two are not considered as only an end to 
achieve something but as an end in itself (Taylor 2002). This means that both the 
outcome and process of IORs are important in NPAA-SNGO relations.  

1.2 The ‘articles of faith’ in the private channel of development cooperation  

As said before, the justification and legitimisation of the private channel is based on the 
claim of value-addition in the relationship. These claims are made by the actors of private 
channels themselves. Hence, they are self-descriptions. I call these claims and self-
descriptions the articles of faith4 in the private channel of development cooperation. The 
value-addition of the relationship between NPAAs and SNGOs is based on the following 
articles of faith:  
 

a) NPAAs and SNGOs work in a consultative manner: This claim suggests that 
the relationship between the two entities is characterised by a two-way exchange 
of information, joint decision making, reciprocal accountability and transparency 
(Lister 1999). The two parties are said to put more emphasis on the quality of 
policy dialogue (Steering Committee Evaluation TMF Programme 2006). Joint 
decision making does not imply that all decisions are taken jointly but that there is 
a reasonable degree of consultation. 

                                                 
4 I borrow the phrase ‘articles of faith’ from Tendler (1982) but use it in a slightly different way. Tendler’s 
study (1982) was an evaluation of USAID-assisted private voluntary organisations (PVOs). She called the 
self-descriptions and claims of PVOs – such as reaching the poor, participation, process vs. outcomes, 
flexibility and experimentation, local institutions – the ‘articles of faith’. Tendler translated these claims 
into testable hypotheses. Her study questioned the validity of many of these claims.  
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b) There is congruency of goals and shared perceptions: The goals of NPAAs and 
SNGOs are understood as congruent and mutual (Hudock 1999). This is why the 
two parties come together to maintain a relationship. Based on common goals, the 
two parties hold shared perceptions on their core activities (Lister 1999). This 
connotes a harmony in the relationship. 

 
c) NPAAs and SNGOs are interdependent: This suggests that the two parties need 

each other to work with the poor and hence they are interdependent (Huddock 
1999). SNGOs need the financial resources from NPAAs to work with the poor. 
NPAAs need the information, prestige and reputation of SNGOs to mobilise 
financial resources in the North (Ebrahim 2005). Interdependency may not be 
perfect (Hudock 1999). This means that interdependent relations cannot guarantee 
symmetry and equality. 

 
d) NPAAs and SNGOs have complementary strengths: This claim is related to 

the above point. NPAAs and SNGOs become interdependent because they 
possess/offer complementary strengths (Hudock 1999, Ebrahim 2005). This does 
not necessarily suggest a notion of equality between the different strengths. 
However, the existence of complementary strengths implies that one party is not 
at the complete mercy of the other. 

 
e) IORs between NPAAs and SNGOs facilitate an exchange between the two: 

The relational features of the two entities being interdependent and the existence 
of complementary strengths essentially suggest that the relationship between the 
two is of an exchange (Ebrahim 2005). An exchange by definition is a two-way 
traffic. 

1.3 Focus of the study 

This study, in essence, questions the above articles of faith in the private channel of 
development cooperation. This means that the study examines the claim of the ‘value-
addition of the relationship’ in the private channel of development cooperation. For this, I 
ground my analysis on the specific case of Dutch Co-Financing Agencies (CFAs) and 
their Sri Lankan counterpart NGOs.5 Dutch CFAs, in short, are NPAAs that receive a 
major part of their funding from a government-sponsored Co-Financing Programme 
(CFP). The main objective of the study is to understand how the relations between 
Northern Private Aid Agencies and Southern NGOs are conceived and evolve under 
changing circumstances, taking into consideration the case of Dutch CFAs and Sri 
Lankan NGOs. With this broader objective in mind and taking the specific case I have 
chosen, I pose the main research question: how and why relations between Dutch Co-
Financing Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs thrive, stagnate or decline? The study views 
relationships as continuing and dynamic processes or trajectories unfolding over time 
under different circumstances. As part of this inquiry, I investigate ‘what’ and ‘who’ 
                                                 
5 See Chapters 4 and 5 for comprehensive accounts on Dutch Co-Financing Agencies and Sri Lankan 
NGOs. 



Chapter 1 

4 

drive the relationships. Under ‘what drives the relationship’, I investigate the factors that 
enable or constrain the relationship. The question of ‘who drives the relation’ explores 
how individuals in CFAs and SLNGOs enable or constrain the relationship.  
 
The first question, ‘what drives the relationship’, addresses how Dutch Co-Financing 
Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs are influenced by their respective institutional contexts, 
which in turn make them to (or not to) interact with each other. For this purpose, I 
analyse how Co-Financing Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs are embedded in their 
respective institutional contexts. By studying the institutional contexts and their 
dynamics, I bring in the analysis of how the respective institutional settings influence the 
work of CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs and enable or constrain their relations with each 
other. The foci of the second research question, ‘who drives relationships’, are on the 
dynamics at the levels of organisations and individuals. Under the organisational level 
analysis, I investigate the different phases that relationships go through over time. Under 
individual level analysis, I examine the role of individuals in shaping relationships.  

1.4 Why Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs? 

Official aid from the Netherlands to Sri Lanka had been a substantive source of income 
for the latter from the late seventies.6 Currently, the Netherlands is one of the top ten 
official aid givers to Sri Lanka. With the exception of Japan and multilateral agencies, 
Dutch aid is on par with German and Norwegian aid. In 2002/3 Sri Lanka’s top ten 
donors gave the following aid (in US Dollars): Japan $249m, ADB $148m, World Bank 
$146m, IMF $27m, Germany $25m, Norway $25m, Netherlands $24m, Sweden $19m, 
Korea $17m, USA $13m (Burke and Mulakala 2005:13). The Dutch Co-Financing 
Agencies, who represent the private channel of development cooperation in the 
Netherlands, had extended their support to Sri Lanka since the late sixties. The Dutch 
CFAs have been a crucial source of inspiration and support for a particular cluster of Sri 
Lankan NGOs who are small in terms of numbers but had been a vociferous voice and 
pioneer in social action since the early seventies. Interestingly, the Dutch private channel 
had been established in Sri Lanka nearly a decade before the official/bilateral channel 
between the two countries came into being. The first official/bilateral Dutch project in Sri 
Lanka was launched in 1977 by sending a flock of 896 heifers (Hoebink 1988:352). By 
the time this exotic cattle breed came to Sri Lanka (and most of them subsequently 
perished due to temperature, humidity and disease) through the official channel, the 
CFAs had extended their support to several NGOs in Sri Lanka in many parts of the 
country. In this sense, the CFA support was a forerunner in Sri Lanka vis-à-vis 
official/bilateral funding. However, the latter soon caught up by infusing large sums of 
aid to state projects. As I will argue in this study, the Dutch CFAs have left an indelible 
imprint on Sri Lanka, though it is not widely known. 
 

                                                 
6 For a detailed early study on Dutch bilateral aid to Sri Lanka see: Paul Hoebink (l988). Geven is Nemen: 
De Nederlandse ontwikkelingshulp aan Tanzania en Sri Lanka. Nijmegen: Stichting Derde Wereld 
Publikaties (Giving is Taking: Dutch Development Assistance to Tanzania and Sri Lanka).  
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The Dutch Co-Financing Agencies are special because they had been almost exclusively 
receiving large sums of money from the government uninterruptedly and progressively 
since the mid-sixties for development cooperation. However, since the mid-nineties, the 
Dutch CFAs went through many changes largely induced by the state. As a result, 
currently they are at a crossroads. Despite the smallness of the NGO sector in Sri Lanka 
(compared to neighbours such as Bangladesh, India and Pakistan), they have been a 
formidable force especially in the area of advocacy, rights and social justice. The roots of 
Sri Lankan NGOs can be traced back to the last stages of colonialism under the British. 
The NGO project in Sri Lanka had been enmeshed closely with the Left and trade union 
movements. Sri Lankan NGOs have gone through many changes under varying economic 
systems and political regimes since independence in 1948. Though they had humble 
beginnings in the late fifties and sixties, by the eighties Sri Lankan NGOs had expanded 
immensely, attracting large flows of funding from Northern Private Aid Agencies. From 
the nineties, Sri Lankan NGOs attracted multilateral agencies and official aid, too. NGOs 
in Sri Lanka had always been the fodder for political controversies and conspiracy 
theories. They have both earned a reputation from donors abroad and received harsh 
critique and harassment (and also death threats) from many groups at home, including the 
state.  
 
Comprehensive studies on Sri Lankan NGOs are sparse. Exceptions are Bastian (1999), 
Wickramasinghe (2001), Kloos (1999), Uyangoda (2001) and Orjuela (2005). Though 
their theme was the transformation of Buddhism, the work by Gombrich and Obeysekere 
(1988) sheds a great deal of light on the ideological fervour upon which a particular brand 
of NGOs emerged in the late fifties adapting to the transformations in society. Similarly, 
Uyangoda (2001) makes an in-depth analysis of the intrinsic relationship in the trajectory 
of the Left and Sri Lankan NGOs. However, the main focus of these studies is not on Sri 
Lankan NGOs’ relationships with their donors. An exception could be Gunatilake (2006). 
However, Gunatilake’s treatment of donors and NGOs is targeted towards establishing 
his thesis of ‘NGOs as agents of neo-colonialism’.7 Gunatilake’s emphasis is on the 
‘agenda’ of donors and not so much on the relations between Sri Lankan NGOs and 
donors per se. Therefore, this study strives to fill the lacuna in research on Sri Lankan 
NGOs and donors, the dynamics between the two and how relationships have influenced 
the making and unmaking of Sri Lankan NGOs in changing circumstances.  

1.5 How the study is organised 

This study is based on the experience of relations between Dutch Co-Financing Agencies 
and their counterpart NGOs in Sri Lanka.8 The examination of relations is embedded in a 

                                                 
7 This thesis per se is not new. NGOs worldwide have been the subject of critique, for instance, Kamat 
(2002), Petras (1997) and Pasha (1996).  
8 I use the term ‘counterpart’ to denote those SNGOs that are being supported by CFAs. I avoid, as much as 
possible, the use of ‘partner’, which is the common term to denote the above. ‘Partner’ and ‘partnership’, as 
I argue in Section 2.3 in Chapter 2, are poor analytical tools and replete with a great deal of normative 
overload and political correctness. Hence, I use a generic term like ‘counterpart’. However, this term too 
implies passivity (Crewe and Harrison 1998). However, I prefer it to partners, recipients and beneficiaries.   
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comprehensive analysis of the Dutch Co-Financing Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs and 
the broader institutional contexts in which they function. Among the six Co-Financing 
Agencies, I study the ‘big and old’: ICCO, CORDAID (formerly Cebemo and Bilance), 
NOVIB and HIVOS.9 The study makes a close examination of the trajectories of six Sri 
Lankan NGOs that had/have relationships with Dutch Co-Financing Agencies in the 
above contexts. These NGOs have forged links with Dutch CFAs since the early eighties. 
While examining the trajectory of relations between these six Sri Lankan NGOs and their 
respective CFAs, I pay special attention to the period from the mid-nineties to the early 
2000s. Specifically, the temporal boundary of this study is therefore from 1994 to August 
2004.  
 
Case studies form the backbone of the study, and the case study research is the main 
methodology used. The study presents six case studies of Sri Lankan NGOs that had 
relationships with Dutch CFAs. They take a longitudinal and extended character as I 
analyse the trajectories of these organisations in different phases over their relationships 
with CFAs. These six cases represent a variety of generations of Sri Lankan NGOs that 
emerged in different historical junctures. The trajectory analysis of the six case NGOs 
functions as a window to understand the dynamics of the relationship between NGOs and 
their respective CFAs over different historical contexts with interactions between 
different individuals representing the CFAs. These windows also allow us to see beyond 
the dynamics of the two parties by giving a view of the broader contexts in which these 
organisations are embedded.  
 
Though I analyse the distinctive features of the four organisations, I do not intend to 
make a full-fledged comparative study of the CFAs. I take the four CFAs as a single 
category because I argue that the CFAs are by and large exchangeable and have very little 
value-addition as individual entities.10 This was also the conclusion of a major evaluation 
process of CFAs.11 My intention, therefore, is not to find who is good and who is bad. 
Rather, I am keen to have a generic discussion on Co-Financing Agencies as a single 
category that is a form of Northern Private Aid Agencies.  
 
The focus of the study, as the title explicitly suggests, is on the relations between 
organisations. Though I incorporate the individual and institutional levels of analysis, I 
do not investigate the work carried out by the case study NGOs with their constituencies 
(also called beneficiaries and target groups) and the impact of same in a comprehensive 
manner. The study presupposes the quality and the success of the relationship between 
NPAAs and SNGOs as a major precondition for the latter to carry out their work with 
their respective constituencies. I draw inspiration from Hudock (1999) in taking this 
position. Hudock’s assertion was that the nature of relationships forged with external 
                                                 
9 The other two, Plan Nederland and Terres des Hommes, became Co-Financing Agencies in 1999 and 
2003, respectively. They do not share the common, long history of the ‘big and old four’ and the above two 
organisations do not have a substantial presence in Sri Lanka and, hence, my decision to drop them.  
10 I make this observation from a recipient’s perspective, i.e., as far as CFAs’ role in the South is 
concerned. In the Dutch context, however, the CFAs may claim their distinctive roles. 
11 “The CFAs have begun to resemble one another more and more in terms of their choice of priorities, 
countries in which they work and sort of organisations with which they work. Many partners are mutually 
exchangeable”. Stuurgroep 2002:x. 
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funding organisations determines SNGOs’ capacity to serve their respective 
constituencies (1999:2). Hudock called this ‘inter-organisational influence’. However, I 
do not treat the inter-organisational influence as the sole determinant. Other factors such 
as institutional environment and NGOs’ own capacity are also considered preconditions. 
However, the relationship with the donor and the resource flow are considered a key 
precondition.  

1.6 The researcher and the researched 

The beginning of the chapter hinted at my engagement and interaction with NGOs and 
donors. Such a disposition calls for an explanation on my background and what made me 
conduct this study. My motivation to conduct a study on a topic like this sprang up as a 
result of the joy as well as the frustration of my professional life from 1990 to 2002. 
Initially, I was on the staff of a Sri Lankan NGO that was funded by a few NPAAs. As I 
worked for a national-level network organisation, very soon I was dragged into 
coordinating the work between donors and their other counterparts. Gradually, I became 
more involved with playing the role of an intermediary. Later, I was asked by three 
European private donors to set up and run an organisation to enhance the capacity of their 
counterparts in Sri Lanka. This gave me an opportunity to interact extensively with 
donors as well as their counterparts. Meanwhile, some other donors sought my services as 
a consultant. This helped me to widen my exposure and experience in working with a 
variety of donors as well as their counterparts in Sri Lanka. Essentially, a large part of my 
professional life had been in the middle of NPAAs and Southern NGOs. Playing this go-
between role has its own joys and frustrations. The joy comes from being a bridge 
between two parties who need each other to work for a worthy cause. The frustration is 
that, being in the middle, you become the punching bag and at the receiving end of the 
anger of each party about the other. Having heard many stories from both sides, often I 
struggled to make sense of these stories.  
 
The motivation to start Ph.D. research came as a continuation of my struggle to 
understand the bigger picture of where these stories come from and what lies beneath 
them. For this, I took a temporary break from my usual professional work and came to 
the Netherlands as part of an internship programme for two years. The two years of living 
and working as a volunteer in a few projects jointly run by a church group in 
collaboration with the municipality in West Amsterdam was indeed an enriching 
experience to understand one of the contexts of the stories with which I was struggling. 
Starting Ph.D. research, I thought, was the best way that I could make sense out of these 
stories in a systematic manner. My affinity was largely with European private aid 
agencies. However, in my professional work, I noticed the long history and significant 
role that the Dutch CFAs have played in supporting Sri Lankan NGOs. Therefore, I 
decided to focus on Dutch CFAs. In the initial stages of my professional life, I was a staff 
member of a counterpart organisation of a Dutch CFA. It was this organisation together 
with two other European donor agencies that initiated the capacity enhancing programme 
for their counterparts in Sri Lanka that made me switch from ‘counterpart’ to a 
‘counterpart cum intermediary’ role. In Chapter 3 I reflect on the recursive dynamics 
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between the researched, research process and my professional disposition, history and 
relationships with Sri Lankan NGOs and Dutch CFAs. 

1.7 A guide to the study 

The study is organised into eleven chapters in four parts. 
 
Part I 
 
The first part lays the foundation for the study. Chapter 2 examines the theory and 
literature relating to inter-organisational relations. I assess how Northern donor and 
Southern NGO relations are researched and theorised. I also review literature on inter-
organisational relations to locate my own research within a broader research canvas and 
identify a niche for me to proceed further. Chapter 3 explains how the study was 
conducted and the framework, concepts and methodology used. This includes an 
elaboration of research questions, the approach that I used for analysis, and defining 
NGOs, donors and other related categories. This chapter also explains the methodological 
framework and gives a brief overview of case studies.  
 
Part II 
 
The chapters in Part II of the study play a dual role. First, they address the first research 
question by analysing the respective institutional environment in which the donors and 
Southern NGOs function. Second, such an analysis contextualises and historicises the two 
sets of organisations. Chapter 4 gives an overview and analysis of Co-Financing 
Agencies and the institutional framework in which they are located. Chapter 5 gives a 
similar account of the Sri Lankan NGOs. Chapter 6 makes a synthesis of the two 
preceding chapters by analysing the presence of Dutch Co-Financing Agencies in Sri 
Lanka.  
 
Part III 
 
Part III addresses the second research question: what are the dynamics of relationships 
and who drives relationships? Here I start presenting the case studies. Chapter 7 gives an 
overview of case studies and individual trajectories of case study NGOs, i.e., how these 
organisations evolved over time. This chapter includes an analysis of leaders of case 
study NGOs. In Chapter 8 I move the discussion to trajectories of relationships, thus 
explaining and analysing how their relationships evolved over time. In answering ‘who 
drives relationship’, I make a separate discussion in Chapter 9 on Desk Officers of Co-
Financing Agencies.  
 
Part IV 
 
In Part IV I revisit the overall research question, which is ‘why and how relations 
between Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs thrive, stagnate and decline’. Chapter 10 
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makes a synthesis of the patterns and trends identified and tentative conclusions made in 
preceding chapters. It puts the pieces of the study in a larger canvas and interprets the 
findings, emerging trends and patterns from the perspective of the overall question. 
Finally, Chapter 11 revisits the process followed so far in the thesis, and further sharpens 
the conclusions, patterns and trends vis-à-vis the theoretical discussion made in Part I of 
the thesis. By doing so, I allow the conclusions, patterns and trends to take the shape of 
an emerging theory on IORs between NPAAs and Southern NGOs. 
 





 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Part I 
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2.   INTER-ORGANISATIONAL RELATIONS BETWEEN 
DONORS AND SOUTHERN NGOS: A REVIEW OF THE 

RESEARCH AGENDA AND THEORY 

2.1 Introduction  

In the introductory chapter, I stressed that the case for the private channel in development 
cooperation is based on the claim that private agencies (Northern Private Aid Agencies 
and SNGOs) would deliver development cooperation effectively and efficiently vis-à-vis 
the governmental/official channel. A cornerstone of the argument for the private channel 
is the ‘quality’ of the relationship between the two parties that would enhance their 
capacity to deliver the goods of development cooperation. Therefore, IORs in the context 
of development serve as a means as well as an end in itself. 
 
In this chapter I continue the above discussion but focus attention on theory and literature 
on donor-SNGO relations.1 The objective of this chapter is to review the literature on 
inter-organisational relations with a particular focus on donor-SNGO relations, find a 
research niche for this study, and, based on the review and critique of theory/literature, 
lay a foundation to develop a framework to carry out the study. I first assess how donor 
and SNGO relations have been/are being researched and theorised. For this purpose, I 
discuss and critique ‘partnership’, which is a common concept and framework under 
which donor and SNGO relations are discussed in the literature. I argue for a case against 
partnerships as an analytical framework to understand donor-SNGO relations. Based on 
my critique, I review literature that has transcended the narrow partnership framework in 
understanding relations between donors and SNGOs. I will then make a synthesis on how 
change at the levels of institutions, organisations and individuals is viewed in 
organisation theory. This serves as a foundation for my next section, which is a specific 
discussion on inter-organisational relations from an organisation theory perspective. I 
then take the discussion to a specific form of IORs – cooperation – that is relevant to 
donor-SNGO relations. Then, I make a synthesis of theories and empirical research on 
how and why relations between organisations thrive, stagnate and decline under different 
circumstances. Finally, I end with a discussion on power in IORs as an overarching 
theme to guide the study. 

                                                 
1 I used a specific term, Northern Private Aid Agency (NPAA), in Chapter 1. In this chapter, I use the 
generic term ‘donor’ because the literature I refer to uses it to denote those who provide resources to 
SNGOs. The term donor in such literature mostly denotes private donors. 
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2.2 Partnerships: an analytical tool or a hindrance to understand IORs?  

The vast majority of literature on donor-SNGO relations is presented under the broad 
banner of ‘partnerships’. This became the pre-eminent relational preference of those 
engaged in development cooperation from the seventies (Fowler 2000a). Partnership is 
regarded as the “highest stage of working relationship between different people brought 
together by a commitment to common objectives, bonded by long experience of working 
together, and sustained by subscription to common visions” (Mohaddin 1998:29). In its 
original expression, partnership was understood as a code word reflecting humanitarian, 
moral, political, ideological or spiritual solidarity between NGOs in the South that joined 
together to pursue common social change (Fowler 2000a). Partnerships are said to be of a 
higher order, more virtuous and more fundamental relational preference compared to 
other forms such as collaboration and cooperation (Hauck and Land 2000).  
 
The partnership concept has been stretched in many directions to suit and justify different 
approaches used by diverse actors such as NGOs, governments, multilateral institutions 
and the corporate sector. Thus, Fowler notes that today’s rule of thumb in international 
development is that everybody wants to be a partner with everyone in everything, 
everywhere (Fowler 2000b). The primary focus of my study is about relationships 
between NPAAs and SNGOs. As explained before, partnership is the common 
framework used in development cooperation. However, I have opted not to use 
partnerships as an analytical framework in this study. My position should be 
substantiated, as partnership is not only the dominant framework but also a ‘sacred’ term 
in the development lexicon (Saxby 1996).  
 
Partnership is a contested concept (Brehm 2004). The striking feature of the critique on 
partnership is that it challenges the very foundations and assumptions of the concept 
itself. There is an inherent contradiction between the implied mutuality and equality of 
the term and relations between donors and Southern NGOs (Brehm 2004). Ashman 
(2000) argues that the mutuality assumed in partnerships cannot be achieved as long as 
structural inequalities exist. Lap takes this argument further and concludes that 
partnership between givers and receivers in terms of equality and mutuality is an illusion 
(Lap 1997).  
 
Donors are said to use partnership rhetoric to mask their ongoing control of international 
aid relationships (Ashman 2000:31). Though claimed as a means of fostering equitable 
relations, partnership language serves as a ruse by the donors to maintain control over the 
Southern development agenda (Hately and Malhotra 1997). Partnership is understood as a 
convenient and subtle way of imposing the views, interpretation and the agenda of the 
Northern agencies on the SNGOs. Due to this reason, partnership is understood as a 
means of foreign penetration and said to be a “terminological Trojan Horse” (Fowler 
2000a). Concepts like partnership as well as participation function as political slogans to 
hide other motives (Bazz 2005). Hence, it is understood as empty rhetoric (Crewe and 
Harrison 1998) and a ‘something nothing’ word (Saxby 1996, Malhotra 1997).  
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Partnership is critiqued as a notion imposed by donors. According to the proponents of 
the above critique, the donor agencies need to establish legitimacy for their own existence 
and to demonstrate their ‘added value’ in development cooperation (Lister 1999), and 
therefore partnership is used in an instrumental manner (Crewe and Harrison 1998). 
Related to this, it is understood as a cover-up of the aid industry, which has failed in 
living up to its expectations (Sogge 2002). Partnership is also understood as a defensive 
institutional strategy against the decline in aid levels (Hudock 2000) and a practical 
solution to failing aid (Fowler 2000a). The concept of partnership contains a great deal of 
normative overload and political correctness. This masks the reality of relations. It has 
political correctness without any substance (Crewe and Harrison 1998). The idealistic 
approach of partnerships and the rhetoric linked with it is understood as 
counterproductive and harming the relationship (Lap 1997, Fowler 1991, 1998, 2000a).  
 
Despite these harsh critiques, why do partnerships still play an important role in 
development cooperation? One explanation is that the policy discourses in development 
cooperation generate mobilising metaphors (‘participation’, ‘partnership’, ‘governance’, 
‘social capital’) whose vagueness, ambiguity and lack of conceptual precision is required 
to conceal ideological differences, to allow compromise and the enrolment of different 
interests, to build coalitions, to distribute agency and to multiply criteria of success within 
project systems (Mosse 2005). I concur with Mosse as well as other critics of partnership. 
However, the critique of partnership is largely premised on normative and political 
assumptions that suggest that partnership should be equal, mutual, solidaristic and 
reciprocal. What is often presented in partnership literature is about what partnerships, as 
an idealistic notion, should look like, rather than providing an accurate description of 
what they actually like (Hudock 1999). Hence, the critique too hinges upon the assumed 
normative and political considerations rather than questioning the very basis and 
fundamental issues concerning such a conceptualisation of a relationship. I see this way 
of assessing relationships as a partial one. The main problem associated with such an 
assessment is the negligence of the institutional and organisational dimension of the 
relationship. The political dimension is important as it addresses the power issue. But to 
do so at the cost of the institutional and organisational dimensions, in my view, obscures 
the overall picture. Therefore, the literature on partnerships as well as the critique leaves 
us with a vague, ambiguous and idealistic notion, and a political critique, rather than a 
clearly discernible practice or a theoretically specified construct. The partnership 
literature has been little informed by theory or conceptual frameworks (Lowndes and 
Skelcher 1998, Lister 1999). Even the limited attempts in theorising partnerships are not 
made from an organisational perspective (Lister 1999). An important aspect like the 
‘organisation’ has been totally overlooked in partnership discussions (Fowler 1998). 
However, a few exceptional authors (Ashman 2000, Lister 1999, Hudock 1995, 1999, 
Lister 1999, Ebrahim 2005, Baaz 2005) have attempted to analyse relationships between 
donors and SNGOs without being constricted with an under-theorised concept such as 
partnership. The works of Hilhorst (2003) and Nauta (2001) on SNGOs have transcended 
the partnership analysis. However, their main emphasis is not on relational aspects.2  
 
                                                 
2 One cannot talk about SNGOs without referring to their ‘other’, the donors. Therefore, inevitably, Nauta 
(2001) and Hilhorst (2003) talk about donors in their discussion on NGOs.  
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I acknowledge the dominance of partnership as a framework to understand donor-SNGO 
relations and as a discourse to justify the power-ridden enterprise of development 
cooperation. However, the partnership literature as well as the critique does not provide 
sufficient theoretical and analytical tools to do a thorough analysis of donor-SNGO 
relations. Partnership literature has not paid adequate attention to organisational and 
institutional dimensions of the relationship. Due to reasons highlighted before, I argue 
that the partnership framework is a hindrance to understanding donor-SNGO relations. 
Therefore, I wish to look for an analytical basis that goes beyond the limitations of the 
partnership discourse/framework. In the next section, I review such literature with the 
view of laying a foundation for this study. 

2.3 Research on donor-SNGO relations beyond the partnership framework – A 
review  

In this section I review a few recent studies that have viewed donor-SNGO relations from 
a broader and different perspective than the partnership framework. Cases of SNGOs in 
these studies are drawn from Africa, Latin America and Asia. Donors are drawn from 
North America and Europe. Most of these studies (except Crewe and Harrison 1998, 
Hilhorst 2003, Baaz 2005) draw inspiration from organisation theory in varying degrees. 
I first present the distinctive contribution made by each author to understanding IORs and 
then make an assessment of the usefulness of their contribution to this study. Finally, I 
synthesise the contribution of each work and present an overview of different emphases 
of such work. Upon this, I make an overall assessment about the literature in order to lay 
a foundation for a framework that I will use for this study. 
 
Ashman’s work (2000) is based on the relations between US Private Voluntary Agencies 
and African NGOs. Her main argument is that research on inter-organisational efforts is 
little informed by structural factors in relationships such as internal procedures for 
accountability, organisational systems and policies. She makes this argument on the basis 
of Astley and Van de Ven (1983), who assert that inter-organisational relations in the 
context of international development have created relatively greater understanding of the 
agency-related elements than of the structural features. According to Ashman, relational 
behaviour is influenced by pre-existing and fixed factors in the environment that 
constitute underlying structures (Ashman 2000:2). Ashman concludes that the power 
balance between Northern and Southern actors is skewed towards the former because 
these structural dimensions remain unaddressed. Ashman’s conceptualisation of structure 
is at an organisational level. She makes a useful contribution to understanding the 
organisational dimensions by stressing the structural aspects of a relationship between 
two inter-relating organisations. However, what is conspicuously missing in Ashman’s 
analysis is the institutional dimension. Her work does not incorporate the institutional 
dimension in IORs.  
 
Huddock (1999) takes a closer look at the relations between NGOs in Sierra Leone and 
Gambia and their donors in the North. Hudock’s emphasis is on the institutional 
dimension. She identifies the resource environment in which the organisations are located 
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as a critical determinant of relationships between organisations. She draws inspiration 
from the ‘external resource dependency perspective’ (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978).3 
Hudock’s main argument is that the way most NGOs seek and receive resources from 
their external environments subjects them to external control and deflection from their 
constituencies (Hudock 1999:2). What Hudock presents as the ‘framework of inter-
organisational influence’ suggests that Southern NGOs’ capacity to serve their 
constituencies effectively and to avoid external control by donors is largely determined 
by two factors: the number and the nature of relationships with donors (Hudock 1999:19). 
The strategy advocated by Hudock to enable Southern NGOs to counter their resource 
dependence and vulnerability to external control includes “maintaining a close link with 
client groups which they are established to assist, integrating into the economies in which 
they exist, rather than rely on often unreliable donor financing” (Hudock 1999:109). The 
contribution that Hudock makes is that she brings in the institutional dimension to 
understand inter-organisational relations. However, the limitation in Hudock’s work is 
her over-reliance on the external resource dependency perspective. Such a perspective 
puts the SNGOs completely at the receiving end of their resource environments. This 
view of SNGOs has been challenged based on the recognition of the SNGOs’ agency and 
room for manoeuvre that they create (Crewe and Harrison 1998, Hilhorst 2003, Baaz 
2005). The other limitation is that Hudock does not recognise the flow of resources from 
NGOs to donors in the form of information, knowledge and reputation that legitimise the 
latter’s existence. She sees only the flow of resources from donors to SNGOs because her 
conception of resources is limited to finances and technical expertise. Hudock does not 
address the issue of the dynamics and politics of external control. She only makes the 
statement – which is quite right – that the external control by donors does a disservice to 
the SNGO. She does not discuss how donors ‘acquire’ resources from their own resource 
environment, which has important ramifications on their corresponding behaviour.  
 
Ebrahim (2005) makes an analysis of relations between a few Indian NGOs and their 
resource providers in the North. Ebrahim’s main focus is on learning between SNGOs 
and donors and inter-organisational relations. Ebrahim too uses the external resource-
dependence perspective but challenges the standard notion that SNGOs are dependent on 
donors for funds. Instead, he argues a case for an interdependence between SNGOs and 
donors, wherein SNGOs leverage funds by providing information on successful projects, 
thereby conveying a positive reputation on their donors (Ebarhim 2005:2). He builds up 
this argument by widening the definition of resources (or capital), which is widely 
understood in financial, technical and infrastructural terms. Ebrahim uses Bourdieu’s 
(1977) classification of symbolic capital as well as economic and cultural capital. He 
argues that symbolic capital such as authority, reputation and status emanating from 
information furnished by SNGOs about their work in the South is needed by donors to 
raise funds in the North so that such funds can be channelled back to Southern NGOs. 
Ebrahim makes an important contribution to understanding IORs by widening the 
understanding of ‘resources’ and the recognition of a two-way flow. However, he does 
not discuss the politics involved in determining which resources are important. Is 
                                                 
3 I explain the External Resource Dependency (ERD) Perspective in Section 2.10 under the discussion on 
power. In short, ERD says that organisations lose their relative autonomy and independence to function 
because of their dependency on resources in the external environment.  
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information emanating from SNGOs as powerful as the financial/technical resources 
generated by donors? This question of power remains unanswered in Ebrahim’s work.  
 
Based on another concept of Bourdieu (1979), Ebrahim asserts that the habitus4 of a 
donor or an SNGO is determined by three dimensions: an organisation’s historical 
circumstances, its present institutional environment and the disposition of its members 
(Ebrahim 2005:18). The important contribution here is the recognition of the interplay of 
both the structure (historical circumstances, institutional environment) and agency 
(disposition of organisational members) in organisational relations. Ebrahim treats the 
Northern donor as the habitus of the Southern NGO. In that sense the donor is considered 
the structure and the SNGO as the agent. However, his analysis does not include the level 
of ‘agency’ of donor agencies and SNGOs, functioning through the Desk Officers of 
donor agencies and leaders of NGOs. Ebrahim’s work in that regard lacks theoretical and 
empirical elaboration on how human agency works within donors and SNGOs and 
between the two organisations.  
 
This lacuna is to some extent addressed by Bazz (2005), whose work is about 
relationships of personnel of aid agencies and SNGOs with a particular focus on 
identities. She considers identity as an important dimension to understanding how 
development aid is planned and negotiated (Bazz 2005:2). Bazz makes an important 
contribution on how identities of donors are constructed and how their identification of 
Southern NGO personnel is influenced by the development discourse. However, her 
analysis does not address how personal dispositions, as a whole, influence the forging and 
maintenance of inter-organisational relationships. Identity is an important determinant in 
personal dispositions. But it is not the only determinant. Other determinants such as 
personal histories, ideological roots and orientations, age, gender and class factors too 
constitute one’s personal disposition. Therefore, Bazz’s work does not take an integrated 
view on how agency works in donor-SNGO relations. 
 
In contrast to what Ashman (2000) claims, what is lacking in research on inter-
organisational relations is how agency works. Research on how agency works in 
relationships between donors and SNGOs (e.g., Crewe and Harrison 1998, Hilhorst 2003, 
Baaz 2005) uses a discourse analysis method. Such discussions do not incorporate the 
organisational dimension adequately. Lister (1999) to some extent attempts to bridge the 
analyses of discourse and organisations. Her work stresses the importance of the interplay 
between structure and agency in relationships between Northern donors and Southern 
NGOs and highlights the decisive role played by the agents. While acknowledging the 
structural influence on a large scale, Lister’s work found that power and influence in 
relationship are being exercised through agents, not structure (Lister 1999:13).  
 
The role of agents is to some extent addressed in leadership studies conducted on 
SNGOs. Particularly, literature on NGO leadership, such as Hailey (1999, 2000), Hailey 
and Smillie (2001) and Siddiqui (2001), stresses the decisive role played by 
founder/charismatic leaders of SNGOs. Mawdsley et al. (2005) stress the crucial role 
                                                 
4 Bourdieu defined habitus as “a system of durable, transposable disposition which functions as the 
generative basis of structured, objectively unified practices”. Bourdieu 1979:viii 
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played by the staff of donor agencies and SNGOs who liaise with each other, which 
results in effective relations between the two organisations. Dichter (1989) claims that 
successful relationships were often those in which strong personal relationships had 
developed. The existence of such strong personal relations to ‘social capital’ between the 
two parties in a relationship helps to resolve conflicts, power issues and knowledge gaps 
(Brown 1996, quoted by Lister 1999). Further strengthening the case for the agency 
argument, Brown and Covey (1989) argue that “social change in organisations is often 
loosely organised and depends on personal relationships while providing flexibility, 
makes them particularly vulnerable to the leadership” (quoted in Lister 1999:4). Although 
leadership studies help us to understand the agency of SNGO leaders as a factor driving 
relations between them and donors, they rarely analyse the ‘leadership’ or ‘agency’ that 
donor staff exercise.  
 

Table 2.1: Comparison of areas of study and dimensions of emphases by different authors 

Author Area/ aspect of 
relationships studied 

Level of analysis 

  Institu-
tional 

Organi-
sational 

Individual 

Ashman (2000) Structural aspects of 
relationships 

 X  

Hudock (1999) Acquisition of resources  X   
Ebrahim 
(2005) 

Learning, monitoring & 
evaluations 

X X  

Baaz (2005) Role of identity in donor 
personnel  

  X 

Lister (1999) Power in relationships X X  
 
The above table compares different areas/aspects studied and dimensions emphasised by 
each author identified above. These different areas studied shed a great deal of light on 
this study. However, the common drawback in these studies is that the authors have taken 
a snapshot approach to view relationships. Such an approach fails to capture the 
continuity and change in relationships over time. Change in relationships could be time 
and context specific. A snapshot approach will not be helpful to understanding the 
dynamics of a continuing relationship. Therefore, there needs to be a trajectory/process-
oriented approach to understanding the totality and dynamism of relationships. As we can 
see in Table 2.1, many works are biased towards a particular level of analysis – 
institutional, organisational or individual. As I pointed out before, Ashman (2000) 
stresses the structural side at the organisational level while Hudock entirely rests on the 
institutional level. At the other extreme, Bazz (2005) focuses on the individual level. 
Only Ebrahim (2005) and Lister (1999) attempt to incorporate more than one level of 
analysis. Ebrahim’s emphasis primarily rests with institutional and organisational levels. 
He considers the Southern NGO as the agent functioning vis-à-vis the structure of the 
Northern NGO. However, he does not pay much attention to human agency in his 
empirical work. Lister (1999) stresses the critical role that human agency plays in donor-
SNGO relations, but does not go into depth on the issue of human agency in her empirical 
work. In spite of the limitations, the above authors have transcended the conventional 
partnership framework. However, their partiality towards a particular level of analysis 
prevents us from seeing the entire picture of IORs in action. It is my contention that, in 
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order to understand the intricacies of relationships between donors and SNGOs in their 
totality, it is imperative to incorporate the three levels of analysis – institutional, 
organisational and individual. The three levels cannot be divorced from each other as 
they constantly and dynamically interact with each other. Therefore, I see a need for a 
research framework that nests the three levels that function in tandem to have an in-depth 
and comprehensive understanding of IORs unfolding over time.  

2.4 Interfaces between institutions, organisations and individuals 

In the previous section I stressed the importance of having an integrated three-level 
approach to view IORs. Why do I make a case to incorporate these three levels of 
analysis? What’s wrong in relying on a particular level when understanding change in 
interacting organisations? Why can’t we understand one level without understanding 
other levels? These questions are related to a persistent paradox found in debates in 
organisational theory. This debate is directly related to the assumptions made by 
organisation scholars about human nature (Burell and Morgan 1979, Astley and Van den 
Ven 1983) and the question of how to deal with interest-driven behaviour and 
institutional change (Beckert 1999). This can be located in a larger debate that addresses 
the paradox debated in social theory – understanding the relationship between structure 
and agency. The agency versus structure debate is expressed in different guises such as 
‘person versus situation’, ‘strategic choice versus environmental determinism’ and 
‘voluntarism versus determinism’ (Beckert 1999). In essence, what the above divide says 
is this: Do people influence organisations and the contexts in which they function? Or do 
contexts and organisations influence the people? In this section, I discuss how the 
structure and agency debate in social theory is relevant to a study on IORs. First, I present 
a brief summary of the debates surrounding agency versus structure in social theory. 
Secondly, I discuss how this debate has impacted organisation studies.  
 
Many attempts have been made to unravel the complexities of relationships between 
individuals and social structures in organising social life (Bourdieu 1977, Giddens 1984, 
Archer 1995). The structural/objectivistic analysis asserts that the behaviour of 
individuals (the agents) is determined by the institutions of rules and context that they are 
part of. The opposing analysis, known as subjectivist, asserts that agents are not passive 
receivers of the conditions and rules of the institutions in which they function. Rather, 
they use their knowledge and experience to influence the institutions, structures and rules 
around them. “This emphasis on human ability to effect change is the force behind the 
term ‘agency’ – the capacity to act as agents of change” (Ebrahim 2005:14). The 
organisation of structure and agency in social life was viewed by Bourdieu (1977) as a 
dialectical relationship in which structure influences the behaviour of human action and 
behaviour while human action and behaviour in turn influence, though in a limited way, 
structures. This influencing by both structure and agency happens constantly in a 
reciprocal and cyclical manner where both are transformed to different degrees at 
different paces. According to Bourdieu, the relationship between structure and agency is 
dynamic and recursive, with neither structure nor agent independent of the other 
(Bourdieu 1977:3, quoted in Ebrhaim 2005).  
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Gidden’s contribution to the structure-agency debate is his theory of structuration 
(Giddens 1979, 1984). Giddens reconciled the theoretical dichotomies of structure and 
agency by understanding the duality in the structure. Such an explanation avoided the 
extremes of structure or agent determinism. To quote Giddens: “The concept of 
structuration involved that of the duality of the structure which relates to the 
fundamentally recursive character of social life, and express the mutual dependence of 
structure and agency. By the duality of structure I mean the structural properties of social 
systems are both the medium and the outcome of the practices that constitutes these 
systems” (Giddens 1984:25). In short, Gidden’s approach to social action is that of 
praxis, regular patterns of enacted conduct by active actors who interact with each other 
in situations in habitual, reflexive, reflective and more conscious ways. However, 
Giddens adduces more centrality to social systems by asserting that social systems once 
established, tend to perpetuate themselves (Giddens 1984). This, in a way, resonates with 
Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’, which is understood as a “system of durable, 
transposable dispositions which functions as the generative basis of structured, 
objectively unified practices” (Bourdieu 1979: vii, quoted in Ebrahim 2005). 
 
Margaret Archer’s ‘morphogenic theory’ asserts that production and reproduction of 
structures are by the activity of agents (Archer 1995). For her, the agents and structure 
interrelate with each other reciprocally. Her argument is that it is the agency that 
constructs the structures, which in turn would provide the context and conditions for 
further action. For Archer, the agency-structure relationship is essentially dualistic, in the 
sense that structure is not reducible to agency, nor is structure the aggregate of the action 
of all agents, but an emergent property that is resistant to change (Archer 1995:247-93). 
Archer’s understanding of the relationship between structure and agency resonates with 
Bourdieu in the sense that both stress the dialectic feature and therefore the ability to 
influence each other. However, agency assumes a central place in Archer’s analysis. 
Hence, her analysis sheds more light on the character and nature of agents. Archer makes 
a differentiation between two different groups of agents who have different degrees of 
potential and ability to influence structures and institutions: corporate and primary agents. 
Primary agents have the capacity only to reproduce the conditions in which they exist. 
Corporate agents, in contrast, have the ability to influence the conditions of interaction 
and more importantly shape structures (Kirkpatrick and Ackroyd 2003).  
 
The works of Bourdieu, Giddens and Archer have made distinctive contributions to the 
debate of structure and agency, emphasising different dimensions. The common thread 
that runs though the works of the three scholars is the recursive relationship between 
structure and agency. They are interdependent of each other. Therefore, one cannot be 
understood independently of the other. However, some ‘agents’ are claimed to be more 
powerful than others in influencing structures. How have these theorisations made an 
impact on studies on organisations, which are the main foci of this study? How did the 
organisation scholars capture the debate on structure and agency? In the following 
subsection I address the above questions in order to move the discussion to organisations.  
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2.4.1 Organisation theory and the paradox of agency and structure 
 
In the previous subsection, I discussed how the interface between structure and agents 
was viewed in social theory. In this section I explain how that paradox was reconciled in 
organisation theory. For this, I discuss how dynamics of organisations were historically 
understood in different theoretical traditions. I pay special attention to neo-institutionalist 
views because they shed more light on the interface and dynamics between institutions, 
organisations and individuals.  
 
Until the emergence of neo-institutionalism in the early eighties, the understanding of 
institutions was largely dominated by economic views. The neo-institutionalists gave a 
new impetus to the understanding of institutions from a sociological perspective. The new 
thinking on institutions recognised that individual organisations function in a broader 
institutional environment together with other organisations. Organisations are constantly 
influenced by other organisations as well as the broader institutional framework in which 
they are embedded. It is this broader institutional environment that pressurises individual 
organisations to conform to a particular homogenous structure. This homogenisation 
process was called isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). According to neo-
institutionalists, all organisations within a particular institutional environment are subject 
to this constraining isomorphic process. Therefore, the main goal of an organisation is not 
to succeed economically, as the economic thought on institutions says. Rather, 
organisations are under constant pressure to ensure their survival by establishing 
legitimacy in the environment by complying with the rules and norms of the broader 
institutional framework before succeeding economically (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). In 
this sense, the broader institutional framework functions as the structure while the 
organisation acts as the agent (see Figure 2.1). 

 
Figure 2.1: Structure and agent relation in institution-organisation interface 

 

          Institutional Environment  

  Structure 

         Organisation   Agent 

         

 

 
The stance that the early neo-institutional studies (e.g., DiMaggio and Powell 1983) took 
on the agency-structure debate was that the patterns of agency and organisations are 
shaped by institutions rather than solely by instrumental calculations. The main 
contention of the early neo-institutionalists was that the organisational structures and 
agents’ actions are constrained by the institutions in which they are located. For 
institutionalists, the structure and behaviour of organisations is largely founded on taken-
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for-granted scripts of organisational reality (Beckert 1999). DiMaggio and Powell hence 
explained that despite their different dispositions, organisations would have homogenous 
structures as they are subject to these scripts imposed by the wider institutional 
environments upon which they are located. These taken-for-granted rules overpower the 
interest and human agency (DiMaggio 1988). These views of early neo-institutionalists 
resonate with the notion of habitus introduced by Bourdieu, which leaves little room for 
agency (Battilana 2006), and Giddens’ assertion that once social systems are established 
they tend to perpetuate themselves (Dorado 2005).  
 
Initially, the neo-institutionalists did not explicitly address the issue of human agency in 
neo-institutional theory. The neo-institutionalists began addressing this when they tackled 
the explanation of the phenomenon of institutional change (Battilana 2006:654). The neo-
institutionalists started addressing the role of interest and agency through the concept of 
‘institutional entrepreneurship’ (DiMaggio 1988, Fligstein 1997, Beckert 1999). 
DiMaggio (1988) understood institutional entrepreneurs as actors who have an interest in 
a particular institutional arrangement and who mobilise resources to create new 
institutions or transform the existing ones. The concept of institutional entrepreneurs is 
akin to Archer’s (1995) ‘corporate agents’ who have the ability to influence structures. 
The notion of institutional entrepreneurs clearly involves ‘strategic agency’, which is 
“planned persuasion of ends based on a rational assessment of available means and 
strategic conditions” (Beckert 1999:778). The distinction that Schumpeter (1934) made 
between ‘managers’ (who act on the basis of routines) and ‘entrepreneurs’ (the innovators 
who leave behind routines) sheds more light on understanding different types of agency. 
The latter resonates with Archer’s ‘corporate agents’ and DiMaggio’s institutional 
entrepreneurs. Further, the neo-institutionalists recognised the need to understand the 
relationship between agency and structure as a dialectical one, and that institutions do not 
necessarily and always constrain human agency, as the structures in the first place are 
created by humans (DiMaggio and Powell 1991). Again we see here the neo-
institutionalists’ views being influenced by the wider social theory debates of Gidden’s 
structuration theory and Archer’s morphogenic theory. 
 
The neo-institutionalists made an attempt to incorporate the role of agency in their 
understanding of institutional change, and recognised organisational heterogeneity. 
However, they failed to incorporate interest and agency adequately as they often consider 
attempts at analysing the role played by individuals in institutional phenomena as 
reductionist approaches (Battliana 2006). Therefore, relationships between individual 
interests and institutions in neo-institutional theorisation still remain unresolved and 
inadequately addressed. However, what Friedland and Alford (1991) stress is the 
importance of nesting the levels of institutions, organisations and individuals in social 
theory. These three levels are essentially enmeshed with each other. One level cannot be 
understood without understanding the other two.  
 
The structure-agency discussion in organisation theory has been a persistent paradox. The 
early organisation theorists have not paid much attention to the role of agents. However, 
neo-institutionalism, albeit with some limitations, acknowledged the role of agents in 
organisational change vis-à-vis its institutional context. Though the paradox remains 



Chapter 2 

24 

unresolved, what is clear is the reflexivity between the structure and agents in 
organisational analysis. Structure and agents function at two levels (see Figure 2.2). At 
one level, as shown in the previous figure, the institutional setting becomes the structure 
while the organisation becomes the agent. At the other level, the organisation becomes 
the structure while the individual (for instance, staff) becomes the agent. 
 

Figure 2.2: Structure and agent relation in organisation-individual interface 

 

       Structure  Organisation 

            Agent 

     Individual       
 

In this sense, as Figure 2.3 depicts, the organisation acts as the overlapping setting. It is 
connected to both the institutional setting as well as the individual. Therefore, to 
understand organisational change, it is imperative to understand the dynamics at the 
levels of institutions and individuals. For this purpose, in the following section, I move 
the discussion from an organisational one to an inter-organisational one, which is the 
thrust of this study. 
 

Figure 2.3: Institution-organisation-individual interface 

 

   Institutional Environment     

          Structure 

                  Organisation    Agent/Structure 

           Individual   Agent   

 

 
 

2.5 Why do inter-organisational relationships happen? 

The focus in the previous section was on the interfaces between institutions, organisations 
and individuals. However, the discussion was at the organisational level, i.e. treating 
organisations as discrete entities. What would the situation be when an organisation starts 
relating with another organisation or organisations? This requires an examination of the 
nature, basis and dynamics of inter-organisational relations. I first discuss briefly how 
inter-organisational relations are conceptualised and defined in literature. As part of this, 
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I outline a few theoretical strands that consider why organisations act together. Finally, I 
assess the usefulness of these explanations to guide this study.  
 
The literature on how organisations relate with each other is as old as the literature on 
organisation theory itself, because the very nature of organisations is such that they 
cannot function in isolation; they need each other for purposes ranging from survival to 
expansion. Literature on how organisations act together is presented under different 
terminologies. There is no commonly agreed terminology. The oft-used ones are Inter-
Organisational Relations (IOR) (Robinson et al. 2000, Barden 2005, Pettersen 2002, Cote 
and Latham 2004), Inter-Organisational Coordination (IOC) (Alexander 1995), Inter-
Organisational Exchange and Networks (Hewitt 2000) and Business-to-Business 
Relations (Pettersen 2002). Often, these terms are used interchangeably. Due to the 
vastness of the subject area and the usage of different terminology, varying definitions 
exist on how organisations act together. For Barden, organisational exchange between 
two organisations takes place when they are “willing to transfer something of value in 
return for something else of value” (Barden 2005:6). This implies that an exchange 
characterises a bilateral mobilisation of resources based on judgements made by each 
party. Thus, Barden says that each party plays a dual role: 1) maker and executer of its 
own exchange decisions, and 2) as the object of the other’s exchange decisions (Barden 
2005:6). The term network is used to understand inter-organisational relationships as it 
means ‘connectedness’, dialogue or human interaction (Hewitt 2000:49). In a broad 
sense, IOR is defined as a “process whereby two or more organisations create and/or use 
existing decision rules that have been established to deal collectively with their task 
environment” (Mulford and Rogers 1982:12).  
 
Why do organisations act together? Or in other words, why do Inter-Organisational 
Relations occur? Many theoretical explanations have attempted to answer these 
questions. Such theoretical explanations can be clustered into three strands that are briefly 
elaborated below. 
 
Exchange Theory: Exchange theory sees resource exchange as the main factor that 
drives IOR. The primary motive and incentive in exchange theory is survival. Resources 
are scarce and organisations are dependent on others to acquire resources for their own 
survival (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). The neo-classical microeconomic model of 
exchange suggests that ‘complementarity’ drives organisations to transact exchanges. 
Complementarity exists when each actor possesses something that is of greater value to 
the other than what the other possesses or can obtain by exchange with third parties 
(Thibaut and Kelly 1959, cited in Barden 2005). The notion of complementarity plays a 
pivotal role in Pfeffer and Salancik’s (1978) external resource dependency theory. 
However, complementarity is not driven entirely by economic factors; non-economic 
factors too play a part (Barden 2005). For instance, Blau (1964) argues that feelings of 
relational commitment can build up over time when parties repeatedly interact, thus 
making relationship maintenance an end in it self. In a similar vein, McPherson et al. 
(2001) argue for the case of ‘homophily’, i.e., those who share similar characteristics 
have non-economic drivers for exchange. However, exchange theory has been the 
dominant perspective in IOR theory in general (Skelcher et al. 1983:420).  
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Contingency Theory and Organisational Ecology Theory: Both these theories have 
one thing in common: they explain how organisations adapt to their environments. The 
focus of contingency theory is how a single organisation adapts to its environment, while 
the ecological theory talks about how populations of organisations find an ‘ecological 
niche’ and a ‘fit’ in the wider environment (Grandori 1987). Contingency theory’s main 
assertion is that the survival (and beyond) of an organisation would depend on its 
capacity to adapt to the external environment. There is no one best formula to survive. 
The survival is ‘contingent’ on the particular situation in which the organisation is 
located. Hence, the term ‘contingency’ is used. Organisational Ecology Theory has drawn 
inspiration from the study of biological populations and their environments (Hannan and 
Freeman 1977). 
 
Transaction Cost Theory: A transaction cost is a cost incurred in making an economic 
exchange. A number of transaction costs exist: search and information costs, bargaining 
costs, and policing and enforcement costs. These costs not only add an extra component 
to the transaction but also demand a great deal of time and energy. In order to minimise 
these transaction costs, a hierarchical organisation or a governance structure in the market 
is developed by firms. This necessitates organisations to structure themselves around a 
particular inter-organisational system. The hierarchy or the governance system would 
periodically set standards, prices and conditions for delivery of goods or services. This is 
a substitute to perfect market exchange (Williamson 1979, 1985). 
 
The literature on IORs discussed above clearly shows a bias towards an economic view 
of organisations. It is particularly evident that exchange and transaction cost theories are 
purely predicated on economic interpretation of organisations. The sociological 
dimension on IORs can be seen to some extent in contingency and organisational 
ecological theory. The habits of relationship of Blau (1964) and homophily of McPherson 
et al. (2001) make a sociological interpretation of the rationale for IORs. However, in 
general, the strong sociological emphasis seen in the neo-institutionalist approach is 
lacking in literature that theorises IORs. The role of individuals that represents human 
agency is completely lacking in the above theorisation on IORs. It is questionable 
whether such a theoretical orientation helps understand the dynamics between donors and 
SNGOs that are not driven only by economic considerations. Although there is an 
economic element in the relations between donors and SNGOs, their intentions are 
primarily targeted at social change. How do I get inspired from a theorisation that 
captures the non-economic intentions and dynamics of IORs? I address this question in 
the next section. 

2.6 IOR in different domains – finding a domain specific to donors and NGOs 

In the previous section I questioned the applicability of a general IOR theorisation with a 
heavy economic bias to understanding the relations between donors and SNGOs. As it is, 
such a generalised and economically inclined theorisation would not capture the 
specificities of the donor agencies as well as SNGOs. Can we discern different domains 
in society with specific strands of IORs with unique features and dynamics? In this 
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section, I bring down the discussion of IORs to a domain or level that is relevant to this 
study. I distinguish the three different strands of IORs in society (coordination, 
competition and cooperation), understand the dynamics of same and finally make a 
detailed discussion for the relevant domain of IOR – cooperation – upon which the 
donor-SNGO relations can be located. 
 
IORs occur in every aspect of social, economic and political life. Broadly, IORs have 
emerged in society to fulfil three distinct purposes: 1) to protect, secure and regulate the 
lives and actions of citizens, 2) to make a livelihood and create and accumulate wealth, 
and 3) to pursue individual interests or tackle personal or social concerns that are separate 
from gaining a livelihood (Fowler 1997:21, 22). The first set of purposes relates to the 
government, the second to business/market and the third to the self-willed associations of 
citizens. Hence, these sectors are labelled as the first, second and third sectors, 
respectively. In practice, the three sectors are not organised as watertight compartments. 
Overlap is always possible. Following this framework, we can place diverse types of 
IORs on a theoretical continuum ranging from purely economic to purely social (Barden 
2005). This does not imply that the social and economic explanations of exchange should 
be viewed as alternatives. However, analytically, different types of IORs or models of 
exchange can be discerned. These different types of relationships occur in the three 
sectors or domains we identified already. These are understood as ideal types of inter-
organisational relationships.5 They are coordination, competition and cooperation 
(Robinson et al. 2000:5). 
 
Coordination is commonly associated with the state, which has the legitimacy to control 
and coerce. Coordination of state is therefore rule-regulated and hierarchically organised. 
Competition is a mechanism used by sellers and buyers to facilitate transactions on the 
basis of the price system. The sellers are organised in the form of firms and they operate 
in the institutional framework of markets. Cooperation is working together based on 
consensus, camaraderie, community, compromise (Robinson 2000), affectivity or ethical 
commitment (Brett 2000) to pursue common interests. It is understood as the way that 
groups of citizens could organise themselves. They operate in the institutional framework 
that is loosely called the civil society or third sector. The common associations of the 
three domains of IORs are summarised in Table 2.4.  
 

                                                 
5 Ideal types here do not denote desirability. Rather, it is used in the way that Weber discerned theoretical 
constructions in a pure form for analytical purpose. This means that though analytically I treat the different 
categories in discrete form, in practice the boundaries are blurred. 
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Table 2.2: Common associations of competition, coordination and cooperation 

 Institutional 
framework 

Organisational 
type 

Ways of organising 

Competition Market  Firms Suppliers and consumers through price 
mechanisms 

Coordination State Government 
officers, from 
central to local 

Government and citizens through voting 
mechanisms, hierarchy; rule-based 
administrative control 

Cooperation Civil Society NGOs, trade 
unions, community 
groups, etc. 

Voluntary initiatives and social movements 
through identification of common goals 
and needs 

Adapted from Robinson et al. 2000:5 
 
Much theorising has been done about the domains of state/hierarchy and market. But 
relatively little has been theorised about the third domain, which is variously known as 
civil society, voluntary sector or third sector. Organisation theory has not traditionally 
identified third sector organisations as being distinctive (Anheier 2003, Lewis 2001). In 
our discussion on the sector comparison, it was clear that the nature and dynamics of the 
so-called third sector is not as straight forward as that of the market or state. The domain 
of the third sector and its relationship mode called cooperation needs more elaboration for 
us to assess how helpful it is as an analytical framework to guide this study on donor-
SNGO relations. I address this issue in the next subsection by delving more into literature 
on cooperation in the context of IORs. 
 
 
2.6.1 Cooperation as a domain that houses donors and SNGOs 
 
The three domains discussed before are intrinsically enmeshed with each other. But for 
analytical reasons I take a closer look at cooperation as it is the domain where the main 
categories of this research – NPAAs and SNGOs – and their interaction are located. 
Again, we encounter a problem of finding definitional clarity due to the looseness of the 
term cooperation being used by a variety of users to denote different ideas. Cooperation 
covers forms of organisation such as those described as cooperative arrangements, 
partnerships, collaboration, coalition, alliances or networks (Harriss 2000:225). In a 
broad sense, cooperation is understood as “people working together or acting in 
conjunction with others, for their mutual benefit, on a voluntary basis” (Harriss 
2000:226). The term ‘voluntary-basis’ is elaborated in other definitions. For instance, 
Ring and Van den Ven illustrate cooperative relationships as “socially contrived 
mechanisms for collective action, which are continually shaped and reconstructed by 
actions and symbolic interpretations of the parties involved” (Ring and Van den Ven 
1994:56). Being ‘socially contrived’ here is what makes cooperation different from the 
other two ideal types, market and state, which are contrived by the mechanism of price 
and rules, respectively. Ouchi (1980) uses the typology ‘clan’ that corresponds with 
‘cooperation’. According to him, the control mechanism of clan is socialisation, which 
resonates with ‘social contriving’ explained before.  
 
How cooperation happens – drivers of cooperation: As said before, cooperation is 
contrived socially. In cooperation, there is neither a price system (the so-called invisible 
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hand that drives the market system) nor a system of coercion, rules and regulations that 
drives a bureaucracy. What then drives cooperation? The main driver of cooperation is 
the existence of trust between the interacting organisations. There is consensus among 
scholars about trust as an immediate antecedent of cooperation (Smith et al. 1995:10). 
While trust is considered the main driver of cooperation, ‘self-organisation’ and 
‘confidence’ too drive cooperation. The following model (see Figure 2.4) organises these 
explanations.  
 
 

Figure 2.4: An IOR model of cooperation 

    Trust 
 
 
Institutional framework 
(rules of the game)  Self-organisation  Cooperation  
 
   
 
    Confidence 
     
 
Trust: Cooperation is considered a by-product of trust (Misztal 1996:17) with a positive 
relationship between the level of trust and the likelihood of cooperation (Gambetta 
1988a:223, both cited by Kamsteeg 1999:98). Three types of trust can be discerned. 
Process-based trust (the experience of past transactions), characteristic-based or ascribed 
trust (tied to a person’s characteristics, traits) and institutional-based trust (tied to formal 
societal structures: rules, codes of conduct) are identified, depending on how trust is 
produced (Zucker 1986:55). Shared values is an important dimension to further 
understanding how trust is produced. According to Alexander, trust may be the result of a 
history of positive interactions (akin to Zucker’s process-based trust), or common 
associations of kinship, professional or educational background (akin to Zucker’s 
ascribed or characteristic-based trust) and shared values (Alexander 1995:17). Kamsteeg 
concludes that the “principle means of control was a shared belief in organisational goals 
and purposes between the donor agency and the recipient of development aid funds” 
(Kamsteeg 1999:97).6 He argues that these goals were rooted in a particular ideology – in 
this case religious beliefs about the Christian duty to support people who are victims of 
social and economic injustice. Kamsteeg further concludes that “It was this shared 
religious conviction that actually brought donor and receiving organisation together and 
produced a strong basis for mutual trust and reliability” (Kamsteeg 1999:97). In this 
sense, shared values, beliefs, ideology and convictions play a major role in producing 
trust in a relationship. Ouchi (1980) adds another dimension to trust production, which is 
congruency between parties. Extending his concept of ‘clan’, Ouchi concludes that the 
salient feature of clans is the existence of ‘goal-congruence’ between parties (Ouchi 
1980:248).  
                                                 
6 Kamsteeg’s work is based on an extensive study of the relationship between ICCO and one of its partners 
in Chile over a period of 15 plus years. 
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Self-organisation: Self-organisation, in general terms, means mutual adjustment of 
behaviour between two or more parties over an extended period of time and in pursuit of 
a common goal. Ostrom understands self-organising as an “incremental and sequential 
process which depends on learning (e.g. information sharing) and stimulates self-
transformation of participants (starting with the re-framing of problems as result of that 
information sharing) (Ostrom 1990:137). This is further elaborated by Ring and Van den 
Ven (1994). I quote them at length: “In practice, most co-operative inter-organisational 
relationships amongst strangers emerge incrementally and begin with small, informal 
deals that initially require little reliance on trust because they involve little risk. As these 
transactions are repeated through time, and meet basic norms of equity and efficiency, the 
parties may feel increasingly secure in committing more of their available resources and 
expectations (Ring and Van den Ven, 1994:101). Extensive common knowledge and 
shared norms are key conditions of self-organisation (Ostrom 1990). This way of 
organising is more social, being dependent upon the existence of affectivity in 
relationships, mutual interests and reputations (or solidarity), and upon voluntary action, 
rather than on guidance by a formal structure of authority (Harriss 2000:226). 
 
Confidence: Confidence in cooperation relies on legal and other forms of obligatory 
instruments to seal the relationship. Confidence takes no risks as it relies on instruments 
that mitigate uncertainty. Kamsteeg, who argues that “cooperation can also be started off 
primarily with zero trust”, asserts that “trust can be built over time but the beginning of a 
relationship could be based on what is called ‘confidence’” (Kamsteeg 1999:98).  
 
Institutional framework (rules of the game) for cooperation  
 
Organisations, as I said before, do not function in a vacuum. Rather, they are embedded 
in a particular socio, economic and political context. Levels of trust and self-organisation 
in any context are strongly influenced by the incentives and opportunities created by the 
prevailing institutional frameworks such as institutional-based trust, existence of societal 
structures, rules and regulations. Therefore, the nature of regulatory frameworks, of 
incentives and sanctions that encourage transparency and accountability, of supportive 
institutions promoting and valuing innovation and learning, and of the availability of 
opportunities to lever resources of power, or to make more of an initiative through 
additionality, will all influence the level and type of cooperation that prevails (Penrose 
2000:274). Figure 2.5 sums up the explanation so far as to how trust, self-organisation 
and confidence function within an institutional framework.  
 
The differentiation of the three domains – coordination, competition and cooperation – is 
helpful to discern the particularities and specificities of different domains and features of 
IORs in each domain. The theorisation of cooperation as a form of IOR that could locate 
donor-SNGO relations sheds more light on an analytical understanding of how such 
relations take place. The synthesis of constructs in Figure 5 incorporates the levels of 
institution (rules of the game) and organisation (self-organisation, confidence) well. Trust 
inevitably engages individuals and organisations. However, the inadequate emphasis 
made on the ‘individual’ level is a major drawback in cooperation theory. Secondly, 
cooperation theory does not discern the dynamics and variations in relationships over 



A review of the research agenda and theory 

 31

time. The dynamics of relationship is not captured adequately in cooperation literature. 
Thirdly, the issue of power is not addressed at all in the cooperation literature. Therefore, 
in the following section, I look for literature from other sectors/domains that explains 
variations and dynamics of IORs. 
 

Figure 2.5: IOR model of cooperation with details 
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2.7 Capturing the variation and dynamism of IORs 

The objective of this section is to draw insights from literature in the field of business that 
discusses variations and dynamics in relationships. First, I elaborate what I mean by 
variation and dynamism in relationships. Secondly, I discuss different outcomes of 
relationships found in literature and understand how these outcomes are produced. 
Thirdly, I make a link between this body of literature and the discussion of cooperation. 
Finally, I discern what is relevant and useful for this study. 
 
In a general sense, what I call the variations of IORs in the form of thriving, stagnating 
and declining can be clustered into a category called ‘outcomes of relationships’. The 
mere fact that organisations come together does not produce or guarantee the desired 
outcomes of inter-organisational exchange. The outcomes of IOR differ from one case to 
another. Some relationships will work out well while others will not. In either of these 
situations many other things happen in a relationship. Cote and Latham (2004:11-15) 
identify different types of outcomes of IORs:  
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• Propensity to continue: Here the exchange parties work together to reach mutual 
goals. The continuation could be on the same scale and level of commitment or a 
progressive build-up. 

 
• Propensity to leave or dissolution: Commitment creates a motive to continue the 

relationship. This is lacking when there is a propensity to leave. Parties in 
relationships that are expected to terminate in the short-term behave differently 
than those that perceive that both have invested in the relationship for the long 
term.  

 
• Acquiescence: Acquiescence is the extent to which a partner adheres to another 

partner’s requests (Morgan and Hunt 1994). This is considered an important 
construct in relationship quality because when organisations are committed to 
successful relationships, they recognise that the demands made by each other are 
mutually beneficial.  

 
• Functional conflict: The resolution of disputes in a friendly or amicable manner 

is considered a necessary part of IORs. Morgan and Hunt (1994) show that trust 
leads an exchange partner to believe that future conflicts will be functional, rather 
than destructive.  

 
How are these outcomes produced in inter-organisational relationships? The literature on 
cooperation as well the work on SNGO-donor relations cited before (in Section 2.3) does 
not shed any light on this. Therefore, I rely on IOR literature found in the realm of 
business. I summarise below how different authors have provided explanations as to how 
IOR outcomes are produced and moderated by many factors, conditions and 
organisational features.7 I organise these components around the following model (Figure 
2.6). 
 
 

Figure 2.6: The basic model to organise explanations on variations of IORs 

     Organisational Inter-organisational 
     Moderators Moderators 
 
 
Environmen- Exchange Ties           
tal influences  Structural      IOR   
   Personal       Outcomes 

 
  
 

                                                 
7 Pettersen 2002 – a study on dissolution of IORs, Barden 2005 – a study on relative influence of leaders 
and organisations exchange ties IOR, Laing and Lian 2001 – a study to examine the nature and format of 
IORs of buyers and sellers, Cote and Latham 2004 – a study to understand the drivers of inter-
organisational performance, Sutcliffe and Lammont 2003 – motivations and determining factors of IORs, 
and Alexander 1995 – inter-organisational coordination. 
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Exchange ties constitute an integral variable in determining IORs (Barden 2005). 
Pettersen (2002) makes the same assertion but dissects exchange ties into two categories: 
structural and interpersonal. Structural ties at organisational level are partner-specific 
investments in physical and human assets and business practices (Pettersen 2002:6). 
Business practices can include the formalisation and standardisation of exchange 
arrangements, such as the establishment of policies and procedures for managing 
exchange activities. Relationship-specific business practices also include relational norms 
or implicit understandings that frequently function as a supplement or even a substitute 
for formal legal contracts (Anderson and Weitz 1989). As the duration of the business 
relationship increases, structural ties are assumed to increase (Pettersen 2002). 
Interpersonal ties refer to ties between boundary spanners.8 Interpersonal ties encompass 
personal skills, knowledge and personal relationships. Boundary spanners are repositories 
of such assets. Interpersonal ties are related to the tenure of individuals in boundary-
spanning roles in the exchange relationship. The turnover in boundary-spanning positions 
has a potential to attenuate IORs (Seabright et al. 1992).  
 
The types of exchange ties identified in IOR models are 1) legal bonds (Pettersen 2002), 
2) shared values (Cote and Latham 2004, Alexander 1995), 3) communication (Cote and 
Latham 2004, Alexander 1995, Laing and Lian 2004), 4) trust (Laing and Lian 2001, 
Sutcliffe and Lammont 2003), 5) perceived power, and 6) reputation (Sutcliffe and 
Lammont 2003).  
 
Legal Bonds refers to the extent to which formal contractual agreements incorporate the 
expectations and obligations of the exchange partners (Cote and Latham 2004:7). Thus, 
in this model a higher degree of contract specificity is expected to have a positive 
influence on relationship commitment.  
 
Shared values are the extent to which partners have beliefs in common about what 
behaviours, goals, and policies are important or unimportant, appropriate or inappropriate 
and right or wrong’(Morgan and Hunt 1994:25.). Exchange partners who share values are 
more committed to their relationship (Cote and Latham 2004).  
Communication is understood as meaningful and timely information between firms and 
also as the glue that holds a relationship together (Cote and Latham 2004). It is a 
dimension of closeness between the two parties (Laing and Lian 2001). Alexander makes 
a link between frequent and adequate communication with the existence of a common 
language (Alexander 1995). Due to all these reasons, IOR is said to be positively 
influenced by the quality, frequency and adequacy of communication between the 
organisations.  
 
Trust is understood as a critical factor that reduces the risk and uncertainty inherent in 
exchange and acts as a simplification mechanism (Laing and Lian 2001:5). Aggregated 
trust by all the parties involved in the transaction will enhance the probability of the 
longevity of IORs (Suttcliffe and Lammont 2003).  
 
                                                 
8 Boundary spanners are those staff or representatives of organisations who liaise with other organisations 
and the external environment. See Section 3.3.3 of Chapter 3 for a detailed explanation.  
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Perceived power (Suttcliffe and Lammont 2003) is understood as closely bound to trust 
and is viewed from the external resource dependency theory as one organisation having 
access to a disproportionately large number of resources or more economic leverage. 
Perceived power is considered a negative influence on IOR.  
 
Reputation (Suttcliffe & Lammont 2003) is also closely linked to trust. As Sutcliffe and 
Lammont (2003) argue, there should be some motivation for one party to trust another. A 
truster has to feel some confidence in the past performance and reliability of the trusted 
party. Reputation plays a major role in this regard. The higher the reputations of parties, 
the higher the chances to have successful IORs. 
 
Environmental influence: Organisations do not function in isolation. Instead, they are 
embedded in a particular context that influences the parties to effect exchange ties. 
Barden (2005) identified historical period effects, i.e., economic cycles and other 
institutional dynamics that can influence the risks associated with inter-organisational 
exchange, as a potential environment factor. For Alexander (1995), volatilities in political 
system and government intrusion and disruption could be other environmental factors that 
can influence exchange ties (Alexander 1995).  
 
Moderators: The IOR literature identifies some features – at organisational and inter-
organisational levels – that have moderating effects on the relationship between structural 
ties and dissolution and interpersonal ties and dissolution. The organisational moderators 
are 1) centralisation, 2) formalisation, 3) levels of inclusiveness, and 4) size of the 
organisation.  
 
Centralisation refers to the distribution of formal control and power within an 
organisation. In organisations with a low degree of centralisation, the distribution of 
power and control is more decentralised and vice versa. The degree of centralisation is 
assumed to influence boundary spanners’ degree of autonomy in decision making 
(Pettersen 2002).  
 
Formalisation refers to the degree to which written plans, rules, policies and procedures 
are clearly stated (Pettersen 2002). In organisations with a high degree of formalisation, 
boundary spanners are assumed to have less discretion when making decisions. In 
organisations characterised by a low degree of formalisation, boundary spanners are 
thought to be more autonomous and enjoy more discretion in their decision making.  
 
Levels of inclusiveness, which is also known as customisation (Laing and Lian 2001) and 
customer alienation (Alexander 1995), refers to the degree to which a boundary spanner 
is dedicated to or involved in activities performed by other members in the organisation 
(Pettersen 2002). When inclusiveness is high, the boundary spanner can influence the 
relational decisions and vice versa. 
 
The size of organisation refers to an organisation's overall size, volume or turnover and 
the number of employees. When the organisation is large, organisational specific norms 
are expected to have great impact upon individuals and vice versa. Boundary spanners 
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working in large size organisations are thus presumed to act in a non-autonomous way 
and vice versa.  
 
The inter-organisational moderators have a history with an organisation and with 
boundary spanners. When business relationships have lasted for several years, and 
structural ties (such as investments of specific assets and procedures) have increased, 
interpersonal ties would play a minor role, because institutionalised business practices 
would exert pressure on boundary spanners’ behaviour, and because structural 
‘immobility’ would present a significant barrier towards exit. One might also assume that 
organisations are reluctant to jeopardise years of business exchange because of tension 
between two boundary spanners (Pettersen 2002). The different components I explained 
so far can now be organised around the basic model I used before. Figure 2.7 gives a 
summary of the different components that contribute to the production of IOR outcomes. 
 

Figure 2.7: The synthesis IOR model 

Environmental Exchange ties  Organisational Inter-organisational IOR  
influence     moderators moderators  Out- 
    Legal bonds       comes 
Economic cycles     Centralisation History with    
        organisation 
Volatility in political Shared   Formalisation     
system   values     History with  
      Inclusiveness boundary spanner  
Government          Contin-  
intrusion/disruption    Size     ue 
   Communication        
           Leave 
   Trust      

Acquie- 
   Perceived power       scence  
    
   Reputation       Conflict 

Adapted from Patterson 2002, Barden 2005, Laing and Lian, Cote and Latham 2004, Sutcliffe and 
Lammont 2003, Alexander 1995 

 
Though variation and dynamism of relationships were not adequately captured in 
cooperation literature, there is a great deal of complementarity between the cooperation 
model and the above. Rules of the game in cooperation fit well with the environmental 
influence while legal bonds can be considered a tool of confidence. Trust is a common 
factor in both models. Reputation and shared values are related to trust in the cooperation 
model. Communication and perceived power can be understood as factors affecting self-
organisation. The above model to a large extent is in harmony with the analytical choices 
and theoretical positions mentioned before. My main emphasis to maintain an analytical 
approach that incorporates institutional, organisational and individual levels is addressed 
to a large extent. The institutional dimension is taken as an overall influencing factor 
while the main emphasis is given on the organisational/inter-organisational level. The 
individual dimension is represented by the boundary spanners, i.e., those personnel from 
the two inter-relating organisations who will liaise with each other. 
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The main limitation of the work of the above authors is the inadequate emphasis they pay 
to power. Sutcliffe & Lammont (2003) identify perceived power as a factor that 
influences the IORs between parties but it assumes no central place in their analysis. This 
is perhaps because the work of the above authors is largely based on buyer-seller 
relationships in the corporate sector where the power differential between the two parties 
is not as high as between donors and SNGOs. The other problem I see in the above 
literature is that the outcomes of relationship make no reference to the achievement of a 
particular purpose or purposes. Again, this could be because the outcome of a buyer-
seller relationship is a straight forward transaction, which itself largely represents the 
purpose. However, the donor-SNGO relationship in development cooperation is a means 
to achieve a particular purpose that is assumed to be a mutual one. The existence of both 
the SNGOs and donors is claimed to be highly purpose-driven. The purpose is also a 
form of capital that produces legitimacy for these organisations. Therefore, the purpose-
neutral approach of the above authors might pose limitations to capture the character of 
SNGOs and donors. The donor-SNGO relations also takes a cross geographic and cultural 
character that is not explicitly addressed in the above work. The issue of power was not 
adequately addressed in the literature discussed so far. A discussion on IORs, especially 
with a focus on donor-SNGOs, is incomplete without understanding the power 
dimension.  

2.8 The missing dimension – power in IORs 

Power is an integral element of any relationship. It exists even when not exercised or not 
observable (Emerson 1962). The existence of consensus in relationships does not 
necessarily suggest that power is not at play. In other words, it has a potential influence 
though not used. Such relations that appear power-free can be those in which power 
differences are the most deeply ingrained (Dawson 1996). Many theories of power within 
the study of organisations understand it as behavioural. This means that one’s behaviour 
could make a discernible effect on the behaviour of the other (Pfeffer 1997). Power is an 
overarching concept that has been the center of discussion in many disciplines. 
Organisational theorists too have paid special attention to power in IORs. One such 
explanation is the ‘external resource dependence’ perspective by Pfeffer and Salancik 
(1978). Their work can be summarised along the following three themes that are related 
to power. 
 
Dependence: In common parlance, dependence means subordination to someone or 
something needed or greatly desired. In the context of IOR, dependence is understood as 
“the product of the importance of a given input or output to the organisation and the 
extent to which it is controlled by a relatively few organisations” (Pfeffer and Salancik 
1978:51). External resource dependency perspective does an in-depth analysis of how 
dependencies are created. The above perspective identifies three critical factors 
determining the dependence of one organisation on the other: 1) resource importance: the 
extent to which the organisation requires it for continued operation and survival; here the 
key factors are relative magnitude and criticality of the resource, 2) discretion over 
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resource allocation and use: the extent to which the interest group has discretion over the 
resource allocation and use, and 3) concentration of resource control: the extent to which 
there are alternatives or the extent of control over the interest group.  
 
Independence: Independence is considered to be the inverse of dependence. In a generic 
sense, independence means freedom from control or influence of another or others. Blau, 
a prominent proponent of the social exchange theory, identifies four conditions for 
independence: 1) existence of strategic resources, 2) existence of alternative sources for 
which a needed service can be obtained, 3) the ability to use coercive force to compel 
others to dispense needed services, and 4) the lack of need for various services (Blau 
1964:119-25). The inverse of these conditions is very much akin to Pfeffer and Salancik’s 
(1978) assertions of how dependency is created. The new dimension that Blau presents is 
the ability to use coercive force to compel others to dispense needed services.  
 
Interdependence: In exchange relations, interdependence is considered one of the 
cornerstones of cooperation. “In social systems and social interactions, interdependence 
exists whenever one actor does not entirely control all the conditions necessary for the 
achievement of an action or for obtaining the outcome desired from the action (Pfeffer 
and Salancik 1978:40). Interdependencies are not necessarily symmetric or balanced. 
They can be asymmetric. Moreover, interdependence existing between two social actors 
need not be either competitive or symbiotic. Frequently, relationships contain both forms 
of interdependence simultaneously (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978:41).  
 
The main limitation of Pfeffer and Salancik’s explanation of dependence stems from their 
very conception of power. According to Pfeffer power is a structural phenomenon 
(1981:4). Their form of power is confined to financial and technical resources or 
economic capital. The power wielded by individuals in organisations is not taken into 
consideration adequately by the external resource dependence perspective. The structure-
agency analysis suggests that this is a partial explanation, as Giddens views power as a 
“resource drawn upon by agency in the production and reproduction of interaction to the 
structural characteristics of society” (Giddens 1979:257). Some authors I cited before, 
such as Ebrahim (2005), Hudock (1999) and Lister (1999), have used the power 
dimension in different degrees in their analyses of IORs between donors and SNGOs. 
Hudock (1999) makes an explanation as to how asymmetries exist in interdependent 
relations. She uses a classification by Keohane and Nye (1989) to distinguish two types 
of interdependence, namely, sensitivity and vulnerability, which is dependent on the 
degree to which the absence of a resource affects an actor. If an organisation cannot 
acquire the resource elsewhere, or exist without it, then it is ‘sensitive’ to the one that 
possesses the resource. Vulnerability implies that the cost of adjusting to the absence of 
the resource is felt in a substantial way for a prolonged period of time (Hudock 1999:27). 
Hudock’s treatment of power mainly rests on the external resource dependency 
perspective, which asserts that interdependence varies with the availability of resources 
relative to the demands for them (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978:42). Therefore, the 
conception of power is considered resource-centred and structural. Hudock also confines 
resources to economic capital that is concentrated on donors. But Ebrahim (2005) uses a 
broader definition of resources inspired by Bourdieu’s (1977) symbolic and cultural 
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capital to identify information and reputation as resources owned by SNGOs. However, 
Ebrahim’s work stops there. He does not link the broader definition of resources with 
power. Lister’s work (Lister 1999) uses a broader perspective by looking at different 
dimensions of power. The model that she uses to understand power dynamics in IORs is 
derived from the work of two early theorists of power, Dahl (1957) and Lukes (1974). 
Lister discerns five dimensions of power in IORs: 
 

• Base of power (the resources that A can use to influence B’s behaviour), 
• Means of power (the specific actions by which A can make actual use of 

resources, i.e., relationships and linkages),  
• Scope of power (the set of specific actions that A, by using its means of power, 

can get B to perform, i.e., structural and operational influence),  
• Amount of power (the net increase in the probability of B actually performing 

some specific action due to A using its means of power), and  
• Frameworks of power (power that is exercised by shaping the needs of others 

and thus A does not simply get B to do what B would not do otherwise, rather 
makes B acquire desires and actively pursue ends that are in A’s interests) (Lister 
1999:5-6). 

 
Lister’s framework takes a broader perspective on power in IORs between donors and 
SNGOs. Though the first four dimensions are based on a behavioural perspective of 
power (i.e., the degree to which actions by individuals/groups can have a discernible 
effect on other individuals/groups), she incorporates Luke’s analysis of power, which 
recognises that power is not just a relationship between individuals, but sustained by 
socially structured and culturally patterned behaviour of groups (Lister 1999:6). 
However, though Lister stresses the importance of the agency in IORs, her framework 
cannot be applied to understand power relations between individuals in organisations that 
interact with each other. The justification that Lister makes for this is that power relations 
between agents in IORs is less theoretically predictable and more dependent on an 
individual’s exercise of it (Lister 1999:13). However, Lister’s work on power sheds a 
great deal of light on IORs between donors and SNGOs and can be used as a foundation 
for an analysis of same. I consider power as an integral dimension in IORs. Therefore, 
power is treated in this study as an overarching theme that is reflected both in the process 
and outcomes of IORs.  

2.9 Concluding remarks 

In this Chapter I wanted to move the discussion started in Chapter 1 to a theoretical level, 
focussing on inter-organisational relations. My objective was to make a review of 
literature on inter-organisational relations with a particular focus on donor-SNGO 
relations, find a research niche for this study, and based on the review and critique of 
theory/literature lay a foundation to develop a framework to carry out the study. I first 
assessed how Northern donor and Southern NGO relations have been/are being 
researched and theorised. Partnership was understood as a dominant framework used to 
understand donor-SNGO relations in the context of development cooperation. Apart from 
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the political critique on partnership, I argued that it is a theoretically inadequate tool to 
understand donor-SNGO relations. Therefore, my search was towards a framework that 
draws inspiration from organisation theory, which transcends the limitations of the 
partnership framework. For this purpose, I reviewed a number of studies on donor-SNGO 
relations that have addressed IORs beyond the partnership framework. Whilst recognising 
the distinctive and useful contributions that these works have made to widen our 
understanding on donor-SNGO relations, I noted that such studies have taken a partial 
view – either at the level of institution or organisation or individual – that prevents us of 
having a holistic understanding of relations. I also critiqued the above studies for having 
only captured a particular aspect or stage of a relationship. The relationships have not 
been studied as continuous processes with variations and dynamics in different phases of 
the relationship.  
 
Therefore, I argued for a case for understanding relationships as continuing trajectories 
with varying dynamics in different phases under different circumstances, rather than 
taking a snapshot view of relationships that obscures us from understanding the 
variations, dynamics and nuances of relationships between donors and SNGOs. I opted to 
look at IORs from an integrated three-level approach that nests the institutional, 
organisational and individual levels of analysis. In order to elaborate more on the need to 
carve out a niche to conduct the research on the lines explained before, I made a link with 
the three levels and the structure and agency debate in social theory, followed by how 
organisation theorists have reconciled the interplay of structure and agency. It is upon this 
foundation that I discussed how IORs happen, and the theories of same. Having identified 
different domains of IORs in society, I moved the discussion to a specific domain called 
cooperation, which locates donor-NGO relations to understand the dynamics of IORs. 
Finally, I linked the cooperation literature with IOR literature from other domains to 
capture the variation and dynamism in IORs between donors and NGOs. I identified four 
types of outcomes that capture the variations and dynamism of relationships and what the 
literature says about how those outcomes are produced in IORs. I concluded with a 
synthesis of literature on what kind of IOR outcomes are produced, how they are 
produced and under what circumstances. My main critique of the literature on IORs was 
the inadequate attention paid to the power dimension. Therefore, finally, I briefly 
discussed power relating to IORs in general and donor-SNGO relations in particular. This 
chapter, in essence, reviewed the literature relating to IORs while focusing on donor-
SNGO relations. This serves as the basis to proceed to the next chapter, which elaborates 
the research design, framework and methodology. 
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3.   RESEARCH FRAMEWORK, CONCEPTS AND 
METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction  

A review of literature and a theoretical discussion on the main theme of this study – Inter-
Organisational Relations – was made in the previous chapter. I emphasised the paucity of 
literature that theorises relations between donors and SNGOs from an organisational 
theory perspective. Though some literature on donor-SNGO relations takes a broader 
perspective than the inadequately theorised partnership framework, such works do not 
adequately capture the dynamism and variation in IORs between SNGOs and donors. I 
also made a critique of the partial approach (taking either the institution or organisation 
or individual as the level of analysis) used in some research efforts to understand the 
relations between donors and SNGOs. The alternative approach I propose is a trajectory 
analysis (as opposed to a snapshot analysis) integrated at three levels that nest 
institutions, organisations and individuals. This chapter indicates how I will use the 
trajectory and integrated three-level analysis in this study. 
 
The objective of this chapter is to explain how I conducted the study, the framework, 
concepts and methodology used. The chapter is organised as follows. First, I elaborate on 
the research questions briefly mentioned in Chapter 1. Secondly, I identify the integrated 
three-level approach in three subsections, namely institutional, organisational and 
individual level analysis. Thirdly, I discuss NGOs and donors that are the main categories 
of this study. I do this to give clarity to the concepts, definitions and terminology of 
donors and SNGOs. In the same section I explain how I will use such categories in this 
study. Fourthly, I present the methodological framework used to carry out this study and 
a brief overview of the case studies. Here, I explain my choice for the case study method 
and methods used to gather data. Finally, I reflect on the recursive dynamics between the 
research process and my professional disposition, history and relationships with Sri 
Lankan NGOs and Dutch CFAs.  

3.2 Research questions 

As explained in Chapter 1, IORs between Northern Private Aid Agencies (NPAAs) and 
Southern NGOs (SNGOs) are considered the very justification of the private channel in 
development cooperation. The quality of such a relationship between the two parties is 
claimed to be more effective and efficient in delivering development cooperation. 
However, the nature of relationships between SNGOs and NPAAs has not been 
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adequately theorised or researched from a broader perspective. The partnership 
framework was identified as a hindrance to understanding IORs between SNGOs and 
NPAAs. Therefore, I identified a need to revisit the rationale of the private channel by 
making a closer examination of the relational trajectories between SNGOs and NPAAs. 
In this light, the main objective of my study is to understand how relations between 
Northern Private Aid Agencies and Southern NGOs are conceived and evolve, under 
changing circumstances. For this, I take the specific case of Dutch Co-Financing 
Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs. I view relationships as a continuous and dynamic 
process; i.e. a trajectory that unfolds over time under different circumstances. Thus, a 
trajectory of relationships will go through different variations and dynamics over time. In 
a general sense, these variations can be expressed as thriving, stagnation and decline. 
Analytically, the variations and dynamics of a relational trajectory can be understood as 
outcomes of an inter-organisational relationship. In the previous chapter, based on the 
work of Cote and Latham (2004:11-15), I identified four types of IOR outcomes 1) 
propensity to continue, 2) propensity to leave or dissolution, 3) acquiescence, and 4) 
functional conflict. The study investigates how different outcomes of inter-organisational 
relations are produced in relationships and under what circumstances. Therefore, I pose 
the main question of the study: Why and how do relations between Dutch Co-Financing 
Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs thrive, stagnate and decline?  
 
As part of this main research question, I investigate ‘what’ and ‘who’ drive such 
relationships. Under ‘what drives the relationship’, I investigate the institutional factors 
that enable or constrain the relationship outcomes. The question ‘who drives relations’ 
investigates how individuals enable or constrain the relationship. Therefore, under these 
two themes, I pose two specific research questions in order to widen the understanding of 
how donors and SNGOs inter-relate with each other (see Figure 3.1). 
 

Figure 3.1: Research questions 
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between Dutch 
Co-Financing 
Agencies and 
Sri Lankan 
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What Drives Relations? 
 
Specific Research Question 1 
 
How do the shifts in respective institutional environments of Dutch 
Co-Financing Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs influence them and 
their relations with each other? 

Who Drives Relations? 
 
Specific Research Question 2 
 
What are the nature and dynamics of relations between Co-Financing 
Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs in different phases of their 
relationship? How do the individuals working at Dutch CFAs and Sri 
Lankan NGOs drive the relationships?
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The first specific research question relates to ‘what drives the relationship’? I focus here 
on the institutional level. This question addresses how Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan 
NGOs are embedded in and influenced by their respective institutional contexts and how 
such influences lead them to (or not to) interact with each other. This question is raised to 
understand whether the changes taking place in institutional settings create a conducive 
environment for CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs to interact with each other or not. In order 
to answer the above question, the first discussion is on the institutional environment in 
which the Co-Financing Agencies are embedded. This analysis presented in Chapter 4, 
includes a brief historical analysis of the Co-Financing Programme in the Netherlands 
with special reference to changes that took place in the last decade in Dutch socio, 
political and economic contexts in general and in the arena of development cooperation in 
particular. In the second discussion on the institutional setting, I take the case of Sri 
Lankan NGOs. Here too I analyse the changes in their institutional contexts and how they 
fashioned the Sri Lankan NGOs. Chapter 6 addresses the issue of the extent to which 
changes in respective environments have influenced the interactions of CFAs and Sri 
Lankan NGOs with each other. 
 
The second specific research question addresses the issue of ‘who drives relationships’. I 
focus here on two levels: organisations and individuals involved in relationships. I first 
ask the question: what are the nature and dynamics of relations between Dutch Co-
Financing Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs in different phases of their relational 
trajectory? The relational trajectories do not unfold in a straight-forward manner. Each 
trajectory takes a unique form and pattern. Therefore, this question is raised to indicate 
facets and nuances in the relationship in different phases with the involvement of various 
actors. Such a detailed description of the relationship serves as a basis for an in-depth 
analysis of the dynamics of relationships between CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs in 
different phases of their relational trajectory. This analysis can discern patterns of 
trajectories and identify the driving factors and actors of relationship. Then I pose the 
question: How do individuals working in Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs drive the 
relationships? Here, special attention is given to understand how human agency, in the 
form of those individuals working for Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs, drives (or not) 
relationships. As a basis for this discussion, individual trajectories of Sri Lankan case 
NGOs are presented in Chapter 7. The phases and dynamics of relationships are analysed 
in Chapter 8. The question of human agency is discussed at two levels: first in Chapter 7 
on NGO leaders, and secondly in Chapter 9 on Desk Officers of CFAs. Though there is a 
great deal of overlap between the two, the organisational level discussion will primarily 
be made in Chapters 7 and 8, and the individual level discussion in Chapters 7 (partly) 
and 9.  
 
Finally, in Chapter 10 I come back to the overall question of ‘why and how do relations 
between Dutch Co-Financing Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs thrive, stagnate and 
decline’. Here, I synthesise conclusions drawn from analyses at the institutional (the first 
specific research question), and organisational and individual levels (the second specific 
research question) to analyse how they influence each other or are influenced by other 
forces in different degrees. This chapter provides the overall analysis and interpretation in 
relation to the main question of the study. 
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3.3 Conceptual framework: Combining institutions, organisations and 
individuals for IOR analysis  

In this section I discuss the conceptual framework used in answering the questions raised. 
In the previous chapter, I argued for an integrated approach that incorporates the analysis 
of institutions, organisations and individuals to understand inter-organisational relations 
in their totality. How do I capture the three levels that shape the trajectories of 
relationships? For this, I use a multi-level approach (Benasou and Vankatraman 1995, 
Klein, 1996, Klein et al. 2001) that acknowledges both the formal-structural 
(organisational) and informal-personal (individual level) dimensions of a relationship. 
The formal-structural perspective informs the legal/contractual agreements that define the 
relationship, while the informal or relational perspective of the arrangement analyses the 
accumulation of individual interactions in building a relationship (Cote and Latham 
2004). Varying emphases are given on both these perspectives in analysing IOR. The 
formal and informal perspectives are not always treated in discrete terms because 
relationships are not exclusively triggered by tangible, instrumentalist motivations. The 
missing link in this approach, however, is the external dimension, i.e., how the 
organisational and individual processes are influenced by the institutional environment. I 
consider this an important dimension. Therefore, I make a multi-level analysis upon an 
institutionally/contextually embedded setting. This captures the three levels to understand 
how organisations act together. The combination of institutions, organisations and 
individuals in my approach explicitly assumes that there is a constant flux and 
influencing process between the three levels. The three forces act together but in different 
emphases under varying circumstances determining how organisations act together. This 
model is graphically illustrated in Figure 3.2. The three levels of analysis are elaborated 
in the subsections below. 
 

Figure 3.2: The conceptual model on the three levels of analysis 
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3.3.1 Institutional analysis 
 
In a broader sociological sense, institutions are understood as structures and mechanisms 
of social order, governing the behaviour of organisations and individuals. Institutions 
consist of regulative (expressed through rules, laws, sanctions), normative (expressed 
through certification, accreditation) and cognitive (expressed through isomorphism) 
elements and activities that provide stability to social behaviour (Scott 1995:33-35). 
Historical institutionalism expanded the scope of institutions by understanding them as 
products of social, political economic behaviour and change across time and space. 
Hence, context or environment is treated as the base upon which institutions are evolved. 
My analysis of IORs at the institutional level focuses primarily on the institutional 
context or environment. For this purpose, I draw literature from organisation studies that 
inform the interface between organisations and the environment/context upon which they 
are embedded. 
 
For Mintzberg, an environment of an organisation “comprises virtually everything 
outside the organisation – its technology (the knowledge base it must draw upon), the 
nature of its products, customers and competitors, its geographical setting, economic and 
political climate in which it must operate” (1979:267). This notion of environment 
implies that it is something existing ‘out there’. Pfeffer and Salancik’s (1978) notion 
about environment is diametrically opposed to the above view. For them, organisational 
environments are not objective realities. Rather, environments “become known through a 
process of enactment in which perceptions, attention and interpretation come to define the 
context for the organisation” (Pfeffer and Salncik 1978:260). In other words, an 
environment is something that is perceived and constructed by an organisation. The 
boundaries of an organisation’s environment are drawn by the organisation itself. This 
means that the enactment of an organisation is a subjective thing.  
 
Matters get more complicated when we ask the question of who enacts the environment 
of an organisation. As I will elaborate in the next subsection, organisations are not 
comprised of homogenous unified sets of actors who work in unison to achieve a 
common goal. Instead, organisations are coalitions of different interests and groups 
(Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). These different groups within organisations enact their own 
environments that are relevant to their own interests. This means that there could be 
multiple environments (Mintzberg 1979:270) enacted by different interest groups in an 
organisation. These multiple environments can have some degree of overlap as well as 
their own unique domain that is not that relevant and important to another interest group 
within the organisation. The perception, interpretation and attention of an environment of 
one interest group could be different from those of another interest group.  
 
For instance, if we take our own case, the marketing and fund-raising staff of CFAs enact 
their own environment comprising factors important to them such as state policies on 
development cooperation, competitors in the chari-markt and a donating public. But for 
the programme staff of CFAs the above environment would not be directly related to 
their work as their tasks involve the disbursement of funds. The programme staff is more 
concerned about the policies of the countries to which their funding is channelled. So 
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those working for the same organisation would enact different environments based on 
their tasks – acquisition and disbursement of funds. Similarly, the Sri Lankan NGO 
leaders and those dealing with donors enact a particular environment comprised of 
donors. The project and programme staff of the same organisation enacts a different 
environments in which their activities are carried out. In this sense, an external 
environment cannot be understood without understanding the internal environment of an 
organisation. Internal actors of an organisation, according to Minztberg’s structural 
approach, comprise those in the strategic apex (chief executive, senior management), 
techno structure (analysts), support staff, line managers and operators (Mintzberg 1983: 
119-39). However, in practice organisations are not neatly bundled into the above 
categories. The organisations can alter the participants over time (Pfeffer and Salancik 
1978). Interests and groups themselves are not static. There is a constant process of 
negotiation and bargaining between interests and groups. Therefore, the interests and 
groups constantly change and so do the environments they enact. 
 
The overarching premise of Pfeffer and Salancik’s (1978) external resource dependency 
perspective on organisations is that organisational activities and outcomes are accounted 
for by the context in which the organisation is embedded. This perspective is a further 
extension of the early works on contingency theory and organisational ecology theories in 
organisation literature. Both these theories have an important theme in common: both 
address organisational adaptation in response to environment. In contingency theory, the 
focus is on a single organisation and its adaptation to environment while organisational 
ecology theory looks at populations of organisations, and examines the ‘fit’ with their 
relevant ‘ecological niche’ (Grandori 1987:121-22). The above account indicates that 
institutional environment is a complex construct with many dimensions at play. 
Mintzberg discerns these dimensions: stability (stable to dynamic), complexity (simple to 
complex), market diversity (integrated to diversified) and hostility (munificent to hostile) 
(Mintzberg 1979: 268-69).  
 
An organisation’s response to external environments can take various forms. An 
organisation could comply with, attempt to avoid, or influence an external factor (Pfeffer 
and Salancik 1978:44). Lewis (2001) uses a model developed by Graff (1987) to depict 
the links between organisational responses and dimensions of environment. This model is 
given in Figure 3.3. 
 
According to this model, an organisation can control certain aspects of internal 
environment such as its staffing and budgeting. To some extent an organisation can exert 
varying degrees of influence over, for instance, certain policies of government by 
lobbying or advocacy. But there are certain aspects of environments such as wider 
political, economic, legal and technological factors that can only be appreciated by the 
organisation. What is neglected in Lewis’ model is how an organisation could widen its 
influence and under what conditions the scope of control of an organisation is narrowed 
down. These boundaries of circles could be porous. Organisations are not always at the 
receiving end of the external environment. Therefore, what is appreciated now could be 
influenced at a later stage or even controlled. Fowler (1997) calls this leverage. On the 
other hand the circles of control and influence can also shrink. Therefore, in the 
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institutional level analysis of this study, I use the above model with an element of 
dynamism that acknowledges organisations’ ability to widen (or shrink) the scope of 
control, influence and appreciation in different circumstances.  
 

Figure 3.3: Link between organisation and its environment 

  
      
 National political structures      Appreciate 
 Macro economic system     
 Legal framework         Influence  Staffing 
 Ecological factors      Budgeting 
 Socio-economic context                                    Control  Planning activities 
         Setting objectives 
Government agencies 
Other NGOs 
Donors 
Private sector 
Media 
Community groups 
 

Lewis 2001:142 
 
In the institutional analysis, I look at how enabling and constraining the institutional 
environment has been on CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs. For this, I look at how the 
regulative, normative and cognitive structures of institutions of the respective 
environments of CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs take shape over time. Such an analysis 
gives us insights on the degree of sensitivity and vulnerability (Keohane and Nye 1989) 
of these organisations vis-à-vis their respective institutional environments. Multiple 
environments entail multiple accountabilities.1 The need and compulsion to be 
accountable to a variety of actors with different interests and expectations is not an easy 
task for an organisation. But equal accountability to all at all times is impossible. 
Therefore, organisations end up being accountable on the basis of priority and 
importance, ending up being under-accountable or completely unaccountable to some and 
over-accountable to others. Often, organisations become accountable to regulatory 
authorities if being accountable is mandatory, for instance to resource providers who will 
apply sanctions for not being accountable. Hence, Hulme and Edwards (1995) stress the 
dangers of over-accountability to government or donors at the expense of downward or 
sideways accountability to communities with whom they work.  
 
The institutional level analysis is made in three stages. Firstly, in Chapter 4, I make an 
analysis of Co-Financing Agencies and their institutional environments in the 
Netherlands. Secondly, a similar analysis is made about NGOs in Sri Lanka in Chapter 5. 
                                                 
1 Accountability is generally interpreted as the means by which individuals and organisations report to a 
recognised authority (or authorities) and are held responsible for their actions (Edwards and Hulme 1995). 
The concept of accountability is relevant for all players in the realms of state, market and civil society. 
However, the emphasis given for accountability in the third sector is unprecedented while it is also a stick 
that often beats many NGOs and donors irrespective of where they are. In the third sector, accountability is 
intrinsically enmeshed with legitimacy, which is the main driver of both donors and NGOs. 
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Thirdly, in Chapter 4 I link Chapters 4 and 5, in which I discuss the presence of Dutch 
CFAs in Sri Lanka. Here, I analyse how the institutional environment in the Netherlands 
has impacted the work of CFAs in Sri Lanka and how the institutional environment of Sri 
Lankan NGOs have enabled or constrained them to interact with CFAs. 
 
 
3.3.2 Organisational-level analysis 
 
Often, organisations are seen as rational entities designed for achieving a particular goal 
or set of goals. The goal, often implied as a unifying one, is considered a distinctive 
feature of organisations (Parsons 1956, Perrow 1970). Goal orientation implies that the 
organisations are set up to achieve a particular task, i.e., for instrumentalist purpose. This 
kind of understanding about organisation also assumes that all organisational actors work 
towards the achievement of the stated goal. This conceptualisation of organisations as 
mere instruments has been contested. Instead, organisations are understood as coalitions 
of fragmented groups and interests (March 1962, Cyert and March 1963). The 
conceptualisation of organisation by Morgan (1986) is also on the same lines, as he says 
organisations constitute multiple realities – they are many things at the same time 
(Morgan 1986). Wedel (2002) uses the term ‘flex organisations’ to explain the 
‘impressively adaptable, chameleon-like, multifunctional’ character of organisations. 
Understanding organisations as discrete entities is also being contested. Instead, they are 
understood as an outcome of different forces of the environment in which the 
organisation is embedded. The perspective developed by Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) 
denies the validity of the conceptualisation of organisations as self-directed, autonomous 
actors pursuing their own ends. Instead they argue that organisations are other-directed, 
involved in a constant struggle for autonomy and discretion, confronted with constraint 
and external control. This view on organisation resonates with the neo-institutionalists’ 
concept of isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1991).  
 
I do not define organisations in a narrow mechanistic sense, which is often done in the 
‘modernist’ organisation theory perspective.2 My understanding is more inclined towards 
the symbolic-interpretative organisation theory perspective. In this perspective, 
organisations are understood as socially constructed ones. Further, it emphasises the 
subjective realities of organisational life and shows how organisations are built from 
negotiations and understandings of the world (Hatch 1997). This view goes along with 
Law’s understanding of organisations. For him, organisations are not viewed as given 
systems. Instead, they are understood as a negotiated order that is the precarious outcome 
of actors’ interactions, practices and strategies (Law 1994). This means that 
organisational realities are constructed, sustained and changed through processes of 
interaction and enactment. Hence, emphasis is given to the narrative of the organisations 
(Law 1994).  
Organisations have no fixed boundaries (Scott 1995) and do not operate in isolation 
(Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). People act through multiple social settings and turn 
                                                 
2 The modernist perspective includes the early theorisation of organisations by Max Webber (theory of 
rational-legal authority exercised through objective and impersonal bureaucracy), F.W. Taylor (scientific 
management) and Henry Fayol (theory of rational administration of organisational activities).  



Research framework, concepts and methodology 

 49

organisations into overlapping networks that are in constant flux (Nuijten 1998). 
Therefore, a more dynamic understanding of organisations starts with treating them not as 
things, but as open-ended processes (Hilhorst 2003). On this basis, I concur with Hilhorst 
who asserts that “students of NGOs must shift their attention away from organisational 
features, structures and reports to the everyday practices of the social actors in and around 
the organisation” (Hilhorst 2003:4). Such a shift involves paying attention to the narrative 
of the organisation as advocated by Law (1994). The implication of taking such a view on 
organisations is that “instead of asking what an NGO is, the more appropriate question 
then becomes how ‘NGO-ing’ is done” (Hilhorst 2003:4). This does not mean that I 
consider NGOs and donors as purpose-free entities. The purpose of these organisations, 
albeit fragmented, plays an important symbolic role. It, among other things, provides 
legitimacy to these organisations. I understand organisations as a sum of a dynamic and 
evolutionary process rather than a static entity. On this basis I analyse trajectories of 
organisations in Chapter 7. The analysis of the process goes further in Chapter 8 in which 
I discuss the phases and dynamics of relationship that incorporate the influence of the 
interacting organisations. The two chapters together investigate the ‘narrative’ of the 
organisation (Law 1994), which brings out the nuances of organisations relating with 
each other.  
 
 
3.3.3 Individual-level analysis 
 
I use the concept of ‘boundary spanner’ to analyse the individual level. Boundary 
spanners are staff or representatives of organisations who are “acting assigned formal 
roles, in which their task is to coordinate the actions of two or more interdependent 
organisations” (Alexander 1995:118). Boundary spanners are channels for formal 
communication, interaction and coordination between his/her organisation and other 
organisations. As they are the main interface through which an organisation comes to 
contact with another, the boundary spanners are considered ‘gatekeepers’ (Tushman 
1977). Some boundary spanners fill fulltime designated roles with the sole function of 
external representation, collecting and processing environmental information (Alexander 
1995:119). Aldrich and Herker (1977) suggest that fulltime boundary spanning positions 
tend to be created in organisations that are large and internally differentiated by function. 
The boundary-spanner concept is well reflected in donor-SNGO relations. The donor 
agencies have fulltime staff who are variously called the ‘Desk Officers’, ‘Country 
Officers’ or ‘Programme Officers’. Their main task is to liaise with SNGOs that are 
funded by donors. This role has become a specialised function within donor agencies. 
The Desk Officers function as the key link with NGOs that are being supported by 
donors. It is inevitable that the NGOs in the South play boundary spanner as long as they 
maintain the relationship with a donor. However, it is not a fulltime position in many 
SNGOs unless they have large operations and enough funds to assign fulltime staff to 
liaise with donors. Typically, the leaders of SNGO play the ‘boundary-spanning’ role as 
one of the multiple roles they play. This is one of the key skills that SNGO leaders are 
expected to have. Hence, Hilhorst (2003) likens SNGO leaders to ‘interface experts’. 
Though large-scale SNGOs could afford to appoint fulltime boundary spanners, leaders 
still generally play this role.  
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In the previous discussion, I established a link between an organisation and its 
institutional environment, the first and second levels of the three-level model. How can a 
similar link be established between organisations and individuals, the second and third 
levels of the three-level model? In a study on the influence of leaders in IORs, Barden 
(2005) uses a simple dichotomous model to understand different types of ties between 
two interacting organisations and leaders. He discerns four types, as depicted in Figure 
3.4: Type 1: inter-organisational ties (where prior exchanges between the two 
organisations form the link); Type 2: interpersonal-leadership ties (where ties between the 
two leaders of organisations form the link); Type 3: leader to organisation ties (where the 
leader of an organisation establishes the link with another organisation); and Type 4: 
organisation to leader ties (where an organisation establishes a link with the leader of 
another organisation) (Barden 2005: 12). 
 

Figure 3.4: Model to understand organisation-individual interface 

  Organisation A    Organisation B 
        Type 1 
 
     Type 4  
   Leader A   Leader B 
     Type 3 
      
     Type 2 

Adapted from Barden 2005 
 
 
I adapt this model by replacing the boundary spanners with the leaders of Sri Lankan 
NGOs and Desk Officers of CFAs to understand different types of interfaces between two 
interacting organisations and their people. Accordingly, I discern the following types of 
interfaces between interacting organisations and individuals (Figure 3.5).  
 
I apply criteria used in multi-level analysis to differentiate the organisational link from 
that of the boundary spanner. The organisational links are dominant when formal-
structural elements such as legal/contractual agreements define the relationship, and the 
inter-personal links are dominant when informal or relational accumulation of individual 
interactions builds a relationship (Cote and Latham 2004). This does not imply that the 
two levels (organisational and individual) are mutually exclusive. As argued before, there 
is an overlap between organisational and individual interactions. However, the four types 
are understood as ideal types for analytical purposes.  
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Figure 3.5: Types of interfaces between interacting organisations and individuals  

             
     Interface 1: Organisation to Organisation 
      (CFA to SLNGO) 
 
 
        
     Interface 2: Boundary Spanner to Boundary Spanner 
      (CFA Desk Officer to SLNGO leader) 
 
 
             
     Interface 3: Organisation to Boundary Spanner 
      (CFA to SLNGO leader) 
 
 
             
     Interface 4: Boundary Spanner to Organisation 
      (CFA Desk Officer to SLNGO) 
 

Adapted from Barden 2005 
 
The individual level analysis is made in three stages. In Chapter 7 (phases and dynamics 
of relations), I discuss leaders of Sri Lankan NGOs as boundary spanners. Part of Chapter 
8 (phases and dynamics of relationships) analyses the behaviour and dynamics between 
Desk Officers of CFAs and Sri Lankan NGO leaders, the two main boundary spanners. 
Chapter 9 is devoted to understanding the nature and dynamics of Desk Officers, as I 
assert that they are a crucial driver of relationships between Sri Lankan NGOs and CFAs.  

3.4 Concepts, terminology and definitions  

Concepts and definitions of inter-organisational relations were discussed in Chapter 2. 
However, I have not discussed categories such as SNGOs and donors in detail; I only 
made brief references to them in Chapter 1. NGOs and donors are the two key categories 
in this study. In this section I discuss the concepts, terminology and definitions relating 
specifically to NGOs and donors and explain how they are used in this study.  
 
3.4.1 NGOs 
 
The term NGO was first used in UN parlance to denote those organisations that were 
accredited to take part in work carried out by various UN agencies and that were not 
government-based.3 It is a descriptive term that puts together a variety of groups that play 

                                                 
3 Kloos (1999:4) cites an early reference made about NGOs in the UN: Any international organisation that 
is not established by inter-government agreement shall be considered as an international, non-governmental 
organisation. Ecosoc Resolution 288(a), 27 February 1950, Article 71 of the UN Charter. 
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very different and contradictory roles in society and history (Bastian 1997:47). Our 
inability to assess the political activity of diverse organisations arises from the lack of 
theoretical specificity that characterises academic work in this field (Kamat 2002:27). As 
so many types of organisational forms are described by the same term,4 defining an NGO 
has become effectively impossible (Nauta 2001:24). A way out of this dilemma is to 
discuss the ‘acquired meaning’ of the term NGO (Nauta 2001:24). In a similar vein, 
Kloos (1999), in an article on Sri Lankan NGOs and the state, says that “an NGO is what 
in Sri Lanka is called an NGO” (Kloos1999:5). Often NGOs are understood from an 
instrumentalist perspective; treating them as a means of achieving something. The 
instrumentalist objectives of NGOs are used to ascribe identities to them. Hence, many 
NGOs are classified based on the ‘activities’ they are engaged in such as gender, savings 
and credit, health, income generation, etc. A direct corollary to this ahistorical, 
instrumentalist vision of NGOs is to treat them as a homogenous group. Similarly, since 
there is little understanding of their role in a particular society, they are treated as a 
politically neutral set of actors through whom various objectives can be achieved (Bastian 
1999:46).  
 
In this study, I use the term NGO as a tentative category. I view NGOs as expressions of 
groups, movements and organisations rallying together around a cluster of broad interests 
and goals in different historical junctures of Sri Lanka. These groups, movements and 
organisations can to a large extent be differentiated from the state apparatus and business 
sector. However, I do not subscribe to the common wisdom in NGO literature that treats 
NGOs as a completely discrete category vis-à-vis the state and business sector. Though 
there is an element of discreteness, NGOs are invariably enmeshed with the state and 
business sectors in one way or the other with different degrees of intensity. Such an 
attempt to see NGOs requires an understanding of the linkages between NGOs and 
various aspects of Sri Lankan society such as the state, social classes, institutions, 
regimes and ideologies. As with any other organisations, NGOs too have different 
histories, varying social bases, represent various ideologies and interests and are linked to 
various other actors in society, including the state (Bastian 1999:47-48). Therefore, in 
understanding NGOs, I take a historical and contextual perspective. In the absence of 
such a perspective what is seen is only a fragment or a dimension of an organisation.  
 
 
3.4.2 Development NGOs versus rights NGOs  
 
It is common to see in practice as well as in NGO literature the differentiation of NGOs 
as ‘development’ and ‘rights’. Often, these terms are used loosely. Development NGOs 
are those whose primary concern has been production and distribution of resources and 
social development (Bastian 1997:41). Generally, these organisations have the objective 
of improving poorer sections of the population through their projects. For Kamat (2002) 
what makes the difference between ‘development’ and ‘rights’ is the ‘political praxis’ of 
an organisation, i.e., an organisation’s relation to the state, the mobilisation of certain 
                                                 
 
4 For instance, Najam (1996) presents a list of 48 (and still counting) names used by practitioners and 
researchers to denote NGOs. 
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activity, the nature of its development activity and its relation to the development 
apparatus (Kamat 2002:161).5 This is similar to what Pearce calls ‘associational cultures’, 
which are the “patterns of interactions between organisations and the state” (Pearce 
1997:261). The key feature of development NGOs is that, by and large, their work does 
not adequately address the root causes and structural aspects of a problem that involves 
questioning and challenging the role of the state and other hegemonic forces in relation to 
the perpetuation of a particular problem and exerting pressure to transform them. This 
happens because ‘development NGOs’ treat ‘politics’ as some kind of an externality and 
often identify themselves as ‘non-political’. This has given rise to a development 
ideology that is extremely apolitical (Bastian 1997:67). However, such an analysis 
completely ignores the fundamental fact that development itself is a political act as it 
strives to introduce change and transformation in society. Whether they are conscious of 
their role or not, the development NGOs, by virtue of their scale and spread of activities, 
locate themselves in a particular change process that is based on a particular ideology of 
change and transformation. Often, their role is moulded in the ideology of neo-liberalism, 
which expects NGOs to take up the production and redistribution of resources and social 
development that was hitherto played by the state. Thus, the development NGOs have 
earned the names of ‘gap-fillers’ and ‘contractors’. Their role in relief, rehabilitation and 
reconstruction in situations of conflicts, emergencies and disasters has assumed a 
significant position. Wickramasinghe likens this new thrust of humanitarian work to a 
form of ‘neo-welfarism’ (Wickramasinghe 2006:320-21). 
 
The term rights NGOs often connotes the rights enshrined in a country’s constitution or 
in international charters, agreements and protocols. The term is also used as an expression 
opposed to the ‘needs-based’ work of NGOs, which are also called development NGOs. 
A more specific term used to denote not only the work being done but also the ideology 
of the group is Non-Party Political Formations (Kothari 1984). Kamat (2002) uses an 
even more specific term, Non-Party Left Formations. ‘Social Action Groups’ is a similar 
term used in India to denote those groups with a political background (Kothari 1984, 
Sethi 1984, Sharma 1992). In general, the substance of the work of these types of groups 
is understood as transformatory politics. Transformatory politics do not necessarily 
require ‘capturing’ and ‘possessing’ state power in the traditional instrumentalist sense, 
but rebuilding spheres of social mobilisation in such a way that democratic and 
progressive constituencies will once again begin to define the terms of political 
engagement in society (Uyangoda 2001:189). 
 
I consider the distinction between rights and development NGOs helpful to some extent 
but not sufficient enough to capture the complexities of NGOs. In my opinion, NGOs 
cannot be understood in such discrete terms. I consider NGOs a ‘mixed bag’. In this 
study, I differentiate NGOs according to the degree of their political praxis (Kamat 2002) 
and associational cultures (Pearce 1997), which explain different interfaces between 
NGOs and states and business sectors. For this purpose I find specific terms such as Non-
Party Political Formations (Kothari 1984, Sethi 1984, Sharma 1992) Non-Party Left 
Formations (Kamat 2002), and organisations engaged in transformatory politics 
                                                 
5 Kamat uses this to differentiate NGOs and grass-roots level non-political left formations. However, 
Kamat’s framework can be adapted to differentiate development and rights NGOs. 
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(Uyangoda 2001) useful as they capture the ideology, contextuality and historicity of 
such organisations.  
 
 
3.4.3 Donors and northern private aid agencies  
 
In Chapter 1, I indicated briefly, that I use the terms ‘Southern’ and ‘Northern’ as 
prefixes to NGOs and donors, respectively. ‘Southern’ and ‘Northern’ in 
development/NGO parlance do not denote a strict geographical location based on which 
hemisphere they are in. Rather, the terms indicate the degree of development in such 
countries, connoting Northern as ‘developed’ and Southern as ‘developing’ or ‘less 
developed’ (Hudock 1999). Therefore, in this section as well as in the entire study, I use 
the terms Northern and Southern in the above sense. 
 
It is difficult to find a common terminology to encapsulate the diversity of Northern 
organisations functioning relatively independently from the state and businesses. The 
term, Private Voluntary Organisations (PVOs) is used in the USA while Europeans use 
Non-profits and Voluntary Organisations. The expression used in the Netherlands is 
‘particuliere organisaties’, which means private organisations. The term NGO is also 
used in the North. However, there is no uniformity in the use of this term in different 
countries. For instance, NGOs in Canada include universities, colleges, professional 
organisations and trade unions. Trade unions are considered part of NGOs in the 
Netherlands and Scandinavian countries. In Japan, large para-statals or quasi 
governmental organisations are called NGOs. Foundations run by German political 
parties are considered part of the voluntary sector (Helmich and Smillie 1999:16).  
 
The common term used for organisations that transfer financial resources and technical 
expertise is the ‘donor’. The term NGO is used to denote those donors who function 
outside the purview of the government. However, there are NGOs in the North that do not 
act as donors; for instance, advocacy organisations such Greenpeace or Amnesty 
International. Nauta (2001:265) uses the term Northern Non-Government Funding 
Organisations (NNGFO). In this study I use the term ‘Northern Private Aid Agencies’ 
(Sogge et al. 1996, Biekart 1999). I prefer this term as it makes a distinction between 
North and South, and government aid agencies and private agencies. Northern Private 
Aid Agencies are a subset of the wider universe of donors as well as NGOs. NPAAs’ core 
business – raising and distributing funds – puts them in the large category of donors or 
aid agencies. At the same time, their ownership – largely in a legalistic sense – locates 
them outside the realms of state and business. Though I use the term NPAAs as a 
common category, there are variants. Saxby (1996: 42-44) presents a typology on the 
basis of the agencies’ patterns of political and financial ownership and accountability 
(Table 3.1).  
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Table 3.1: Types of NPAAs 

Typology  Composite Features  
 state contracting 

authorities 
donating 

public 
constituencies 

/members 
endowment 
managers 

1. Public service contractor  
X    

2. State-funded constituent based  
X   

X  

3. Mixed state and private funding  
X 

 
X   

4. State, Public and constituency funded  
X 

 
X 

 
X  

5. Constituency based   
X 

 
X  

5. Wholly fund raising based   
X   

6. Endowed foundations     
X 

Saxby 1996:42 
 
Public service contractors are the private agencies that receive their entire funding from 
the government. These organisations are mere implementers of the state. Such 
organisations are nominally independent but indeed are driven by the vagaries of their 
donors. State-funded constituent-based agencies do receive state funding but the 
organisation is governed by and accountable to a wider constituency in the form of a 
membership, a large organisation or movement. Mixed state and private funding agencies 
too do not have a wider constituency but receive funding from both the state and donating 
public (e.g., Medecins sans Frontiers). State, public and constituency-funded 
organisations have an institutional base which is their constituency but receive significant 
state funding and a limited amount from the public. ICCO and CORDAID are classic 
examples of this category. Constituency-based organisations are membership 
organisations that raise funds largely from their own membership supplemented by a 
limited amount of funds raised from the public. Solidarity groups, cooperatives and 
professional bodies are common examples. Wholly fund-raising-based efforts are 
typically ad hoc strivings to raise funds from the public such as the Band Aid initiative of 
pop singer Bob Geldof. Endowed foundations are organisations set up by business 
magnates or their conglomerates such as Ford, Rockefeller, Kellogg and Cadbury. The 
accountability in these organisations is somewhat limited; the managers report to the 
trustees.  
 
The limitation of these typologies is that they are based on where and how they mobilise 
funds, but this says nothing about the kind of work they do or support. Biekart (1999) 
uses a term ‘change-oriented private aid agencies’ to denote organisations such as 
NOVIB and Oxfam, hinting that the work supported by these organisations strives to 
address the root causes of problems – and not the symptoms – faced in the South. Biekart 
(1999) ascribes a certain degree of superiority to private agencies when he says that “they 
have shown in the past to take sides with the oppressed and the marginalised, acting in 
the spirit of international solidarity” (Biekart 1999:18). The CFAs, which is one of the 
main categories of my study, would fit within the third and fourth categories. Clearly, the 
CFAs receive funding from both the state and public, though the former is the largest 
resource provider. It is not clear whether all CFAs have a clear constituency. ICCO and 
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CORDAID can claim the members of the Protestant and Catholic churches, respectively, 
as their constituency. However, given the loose connection that these organisations have 
with the church, it is not clear whether money coming from church members should be 
considered constituent-based funding. NOVIB and HIVOS do not have an institutional 
constituency like a church body. Therefore, the CFAs in general would fit into the third 
category but with a heavy dependence on state funding. 

3.5 Methodological choices 

So far in this Chapter, I have presented the research questions, concepts and definitions 
relating to the study. The objective of this section is to explain the methodology that I use 
to answer the research questions. This section is organised as follows. First, I elaborate on 
the main methodology: the case study research method. In this subsection I spell out the 
considerations that led me to choose this particular method. I then explain how case 
studies were selected in line with the guidelines and principles used in case study method. 
I then present an overview of the case studies. Having spelt out the case study design, I 
explain the methods I used to gather data and the manner and style of how I present the 
data in the next chapter. Finally, I reflect on what I encountered while doing the research 
and field work, partly due to my personal and professional dispositions.  
 
 
3.5.1 Case study research method 
 
The main methodology used for this research is the case study. I preferred this method for 
a few reasons. The main consideration was that inter-organisational relationships (IORs) 
in the context of development cooperation, the thrust of this study, are under-theorised 
(Harriss 2000, Brehm 2004) and the empirical work is sparse (Brinkerhoff 2002a; 
Brinkerhoff 2002b). The empirical work on IORs is based largely on relationships in the 
corporate sector (Dwyer et al. 1987). This confronted me with the difficulty of depending 
on a hypothesis-testing-like approach, which usually relies on a substantial body of 
theory and empirics. Therefore, I opted for a hypothesis-generating and theory-building 
approach. The case study method serves such a purpose. Another consideration was that, 
given the very thrust of my study, how organisations act together, case studies are 
considered appropriate for understanding how processes like IORs evolve over time 
within their specific contexts (Yin 1984). In addition, the nature of my research questions 
led me to opt for case studies as they are considered “the preferred strategy when ‘how’ 
and ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the investigator has little control over events, 
and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context” 
(Yin 1984:13). My methodological choice is inspired and guided by the works of Glaser 
and Strauss (1967) on Grounded Theory, Yin (1984) on Case Study Method, Miles and 
Huberman (1994) on Qualitative Research Methods, and Eisenhardt (1995) on Building 
Theories from Case Study Research. 
 
In hypothesis-testing research, the concept of population is crucial because the population 
defines the set of entities from which the research sample is to be drawn (Eisenhardt 
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1995:71). Hence, such an approach uses a rigorous statistical random sampling method. 
However, random sampling of cases from the chosen population is unusual in the case 
study method (Eisenhardt 1995) in building theory from case studies (Yin 1984). Instead, 
case study research relies on ‘theoretical sampling’. This means that cases are chosen for 
theoretical reasons, not statistical reasons (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Hence, random 
selection is neither necessary nor even preferable (Eisenhardt 1995). In this regard, cases 
representing extreme situations and polar types can be chosen for their heuristic interest 
(Pettigrew 1998). The intent is to choose cases that are likely to replicate, expand or 
extend the emergent theory. In other words, case studies generalise theories (analytic 
generalisation) and do not enumerate frequencies (statistical generalisation) (Eisenhardt 
1995).  
 
Having opted for the case study method, the next choice was to go for a single-case study 
or a multiple-case study method. Single cases are typically used when they represent a 
critical case in testing a well-formulated theory and the theory, has specified a clear set of 
propositions as well as the circumstances within which the propositions are believed to be 
true (Yin 1984:42). This was not the case in the area I have chosen to study. As I 
mentioned in Chapter 2, inter-organisational relations in the context of development 
cooperation are poorly theorised and organisation theory in general has not treated the 
third sector as a distinctive area. Another rationale for a single case is that it represents an 
extreme or unique case or the case is a revelatory case (Yin 1994:43); this was not 
relevant to my area of study. There is a vast diversity among the Sri Lankan NGOs. 
Therefore, I did not want to limit the investigation to a single NGO – if it is considered an 
extreme or unique case – because such a choice would limit the potential for theoretical 
generalisation. Therefore, I chose multiple case studies as they would allow me to 
maintain a comparative perspective and capture the rich diversity of the case NGOs. In 
addition, my choice is further strengthened because the evidence from multiple cases is 
often considered more compelling, and the overall study is therefore regarded as being 
more robust (Yin 1984:48). In the following subsection I explain how I selected the case 
studies, based on the considerations and guidelines of case study methods discussed 
above. 
 
 
3.5.2 Selection of CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs 
 
In line with the above methodological considerations and guidelines, I chose to study the 
‘old-four’ CFAs: ICCO, CORDAID, NOVIB and HIVOS.6 This choice was made 
because the ‘new-two’, Plan Nederland and Terres des Hommes, do not have a 
substantial presence in Sri Lanka. On the other hand, it is questionable whether the ‘new-
two’ can be considered CFAs in a classical and historical sense as the ‘old-four’ share a 
long common history and their organisational modes and functioning have many 
similarities. My decision to drop ICCO in the study was driven by considerations beyond 
my control. ICCO turned down my request to include its Sri Lankan counterparts as part 
                                                 
6 By ‘old four’, I mean ICCO; Cebemo, which became part of the Co-Financing Programme from the very 
inception of the programme; and NOVIB and HIVOS, which joined subsequently. See Chapter 4 for a 
detailed account of the Co-Financing Agencies. 
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of this study and to use the archives,7 and allowed interviews with only two staff persons.8 
Therefore, the case studies only represent the counterparts of CORDAID, HIVOS and 
NOVIB.  
 
A preliminary survey covered 80 CFA counterparts in Sri Lanka. These organisations 
were counterparts of the three CFAs (NOVIB, HIVOS and CORDAID) by the 
commencement of initial field work in May 2002. By this time, some organisations had 
had a long period of relationships (20 years plus) while some had just joined in. Out of 80 
organisations, six were chosen for case studies. The choice of six cases was theoretic-
driven in line with the case study methodology. The theoretical considerations that led to 
the selection were based on the main thrust of the study – the inter-organisational 
relations. The theoretical categories that I used for case selection are related to the 
different outcomes of relationships. These different outcomes are acquiescence (the 
extent to which a partner adheres to another partner’s request), propensity to continue 
(actual degree of interaction in terms of exchange), functional conflict (the resolution of 
disputes in a friendly amicable manner) and propensity to leave (Cote and Latham 2004). 
The six cases had the following theoretic-related attributes (see Table 3.2), which were 
assessed using a mix of methods such as correspondence between the two parties found 
in partner files, answers to relevant questions asked in in-depth interviews by the two 
parties and observation (see Table 3.2). 
 
The six case NGOs established links with the respective CFAs in the years 1980 (PAC), 
1987 (OPFD), 1991 (SCC), 1995 (WS), 1996 (FFP) and 2002 (SLFN). In this sense, the 
cases represent different historical periods in which they established relations with CFAs. 
The cases of FFP, OFPD and SLFN, according to the above table, represent similar 
theoretic-attributes. However, they represent three different historical periods of 
establishing the link: 1987, 1996 and 2002.  
 

                                                 
7 The response of ICCO’s head of South Asia to my request was the following: “We appreciate the need for 
a study like this. But we cannot allow you to go through the files of our partners and other internal 
documents. You can only refer to the public documents”. [when asked why?] “You are closely connected to 
our partners in Sri Lanka. It is ICCO’s policy not to divulge internal information to outsiders – like 
researchers. We don’t even allow the government to see the partners’ files”. [when asked: What if I get the 
consent of partners in SL to go through their files] “Well, then you can see the files in our partners 
organisations’ offices in Sri Lanka – they have the same file as we do”. Telephone conversation with ICCO 
head of South Asia, 5 September 2002. 
8 The email of the then programme officer in charge of Sri Lanka dated 31 October 2002 conveyed that 
“ICCO will allow you to have interviews with the Policy Officer and myself and files of partner 
organisation will not be available”. The email also said, “Considering the fact ICCO has decided to wind up 
its activities in Sri Lanka, we will stick to the above and will not consider any new requests in relation to 
your study. … If you like you can use this mail to inform AGIDS/UvA on ICCO’s position towards your 
study”. However, it should be noted that I was welcome at ICCO by the above programme officer to 
consult the public documents and conduct interviews with many other staff at ICCO. I was also given the 
opportunity to observe ICCO’s International Partner Consultation held in November 2002. The only thing I 
was denied was the access to the ‘partner files’.  
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Table 3.2: Theoretic-related attributes used to select case studies 

Case 
organisa- 
tion 

Acquiescence  Continuity of IOR 
exchange 

Functional conflict Propensity to 
leave or 
dissolution 

PAC Low on NGO Low on donor Low on both sides High on donor 
WS Low on NGO Moderate on donor Moderate on both  Moderate on donor 
SCC Low on NGO  Moderate on NGO Low on both sides Moderate on donor 
FFP High on NGO High on donor High on both sides  Low on donor 
OFPD High on NGO High on donor High on both sides Low on donor 
SLFN High on NGO High on donor High on both sides Low on donor 

 
 
3.5.3 The temporal boundaries of the study 
 
The case study NGOs in Sri Lanka had been supported by the CFAs from the early 
eighties. However, I take an in-depth analysis of the cases from 1994 to August 2004. 
The latter marked the end of my intensive field work with case NGOs. Hence, August 
2004 is the boundary of activities of Sri Lankan NGOs and Dutch CFAs I have analysed 
in this study. Accordingly, I have paid similar attention to the period from 1994 to August 
2004 in the accounts of Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs (Chapters 4 and 5), though 
my general discussion predates the above period.  
 
 
3.5.4 Presenting the cases 
 
The true identities of organisations and people in my case studies are not revealed in the 
presentation of cases. Instead, they are presented under fictitious identities. This decision 
was prompted by a few considerations. First, I must admit that ICCO’s position on the 
study made me understand how sensitive CFAs are when it comes to disclosure of 
information on their relationships with Southern NGOs. I had no problem in accessing 
information from the other three CFAs. However, the nature of information I gathered 
from the archives of CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs, and the sensitivity of ideas expressed 
by my interviewees, made me reflect on the ethical implications of disclosing such 
information with true identities. Most of the personnel of CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs 
still continue their work in their respective organisations or elsewhere. For these reasons, 
I decided to present the cases with fictitious identities. I use real-like names for people 
(NGO leaders and CFA Desk Officers). The names of Sri Lankan persons in case studies 
resonate with the names of their own generation, ethnicity and religion.9 The four10 CFAs 
and the six case Sri Lankan NGOs will be presented using the following fictitious names: 
 

                                                 
9 Sri Lankan names denote these dimensions quite explicitly. It could well be the case with Dutch Desk 
Officers. But I have not adopted such a basis to name the Desk Officers. Common Dutch names are used to 
identify the Desk Officers. However, the gender of the Desk Officers can be traced from the name.  
10 Though case studies are drawn from three CFAs, I make references to ICCO. Hence, four CFAs are 
listed here.  
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Co-Financing Agencies 
 

• Green-CFA 
• Red-CFA 
• Yellow-CFA 
• Blue-CFA 

 
Sri Lankan NGO case studies 
 

• Plantation Action Centre (PAC) 
• Workers’ Solidarity (WS) 
• Organisation for Plantation Development (OFPD) 
• Study Centre for Change (SCC)  
• Foundation for Participation (FFP) 
• Sri Lanka Fisheries Network (SLFN) 

 
The fictitious names of Sri Lankan NGOs selected as case studies reflect the work they 
do. 
 
 
3.5.5 Data gathering methods 
 
The case study research typically combines multiple data-collection methods. Case study 
research can involve only qualitative data, only quantitative data or both (Yin 1981). 
Eisenhardt (1995) advocates a combination of data types as they can be highly 
synergistic. She argues that depending only on qualitative data should be avoided as “it 
can keep researchers from being carried away by vivid, but false, impressions in 
qualitative data” (Eisenhardt 1995:73). In line with this thinking, I used a combination of 
both qualitative and quantitative data, adopting a variety of methods to generate such 
data. The data gathering was done over an extended period of time as case study research 
uses an iterative process. The initial field work in the Netherlands was carried out from 
October 2002 to April 2004. Field work on case study organisations in Sri Lanka was 
carried out from May to August 2004. The period of April-June 2005 in the Netherlands 
was mainly spent in processing the data. Limited field work was carried out during this 
stage to follow up on case information from CFA staff. Processing of information and 
case study developments was continued in Sri Lanka in the period of July 2005-March 
2006. Given below is a summary of the data gathering methods used.  
 
Archival research: Archival research was carried out in both sites – the CFA offices in 
the Netherlands and six case NGOs in Sri Lanka. Internal documents, guidelines, 
manuals, annual reports, kenschets11 and policy documents that I referred to gave useful 
insights and data on the overall work of CFAs in general and their work in Sri Lanka in 
particular. The most useful source of information that helped me to answer the second 

                                                 
11 Kenschets are the brief summaries of those organisations supported by CFAs. Kenchets are submitted to 
the Ministry by the CFAs with annual reports. 



Research framework, concepts and methodology 

 61

research question (the phases and dynamics of relationships) was the so-called ‘partner 
files’ in which all correspondence between the two parties are stored. These files also 
contain internally administered documents such as reviews, assessments, minutes of 
meetings relating to decisions on counterparts, and minutes of Desk Officers’ visits to 
counterparts. The partner files maintained by the three CFAs were extremely useful as 
they had many documents of their counterparts in Sri Lanka that were not available with 
the latter. The maintenance of archives of Sri Lankan case organisations, except one 
(PAC), was very poor. This was not a major problem because I could access all the 
documents missing in Sri Lanka in The Hague! The partner files themselves to a greater 
extent tell the tale of the relationship between SLNGOs and CFAs. Partner files contained 
both qualitative and quantitative data. The correspondence (letters, email, faxes) between 
Desk Officers and NGOs leaders is used as a major source of information in the study. 
Kenschets and annual reports generated the quantitative data such as monies transferred 
over years. Archival research was also carried out in the DGIS,12 secretariat 
evaluatieprogramma and GOM13 to gather data on broader policy issues relating to the 
work of CFAs and their finances. 
 
In-depth interviews: Two series of in-depth interviews were carried out to generate 
qualitative data such as the views, perceptions, opinions and experiences of both the CFA 
Desk Officers and Sri Lankan NGOs leaders because these were not well reflected in 
correspondence contained in partner files. The first series of interviews were conducted 
with the Desk Officers of CFAs who were or are in charge of Sri Lanka. Twenty-one 
such interviews were conducted.14 The Desk Officers interviewed have been in charge of 
Sri Lanka since the late seventies. Some of them are still serving in CFAs, holding 
different positions, while others have shifted to jobs elsewhere. These interviews lasted 
for about two to three hours. The second series of interviews was conducted with the 
leaders of case study NGOs in Sri Lanka. Like the first series, interviews were conducted 
with both past and present leaders of Sri Lankan NGOs. These interviews were conducted 
at different stages of field work in Sri Lanka. Interviews lasted for about two to three 
hours. Nine leaders (past and present) were interviewed. Interviews with experts were 
conducted both in the Netherlands and Sri Lanka. The protocol used for interviews with 
Desk Officers and NGO leaders is given in Annexes 6 and 7. The experts included 
government officials relating to CFA/NGO work (DGIS, GOM, 
stuurgroepevaluatieprogramma, NGO secretariat in Sri Lanka), academics, consultants 
and veteran Sri Lankan NGOs. 
 
Participant observation: In order to gain more insights on processes that cannot be 
studied in documents and through interviews, I attended various events organised by the 
CFAs, GOM, CFA-related organisations and Dutch NGOs. These included seminars, 
workshops, speeches and fund-raising events. Similarly, events organised by the case 
NGOs in Sri Lanka were also attended. Participation in these events gave me the 

                                                 
12 DGIS, Directorate-General Internationale Samenwerking (Directorate-General for International 
Cooperation), is responsible for development cooperation policy, its coordination, implementation and 
funding. DGIS functions under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
13 GOM is Gemeenschappelijk Overleg Medefinanciering, the Common Platform of CFAs. 
14 Twenty interviews were conducted face-to-face while one was conducted via email. 
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opportunity to meet different levels of staff, supporters (and also critics) of CFAs and 
NGOs. Such interactions broadened my understanding on issues surrounding CFAs and 
NGOs. Special mention should be made about the opportunity I had to observe an 
International Partners’ Consultation organised by ICCO in November 2002. I worked as a 
volunteer for BBO, the organisation that coordinated the event. About 75 participants 
from 40 countries attended this consultation that was held for five days in Noordwijk. As 
a resident volunteer, I had the opportunity not only to observe the entire process of the 
consultation but also to interact with ICCO staff closely and meet many NGOs leaders 
from the South. I also visited the offices of European donor agencies such as Christian 
Aid (UK) and Bread for the World (Germany), which co-fund Sri Lankan NGOs with 
Dutch CFAs. The visits to the offices of these organisations and the meetings with staff 
helped to gain more insights on their work as donors from a different perspective.  
 
Nature of interviews and presentation  
 
The in-depth interviews used a mix of structured and unstructured questions. In most 
cases, I have had some familiarity with the interviewees and their work through my 
previous professional engagements. I have had working relationships – in different 
capacities – with some interviewees since 1989. Others with whom I haven’t had the 
opportunity to work, I was able to maintain a rapport during my two-year stay in the 
Netherlands (April 2002-April 2004) and subsequent short visits made in 2005 and 2006. 
I made a deliberate effort to ‘hang-on’ for many hours in CFA offices before and after my 
interviews and archival research. The ‘hanging-on’ sites such as canteens, coffee corners 
and photocopy corner proved to be rich sources of insights.  
 
In addition to my visits to CFA offices, I was able to meet with the CFA Desk Officers in 
many other events and social engagements – other conferences, workshops, protest 
marches – which enabled me to interact with them in a rather freer environment.15 I also 
had many dinner appointments, borrels (drinks) and other social events hosted by CFA 
Desk Officers. In this sense, the approach I used can be partially considered an 
ethnographic one. It was the same case with the Sri Lankan case studies. I had different 
degrees of acquaintances with those NGOs. Due to my student-activist background, I 
knew some of them from the mid-eighties. When I started working for NGOs, I had the 
opportunity of interacting with them at different levels and degrees.  
 
I present long quotes from my interviews with CFA staff and leaders of Sri Lankan NGO 
cases. I allow their voices by using the interview material directly. I did this deliberately 
because I believe that it is part and parcel of the methodology used and relates directly to 
the second research question – who drives relations. The ‘agents’ of this study gave long 
and reflective interviews to me. They interacted with me in different ways – informal 
chats, working and travelling together, drinking, eating – and were not mere ‘informants’ 
of this study. I do not want to reduce them to such a technical category. In fact, they were 
well informed and engaged participants of this study. Most of the interviewees shared 
                                                 
15 A classic case was the chat I had with a CFA Desk Officer soon after an interview I had with him at a bar 
located a stone’s throw from the CFA Office. The chat over a couple of Heinekens was much more 
informative than the two-hour interview! 
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their insights and analysis of the subject that I am grappling with in this study. Therefore, 
I wanted to allow their voices to be heard in the same way as they expressed themselves. 
This study allows at least 21 CFA staff and 9 Sri Lankan NGO staff to make themselves 
heard.  

3.6 Reflecting on the process: The self and reflexivity in research  

In Chapter 1 I explained my professional history and what made me start this study. Such 
a background and my personal disposition, I think, have a direct implication in relation to 
the methodology of this study. This would be problematic from a positivistic social 
science perspective in which objectivity is striven for and in which personal experience 
and values are to be excluded as far as possible. However, this perspective has been 
challenged by many, and it has been asserted that the experiences of the ‘self’ constitute 
legitimate data and can provide added value in the knowledge-building process (Harris 
2001:748,749).  
 
I wasn’t a complete outsider to either the SLNGOs or Dutch CFAs. In this sense there 
was no ‘otherness’ of the research. This was because of the multiplicity of roles being 
played by me as an activist, counterpart, intermediary and consultant since 1989. This 
puts me in an advantageous position to access data, interact with people and gain 
additional insights. However, the research process was not as smooth as I expected. 
Therefore, the dynamics between me and CFAs/SLNGOs in the research process are 
worth pondering as it provides insights on methodology when the researcher has been 
part of the researched in some way or the other. As mentioned before, ICCO refused my 
request to access their partner files. What I learnt from unofficial ICCO sources is that the 
response would be positive if my interest was on a country other than my own, and in 
such a situation I can see the partner files.16 On the other hand, my multiplicity of roles 
also proved to be a disadvantage. What still reverberate in my mind are two statements I 
heard in the very early stages of my fieldwork. The first statement was made by ICCO’s 
South Asia head and the other a veteran leader of a case NGO in Sri Lanka. The ICCO 
staffer said that “you are too close to our partners in Sri Lanka” when turning down my 
request to access the archives of Sri Lankan partners. The second statement was made by 
a veteran Sri Lankan NGO leader. After making a scathing attack on the conduct of 
CFAs, he told me that “I don’t mind whether you tell this to your donors or not”. I 
wonder why he used the term ‘your donors’. Perhaps this was partly due to my long stays 
in the Netherlands and my role as a freelance consultant to some CFAs. 
 
Some case NGOs, despite many communications that introduced this study as an 
academic endeavour, saw me as a representative of CFAs. These organisations did not 

                                                 
16 In spite of ICCO’s official rejection of my request to access partner files and limiting the interviews to 
two staff persons, I was able to have in-depth interviews with its past and current staff who were in charge 
of Sri Lanka. I was impressed with the personal archives maintained by some staff. According to ICCO’s 
current archival policy, it keeps records only for the last ten years. So, copies of many old documents were 
found in personal archives. However, for ethical reasons, I decided not to discuss cases and documents to 
which access was denied formally.  
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see me with suspicion but extended their fullest support, perhaps thinking that I was 
conducting the study for the CFAs. However, during the in-depth interviews, the leaders 
of those organisations spoke openly without any inhibitions. Because of my ‘closeness’, 
both the CFA staff and SLNGO leaders shared their views openly and candidly. 
Sometimes, both expected me to lend an ear so that they could vent their frustration and 
anger over the other. Different experiences encountered by me suggest that I was indeed a 
close insider for both the CFAs and SLNGOs but at times was looked upon as an ‘agent’ 
of the other. Each statement from its own vantage point implied my allegiance or 
intimacy with the ‘other’. I consider this kind of a mix of ‘my closeness’ and ‘not owning 
me’ as a strength of the methodology that enriched this study. 

3.7 Concluding remarks  

The objective of this chapter was to explain how the study was conducted and the 
framework, concepts and methodological considerations used. First, I elaborated the 
research questions. The main research question was “Why and how do relations between 
Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs thrive, stagnate and decline?” This question was 
formulated to understand how relations between NPAAs and SNGOs are conceived and 
evolve under different circumstances. Under this main question, I posed two specific 
research questions to understand ‘what’ (external institutions, environment, context) and 
‘who’ (organisational members, staff) drives inter-organisational relations. Based on my 
critique of how studies on SNGO-donor relations are being carried out, I argued for an 
approach that captures the dynamics and interfaces between three levels: institutions, 
organisations and individual. Then I elaborated the three levels of analysis. Finally, I 
discussed some concepts, terminology and definitions of the main constructs of my study. 
 
Having explained the design of study, I explained the methodology used to conduct the 
study. This included a justification of my choice of the case study method and the 
considerations that led me to make such a choice. Based on this I spelled out how the 
three Dutch CFAs and six Sri Lankan NGOs were selected as case studies. Then I listed 
and explained the methods used to gather data. A combination of methods such as 
archival research, in-depth interviews and participant observation were used. Finally I 
made a reflection on how my personal and professional disposition made an impact on 
the research process, specially at the field work stage. 
 
In the preceding chapters, I made a general introduction to the study (Chapter 1), a review 
of literature and theory relating to inter-organisational relations with a particular focus on 
donor-SNGO relations to lay a theoretical foundation for me proceed with the research 
(Chapter 2), and finally a discussion on the design, framework, concepts and 
methodology used (this chapter). These three chapters serve as the foundation for me to 
answer the research questions. With this chapter, Part I of the study comes to an end. In 
the ensuing chapters of the next part of the study, I move on to answer the research 
questions. The next three chapters (4, 5 and 6) presented in Part II answer the first 
research question – what drives relations – which is an analysis of the institutional 
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contexts of both the Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs, how the respective institutional 
contexts influence the two organisations, and their potential to interact with each other.  
 
 





 

 

 
 

Part II 
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4.   DUTCH CO-FINANCING AGENCIES: MADE BY POLITICS 
TAMED BY BUREAUCRACY? 

4.1 Introduction 

Part II of the thesis, which starts from this chapter, answers the research question that 
emphasises ‘what drives relationships’. Specifically, the research question is: How do the 
shifts in the respective institutional environments of Dutch Co-Financing Agencies 
(CFAs) and Sri Lankan NGOs influence them and their relations with each other. This 
chapter deals with the institutional setting of Dutch CFAs. The objective is to understand 
how and why the CFAs evolved at different historical junctures, the features and 
characteristics they had in different phases of their evolution, the transformations they 
went through and the challenges that CFAs face in contemporary times. 
 
My main concern in this chapter is the issue of autonomy of CFAs. How autonomous are 
CFAs vis-à-vis the apparently hostile environment in which they are embedded in the 
Netherlands in recent times? I look at the CFAs’ four-decades-long dependence on state 
funds and the effect of this on their base at home and abroad. The vicissitudes in Dutch 
politics since the mid-nineties and the resultant policy changes have constricted the 
freedom and flexibility of CFAs immensely. The dependency on large amounts of funds 
for many decades, which resulted in an unprecedented expansion of work and 
establishment of large bureaucracies, I argue, have left the CFAs with very few options to 
assert themselves. The institutional analysis (Section 3.3.1 in Chapter 3) is relevant to the 
discussion of Dutch CFAs and the shifts in the institutional setting upon which they are 
embedded. Particularly, the concepts of enactment of environment (Pfeffer and Salancik 
1978), circles of control, influence and appreciation (Lewis 2001), ability to leverage 
(Fowler 1997), dimensions of environment (Mintzberg 1979) and over and under 
accountability (Hulme and Edwards 1995) are used as analytical tools to make sense of 
the trajectories of CFAs and interfaces with their environment.  
 
This chapter is organised as follows. First, I discuss Northern Private Aid Agencies 
(NPAAs) and how they became a major force in the aid arena. The macro analysis is 
largely based on the experience in Europe in order to put in perspective my main 
discussion on the Co-Financing Programme (CFP) and CFAs. In the subsequent sections 
I discuss the three main stages that the CFAs went through; their origin and spread, the 
maturity and institutionalisation, and finally the crisis. In the last section I make an 
overall analysis. 
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4.2 The rise of private aid agencies and co-financing systems 

Chapter 3 discussed Northern Private Aid Agencies and Co-Financing Agencies at a 
conceptual level. Here I elaborate how NPAAs emerged historically, discern different 
models of co-financing and discuss their features. Interestingly, a close link can be 
observed between the emergence of NPAAs and the occurrence of wars in the 19th and 
20th centuries (Lissner 1977). One early secular private relief organisation, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, had its origins in 1859 in Solferino, a town in 
northern Italy where a fierce battle by French and Italian troops against occupying 
Austrian forces left 40,000 wounded and dead. As observed by Smillie, several of today’s 
best-known NPAAs grew out of many wars: Save the Children in 1920 and Foster 
Parents Plan during the Spanish Civil War (1936-39). Oxfam, Christian Aid (UK) and 
CARE emerged from the Second World War, World Vision from the Korean War (1950-
53), and Medicins sans Frontiers from the conflict in Biafra (1967-70) (Smillie 1999:8).  
 
According to Lissner (1977), the birth of private aid agencies came through two waves 
coinciding with the first and second world wars while the third wave came with 
decolonisation. With the end of the Second World War, European relief agencies shifted 
their attention to emergencies outside Europe, especially in countries that were going 
through a process of decolonisation (Biekart 1999:65). According to Biekart, the post-
Second World War wave of private aid agencies was accelerated by two institutions, the 
United Nations and churches. While the United Nations used many European agencies in 
its relief operations in the 1950s, the process of decolonisation that began in the same 
period necessitated the missionary agencies to rethink their role in former colonies 
(Biekart 1999:65-66). The missionaries who ran church establishments themselves had to 
reconfigure their role and links with the newly established national church structures in 
former colonies. The new form of support by the missionary organisations was extended 
to areas such as the ecclesiastical work of their counterpart churches and development 
work initiated by the counterpart churches or church-related agencies. As part of this 
trend, agencies such as Miserior (Germany) and Fastenopfer (Switzerland) emerged from 
the Catholic Church while Brot fur die Welt (Germany) and Diakonia (Sweden) were set 
up by the Protestant tradition. The coordination between these agencies was carried out 
by the World Council of Churches (Protestants) and Caritas International (Catholics), 
respectively (Ibid.:66). 
 
The emergence of newly independent states as a result of the decolonisation process 
spawned many theories on the development strategies of these states and the role of the 
so-called developed states. Such theories and thinking influenced the foreign policies of 
developed states. During this time the discourse of ‘development cooperation’ stressed 
addressing structural conditions and problems that constrained the new states from 
developing themselves. Development cooperation was presented as a shift away from the 
hitherto prevalent charity and relief mode. Thus, development cooperation assumed an 
important position in foreign policy.1 Some countries set up separate departments within 
                                                 
1 The motives of development cooperation are not solely humanitarian. Often political and commercial 
interests take precedence over humanitarian motives though the former is not acknowledged openly. For a 
detailed analysis, see Hoebink 1988:16-43.  
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Ministries of Foreign Affairs to handle development cooperation while others created 
separate ministries. On a trial basis, these newly formed departments or ministries used 
private agencies to channel a small portion of funds from development cooperation 
budgets to developing countries. These initiatives were called Co-Financing Programmes.  
 
Germany was the first to start such a grant system in the early sixties and by the end of 
the decade many OECD countries followed suit (Smillie1999:9). Though these Co-
Financing Programmes work on a fundamental principle – that private agencies can 
receive funds for development cooperation from state budgets – there is no uniform 
modality. Hence, we see a variety of Co-Financing Programmes in Northern countries. 
The variations are mainly based on the degree of autonomy that the recipient private 
agencies enjoy. Other variations are the percentage of funds that are allocated for the 
private agencies from the state’s development cooperation budgets, the length and 
stability of cooperation and the administrative rules. However, two models of co-
financing can be discerned: matching grants and block grants (Kawohl 1990:9). Matching 
grants refer to project-specific funds made available to organisations. Block grants cover 
a multiplicity of development activities carried out by one organisation. Matching grants 
have inherent constraints such as little or no possibility for continuity, lack of flexibility 
and rigid time frames. Block grants on the other hand, are flexible, provide continuity and 
long-term funding, and give greater autonomy to private aid agencies to make decisions 
in regard to the utilisation of funds. Block grants are usually allocated periodically for a 
multi-year contract period. Upon completion of the contract or towards the end of it, an 
evaluation is carried out. Based on this, a new allocation is made for another multi-year 
contract period. This system facilitates progressive planning of the receivers. Some 
examples of flexible multi-year funding agreements are ‘renewable programs’ in Canada 
and Italy, ‘flexible funding’ in Switzerland and the ‘subsidy model’ in the Netherlands 
(Kawohl 1990:9).  

4.3 Trajectories of Dutch co-financing agencies 

In this section I move the discussion to a specific co-financing system, the Co-Financing 
Programme (CFP) in the Netherlands. Dutch Co-Financing Agencies (CFAs) are one of 
the key constructs of this study. Therefore, I make a detailed analysis of the historical 
process under which the Dutch CFAs emerged and continue to do their work. The 
historical analysis spans the period from their origin to August 2004 in line with the 
temporal boundaries of this study. I pay special attention to the decade from 1994-2004, 
as many shifts in the institutional environment of the CFAs took place during this time, 
which made a lasting impact on CFAs and their orientation towards relations with 
Southern counterparts.  
 
This section presents three subthemes. First, I discuss the origin and formative years of 
the CFP and CFAs. In this subsection, I analyse how the CFP gradually rooted itself in 
the Dutch political economy and the adjustments that CFP went through to establish itself 
firmly. Then I discuss how the CFP experienced unprecedented growth, ensuring a high 
level of flexibility and autonomy to CFAs. I call this the golden period of CFAs. Finally, 
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I make a detailed analysis of the crisis period of CFAs starting from the mid-nineties. I 
analyse the broader political and economic backdrop against which these changes took 
place. This section also serves as the balance sheet of CFP and CFAs till August 2004.  
 
 
4.3.1 The formation, experimentation and adjustment (1964-79) 
 
Origins of the Co-Financing Programme 
 
Many colonies in the world obtained independence in the fifties and the sixties, including 
several Dutch colonies in the latter. Towards the sixties, what is called the Dutch 
“verzuiling” (pillar) system (see Box 1) weakened (Ploeg 1995:18). The rise of 
secularisation during the same period further weakened the religious pillars. In the 1960s, 
private initiatives, notably ones with religious affiliation, experienced a gradual loss of 
financial and moral support from their rank and file (Doek 1995:86). In the same period, 
a few major trends took place at a global level, such as the UN’s declaration of the first 
development decade, the Pope’s encyclical letter on world poverty and shifts made by the 
World Council of Churches towards social justice (Hoebink 1999:182). In 1962 the 
Dutch government published a new report on development cooperation spelling out its 
commitment to assist developing countries. As a corollary to this, for the first time, in 
1963 a secretary of state for development aid was appointed.  
 
The de-colonisation process affected the Dutch missionary enterprise. The gradual loss of 
their domestic support, the weakening of the clout they had in the Dutch colonies and 
particularly the emergence of national churches in the colonies (Biekart 1999:67) put the 
agencies at a crossroads. This necessitated the missionary agencies to revisit their strategy 
and outlook in order to adapt themselves to new conditions both at home and the former 
mission countries. With the newly introduced development cooperation policy, the 
missionary agencies were compelled to give their work a more ‘developmental’ outlook. 
Emphasising their long presence in the third world, the Protestant and Catholic churches 
represented by the Netherlands Missionary Council and Central Catholic Mission, 
respectively, in 1963 proposed the government make available funds for their work from 
its development budget. The initial response of the government was not very enthusiastic 
(Leeuwen 1995:115). The government wanted to make sure that the funds would not be 
used for missionary activities. For this purpose, the churches developed new 
organisational mechanisms to carry out activities using government funds. In 1964 the 
Protestants formed ICCO2 while the Catholics formed CEBEMO.3. 
 

                                                 
2 Interkerkelijke Coordinatiecommissie Ontwikkelingshulp (Inter-church Coordination Committee for 
Development Cooperation). 
 
3 Centrale voor Bemiddeling bij Medefinanciering van Ontwikkelingsprogramma’s (Central Agency for 
Joint Financing of Development). 
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Box 4.1: The Verzuiling System in the Netherlands 
 
A key feature of the Dutch society and political formations, especially, since the 
last half of the 19th century is called ‘verzuiling’, which literally means 
‘pillarisation’ (for a detailed account on the pillar system, see Lijphart (1968)). 
Dutch society was sharply divided into four mainstreams on the basis of 
religious, ideological and political convictions. These mainstreams or ‘pillars’ 
were Protestants, Roman-Catholics, socialists and the non-religious who are a 
combination of liberals and humanists. The Catholic pillar was the most 
encompassing and homogenous one while the Protestant pillar remained more 
diverse, with networks ranging from looser liberal groups to tighter Orthodox 
clusters. The Dutch Reformed Church is the largest Protestant denomination. 
Some are reluctant to treat the socialists and liberals as separate pillars because 
the membership did not cut through all social and economic strata as in the case 
of the Catholic and Protestant pillars (Burger and Veldheer 2001). The socialists 
were not represented adequately within the upper classes and the liberals not 
within the lower classes. These four mainstreams of pillars organized themselves 
in different domains of society. Each pillar had its own institutions for education, 
media, hospitals, welfare and social welfare. The political parties and trade 
unions too were organised on the basis of pillars. The promoters of CFAs in one 
way or other were part and parcel of these pillars. The modern political parties 
that emerged in the latter part of the 19th century forged close links with the non-
profit organisations that were formed along the pillar system (Burger and 
Veldheer 2001). 
 
The sharp divides between pillars gradually started unravelling from the 1940s, 
when war compelled the Dutch people to work together in the resistance 
movement. The pillars worked in close cooperation with each other against 
German occupation. The wave of secularisation that took place in the sixties also 
made the strict pillar system less important. Recent turning points in the pillar 
system took place in the mid-seventies when the Catholic and socialist labour 
unions merged and when the Catholic and two Protestant parties came together 
to form a single party, the Christian Democratic Party in 1980 (Burger and 
Veldheer 2001). 
 

 
The new government initiative was officially announced by the Under-Secretary of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in December 1964. Thus the new initiative was called the 
medefinancieringsprogramma (MFP), the Co-Financing Programme (CFP). Those who 
received funds from it were called the medefinancieringsorganisaties (MFOs), Co-
Financing Agencies (CFAs). The CFP came under the purview of a newly formed arm of 
the Ministry of Development Cooperation called the Directorate International Technical 
Aid (DTH). The co-financing was available under the following criteria: 
 
• Requests for assistance could be forwarded by the concerned Dutch organisations or 

by ‘indigenous private organisations in less developed countries’  
• Projects had to fit into the development plans of the receiving country and had to be 

agreed upon by the relevant government 
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• The contribution from the Dutch government would only be available for capital 
expenses 

• The implementing organisation had to cover at least 25% of the costs and ensure 
sufficient funds for running costs (Schulpen 1997:80). 

 
The first allocation for the CFP – Dfl 5 million – was made by the Dutch Parliament in 
1965. Another organisation, NOVIB, joined the CFP in 1968.4 NOVIB was already 
functioning as a foundation since 1956. Generally, NOVIB represented the secular 
constituency in the Netherlands though some of its promoters happened to be clergymen5. 
With the new entrant to the CFP, the funds were allocated thus: ICCO 40%, Cebemo 40% 
and NOVIB 20% (Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs:1998). As an indication of the 
importance attached to the CFP by the government, an amount of 15 million guilders – 
three times bigger than the first year – was allocated in 1966, the second year of operation 
(Kawhol 1990:28). During the first decade, CFAs mainly financed projects on education 
and health, the traditional work areas previously carried out by the Catholic and 
Protestant missions.6  
 
The relationship between the government and CFAs during the first few years of 
cooperation was a rather distant one (Kawohl 1990:28). However, due to the strong CFA 
lobby in parliament, the government complied with the requests of CFAs. The strong 
parliamentary support continued to be a crucial factor in negotiations in the early years 
between the Ministry of Development Cooperation and the CFAs about the criteria, 
priorities and procedures of the CFP (Ibid.:29). The new experiment by the Dutch 
government was evaluated in 1969. The evaluation concluded with some positive 
remarks paving the way for further expansion of the programme. 
 
Growth and adjustment 
 
Since the beginning, the Co-Financing Programme has continued to receive a high degree 
of political support and backing from parliamentarians. By the early seventies, the CFP 
became an integral and prominent feature of Dutch development cooperation (Stuurgroep 
2002:2). Since then, the CFP received a steady and incremental allocation from the 
government (see Table 4.1).  
 

                                                 
4 Nederlandse Organisatie voor Internationale Bijstand (Netherlands Organisation for International 
Development Cooperation). 
5 A key promoter of NOVIB was a clergyman named Simon Jelsema of the Pleingroep fame. In the fifties, 
Jelsema started preaching in pleins (public squares) to raise awareness on issues such as poverty. In the 
newsletter of Pleingroep, Jelsema made a plea to form a national body to raise awareness on such issues.  
6 www.greenandgray.nl . 
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Table 4.1 Growth of CFP 1965-80 

Year Total allocation in millions of guilders 
1965 5 
1970 29 
1975 69 
1980 172 

Source: Stuurgroep 2002:16 
 
As Table 4.1 suggests, a continuous growth in the allocation of funding in the seventies 
can be observed. There were many reasons for this. Firstly, the economic position of the 
country was sound; during the fifties and sixties the economy did very well. Secondly, 
both among the general public and politicians the feeling that existed was that rich 
countries should set aside more funds to support poor countries; the amount of money for 
development aid went up considerably. Thirdly, the government had become quite 
convinced that the Co-Financing Agencies were playing a relevant role and through their 
partners could reach the poor and disadvantaged relatively easily and directly (Leeuwen 
1995:115). The government further promoted the cause of the CFAs and other private 
initiatives by setting up the National Committee voor Duurzame Ontwikkeling (NCDO, 
National Committee for Sustainable Development) in 1970 to educate and raise 
awareness in the Netherlands itself on development issues among the public.  
 
The CFAs were expected to submit separate applications for each of their projects. These 
applications were then approved by the DTH. About a year’s time was taken for the 
processing and approval by the DTH (Schulpen 1997:81). The long delays and 
complicated administrative procedures necessitated some changes to the programme. 
These issues were taken up at a consultation between the minister for development 
cooperation and the CFAs held in 1972. The outcomes of this consultation, better known 
as the ‘Vierhouten Consultation’ were the following: 
 
• A differentiation was made between projects and programmes. Any application with a 

budget under Dfl 50,000 was regarded as a project and beyond that a programme. An 
uncomplicated procedure for projects was introduced to speed up the processing time.  

• Initially the CFP funds were made available only to cover capital expenses. This was 
relaxed.  

• CFAs were given a subsidy by the government to cover (part of) operational costs of 
the organisations (Paaschen 1988:50-52). 

 
These outcomes allowed the CFAs to not only expand their support but also widen the 
scope of activities they supported. The relaxation of the capital expenses enabled the 
CFAs to experiment with a variety of programs carried out by their counterparts. 
 
In the early stages of the CFP, there were no strict and well-defined criteria for allocation 
of funds. Instead, the CFP screened applications from CFAs under the broad criterion of 
‘transfer of knowledge’. This remained the emphasis of the CFP until 1972. The CFP was 
not immune to the changes of thinking in development cooperation in the early seventies. 
The criteria were widened to accommodate new concepts and approaches of development 
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cooperation such as ‘self-reliance’ and ‘local initiative’. The CFAs were quick to adapt to 
these changes. This is clearly reflected by the steep increase of allocations to CFAs and 
an expansion of their partner networks in the mid-seventies. These changes coincided 
with the appointment of a new minister for development cooperation, Jan Pronk.7 
According to Hoebink (1988), the PvdA’s coming back to power in 1973 and the then 
international theme of ‘redistribution with growth’ fitted well with the thinking of the 
PvdA-led coalition government. Pronk, as Hoebink claims, pioneered in formulating a 
consistent development programme with one goal: to spend aid as directly as possible to 
the poorest of the poor in developing countries (Hoebink 1988:349). Soon, the CFAs 
profiled themselves within the minister’s policy framework of governmental development 
aid (Paaschen 1988:82). Pronk initiated another round of consultation, better known as 
the ‘Zandvoort I’, between the ministry and CFAs in 1974. The key feature that was 
introduced to the CFP in the Zandvoort I was the ‘target group’ approach. Zandvoort I 
resulted in further relaxation of some financial and procedural clauses in the CFP such as 
not requiring the consent of respective governments of the countries to which CFP funds 
are channelled. By 1976 the total allocations to the CFP soared to 100 million guilders. 
More flexibility was allowed. CFAs were allowed to charge some of their overhead costs 
to the CFP budget. The requirement for the CFAs to have 25% contribution from their 
local counterparts was waived. CFAs were permitted to submit programme budgets on a 
trial basis instead of project budgets, the practice since the inception of the programme 
(Kawohl 1990:28). This resulted in CFAs giving more freedom to their counterparts to 
take initiative in programme planning after 1976. 
 
A new member was admitted to the CFP in 1977. This was HIVOS, which represented 
the humanistic movements and organisations in the Netherlands.8 Another consultation, 
Zandvoort II, was held in 1977. It further broadened the scope of the CFP. One of the key 
changes introduced in Zandvoort II was that the CFAs were required to enter into formal 
contracts with their Southern counterparts. This was an attempt to gradually formalise the 
work of CFAs. The Dutch government also relaxed the condition of obtaining the 
approval of the Southern governments before CFAs channelled funds to their respective 
counterparts. These changes widened the scope of both the Southern counterparts as well 
the CFAs. Both started to enjoy a considerable degree of freedom and independence with 
respect to their work. The government was satisfied with the progress of the CFAs. 
Allocation of funds was further increased. In 1979 the CFP made an allocation of 140 
million guilders for CFAs. This amounted to 6% of the government’s budget for 
development cooperation. As a follow-up to the acceptance of programme budgets, the 
CFP advanced some undesignated funds to CFAs so that they could take more initiative 
in their work. However, they were expected to report back on how they used the funds. 
But this considerably reduced the time lag between the CFAs applying for programmes 
and the ministry’s approval on a case-to-case basis. By this time a very close cooperation 
between the CFAs and the ministry had developed. The mature and trusting 
CFA/government relationship, developed over a period of 25 years, gave the CFAs the 

                                                 
7 Pronk was minister of development cooperation, 11 May 1973-19 December 1977 and 7 November 1989-
3 August 1998.  
8 Humanistisch Instituut Voor Ontwikkelingssamenwerking (Humanist Institute for Cooperation with 
Developing Countries). 
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flexibility to respond to the needs of their counterparts in a more adequate manner 
(Kawohl 1990:30). 
 
The emergence of the CFP did not take place as an isolated event. Rather it was a part of 
a transformation that took place in the political economy, particularly in Europe, against 
the backdrop of a decolonisation process. The process was in essence an adjustment from 
direct control (colonisation) to a new system. In this sense, the foreign policy of the 
country was intrinsically linked to the setting up an apparatus for development 
cooperation and co-financing systems. The political will at that time and a buoyant 
economy made the CFP grow steadily in the early years. Another important factor that 
secured the support of the Parliament across different parties was the political 
connections that the CFPs had. Cebemo (later Bilance and now CORDAID) had close 
links with the former KVP-blood group within the Christian Democratic Party; ICCO 
maintained strong affinity with the former ARP (Anti Revolutionaire Partij – Anti-
Revolutionary Party) within the Christian Democratic Party; NOVIB was close to the 
PvdA (de Groot et al. 1977:245). This caused successive governments to extend their 
support to the CFP. The changes introduced in the consultations in 1972, 1974 and 1979 
widened the scope of the CFP. What started as a small-scale experiment was formalised 
in 1979 and emerged as a permanent feature of the country’s development cooperation 
policy.  
 
 
4.3.2 Maturity and the golden period (1980-88) 
 
The changes that took place in the Dutch context in the eighties had a direct impact on 
private initiatives. This decade witnessed a trend of reforming the welfare state in the 
form of cuts in public expenditure, slimming down the civil service, privatisation and 
deregulation. Burger and Veldheer (2001) argue that privatisation which was a main force 
that prompted the above reforms, changed the mindset of the government in relation to 
private initiatives. Though stricter rules were adopted for subsidising, many non-profits 
experienced both a reduction of direct government interference and a growth of 
independence. By this time the Co-financing Programme had become mature and 
relatively independent (Leeuwen 1995:95). In this context, the CFP underwent a radical 
transformation in 1980. A new framework, called the Programme Financing Model 
(PFM), was introduced. Based on a broad understanding between the ministry and the 
CFAs, the latter were permitted to approve proposals that came under the new 
framework. As a result, the CFAs could enjoy a greater degree of autonomy and 
flexibility in relation to their work in the South. Though the responsibility and authority 
of decision making were transferred from the ministry to the CFAs, the latter were 
expected to adhere to a set of stricter and formal conditions in relation to reporting and 
evaluation. The submission of annual reports with extensive information on the projects 
was made mandatory.  
 
The new model proved to be a success. An evaluation was done in 1983, which came up 
with positive conclusions. This led to a further four-year agreement of the CFP, from 
1984 to 1988. Based on this, Parliament formally approved the Subsidy Model of the 
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CFP in November 1983. The new CFP was based on the following broader policy 
principles and objectives: realisation or strengthening of social, political and cultural 
rights as enshrined in the United Nations Convention; the promotion of active 
participation by groups and individuals in the social, political, economic and cultural 
development of their society; and enabling the poorest groups and individuals to take 
steps to satisfy their basic needs over the long term (Kawohl 1990:31). Based on the 
above broad policy choices, the following priorities were identified in the new Subsidy 
Model CFP: promotion of a “process of development”; promotion of “social justice” and 
“self-reliance”; assistance of “organisations representing the target groups”; initiatives 
that grow within the local community; projects that are or soon will be under local 
leadership; and activities that “promote the interests of women” (Ibid.:31). 
 
The findings of the CFP evaluation in the periods of 1980-83 and 1984-88 were generally 
positive (Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1998). Without much addition or 
changes, a new agreement of the CFP was launched for another four-year period from 
1989 to 1992. The evaluation conducted at the end of this period resulted in making an 
important shift of approach from the “target group” to “structural poverty alleviation”. 
The newly introduced approach still remains in the three-pronged approach of Dutch 
development cooperation policy. The period from 1980 to 1992 is widely understood as a 
period of consolidation of the CFP. This period witnessed four governments.9 The change 
of governments and ministers of development cooperation did not affect the CFP in a 
negative sense. Rather, the CFP was only strengthened and consolidated during this 
period. This is clear evidence of the importance attached to the role of CFAs by Dutch 
political parties and the policy coherence they wanted to maintain in matters pertaining to 
development cooperation.  
 

 
Box 4.2: How they shared the pie 
 
Initially, when there were only three recipients, the funds were allocated viz: 
ICCO (40%), Cebemo (40%) and NOVIB (20%). This remained the practice till 
the fourth member, HIVOS, joined the CFP in 1978 (Netherlands Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs 1998). With the admission of HIVOS, the CFAs allocated the 
funds for themselves viz: 35% each for ICCO and Bilance, 20% for NOVIB and 
10% for the newcomer HIVOS. Later, when GOM (Gemeenschappelijk Overleg 
Medefinanciering), the common platform of the Co-Financing Agencies was 
formed, CFAs themselves agreed upon a formula for apportioning government 
funds between themselves. This practice was reviewed in 1997 under what is 
called the ‘Catherijne Agreement’ where the larger shares that ICCO and Bilance 
were decreased, making way for NOVIB and HIVOS to raise their shares. 
Roughly, the percentages were: Bilance (28%), ICCO (28%), NOVIB (29%) and 
HIVOS (15%) (Randel and German 1999:167).  
 

 

                                                 
9 The governments of Van Agt 1, Van Agt 2, Lubbers 1, Lubbers 2; the corresponding ministers in charge 
of development cooperation were J. de Koning: 1977-81, C. van Dijk: 1981-82, E.M. Schoo: 1982-86, P. 
Bukman: 1986-89, and J. Pronk: 1989-94.  
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The unprecedented growth of the CFP in the eighties enabled the CFAs to expand their 
support and increase work. The availability of large amounts of funds with a few 
conditionalities enabled CFAs to forge links with a variety of counterparts in the South. 
The abundance of funds made no compulsion for the CFAs to raise a lot of funds from 
the public and their constituencies. On the one hand, this made the CFAs keep a 
somewhat distant relationship from their constituencies in the Netherlands. On the other 
hand, the CFAs were under no pressure to maintain close links with the so-called natural 
partners in the South.10 Moreover, with the new-found autonomy, the CFAs could forge 
links with many innovative organisations in the South that proliferated in the eighties. 
These moves made CFAs weaken their links both with the constituencies at home and 
natural partners abroad. The eighties also marked the peak of autonomy and flexibility 
granted to the CFAs by the government in the form of the Programme Finance Model. 
Apart from this quantitative growth, the CFP went through a qualitative transformation 
during this period. The old model of aid with the financial resources and technical skill 
orientation was updated with the new global thinking on development. Thematically, the 
CFP developed a clear focus during this period of maturity.  
 
 
4.3.3 The crisis period: the shift of political interests (1989 onwards) 
 
Early signs of disenchantment 
 
Though the eighties were the golden age of CFAs, towards the end of the decade a streak 
of criticism crept in. Questions were raised about the effectiveness of the CFP and its role 
in development cooperation. CFAs were criticised for their paternalism and 
bureaucratisation as well as for not reaching the poor better than the bilateral aid agencies 
(Schulpen 1997:85, Stuurgroep 2002:2). The CFAs were quick to respond to the criticism 
and growing disenchantment. They commissioned an Impact Study in 1989 as a concrete 
measure to address the concerns raised.11 The findings of the Impact Study, which came 
out in the early nineties, turned out to be quite critical regarding the performance of the 
co-financing organisations. The outcome of the study was less positive than the agencies 
had hoped (Leeuwen1995:117). A main finding was that the Dutch CFAs too often act 
quickly without prior reflection on real needs. Too little attention is paid to effectiveness 
and sustainability of interventions. Both donor agencies and partners are hampered by a 
lack of professionalism; they pay little attention to cost effectiveness and strategies 
directed at increasing financial independence. Mechanisms for accountability of NGOs 
vis-à-vis beneficiaries need to be improved (Fowler and Biekart 1996:120).  
 
The findings of the Impact Study had a somewhat critical effect on the CFP. But it faced 
no serious threat as the CFP was left covered under the ‘cloak of love of the 

                                                 
10 Natural partners refer to those groups who share a CFA’s identity, for instance, ICCO would treat 
SNGOs with a Protestant background as its natural partners.  
11 An independent steering group was appointed under the chairmanship of Prof. P.J.I.M. de Waart to carry 
out the study. The minister was informed about the study, but he was not involved in formulating its terms 
of reference. GOM 1995a:ii. 
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government’.12 However, the publication of the study brought forth more public attacks 
from the Right.13 The CFAs’ response to the Impact Study came in September 1992. In 
their joint reaction through GOM, the CFAs in January 1992 indicated that they took the 
recommendations seriously (GOM 1995a:ii). The CFAs resolved to take action on the 
following themes: choose partner organisations more carefully in relation to their 
effectiveness with their target (the idea is that CFAs should not just continue funding 
organisations because of established relationships), strengthen the extent to which 
evaluation contributes to implementation and to policy by compiling and comparing 
results, make more funds available for the professionalisation of partner organisations, 
and improve cost consciousness and better financial management (Randel and German 
1999:173). Though the findings gave way to hard criticism, the future of the CFP was not 
at stake. In spite of these critical observations, the government did not lose its confidence 
in the four agencies. The then minister, Jan Pronk, had given a 7% increase to the CFP 
before the findings of the Impact Study became public knowledge. In this sense, the 
CFAs had a secure position with their financier, the Dutch government, despite negative 
public opinion.  
 
A notable change that took place in Dutch politics in the nineties was the formation of the 
so-called Purple Coalition. In 1994 the Christian Democrats suffered a heavy defeat in 
elections. A new coalition government between the liberal VVD and labour PvdA was 
formed. This was the first time in the post-war period when the Christian Democrats were 
not in government. The so-called odd couple, PvdA and VVD, could not agree on 
defence and development cooperation policies. The tension was around the issue of 
Dutch foreign policy being placed more in the context of national interests (Hoebink 
1988:197). Related to this was the policy on development cooperation and the role of 
CFP. The importance attached to the CFAs was hampered by the government’s decision 
to dismantle the longstanding consultation structure in decision making in the mid-
nineties.14 Until 1994 the Parliament had a special committee for development 
cooperation. This was abolished in 1994 and its tasks were handed over to the Second 
Chamber Standing Commission on Foreign Affairs. The government’s decision to scrap 
these consultative structures was understood as a measure to centralise political power 
and to improve efficiency (Ru 1995:31). This was perhaps the first time that the CFAs 
felt pressure as a result of the changing attitude of the government. The CFAs as well as 
other aid agencies in the Netherlands started adapting themselves to a funding 
environment that was not as favourable as in the past. As a result, the language of 
entrepreneurship and marketing became quite popular among non-profits in the mid-
nineties (Burger and Velheer 2001). In this context, the CFAs resorted to marketing-style 
advertising campaigns that extensively used TV and other mass media. Development 
education, which was hitherto the focus of mass communication, was replaced by 
propagandist messages (à la “we sell the best product”) followed by a Gironummer. 

                                                 
 
12 Personal communication from David Sogge, January 2006. 
13 For example, Derk-Jan Eppink and Floris van Straaten, “Ongecontrolled Hobbyisme Kenmerkt 
Ontwikkelingshulp”, NRC Handelsblad, 16 November 1991. 
14 Each government department in the Netherlands used to have its advisory councils and committees, 
consisting of representatives of relevant so-called representative groups. 



Dutch co-financing agencies 

 81

Many attempts were made by the CFAs to change themselves. Reorganisations and staff 
changes were introduced in a bid to increase efficiency. ‘Professionalisation’ emerged as 
a standard that the CFAs as well as their counterparts should strive to achieve.  
 
Shift towards tight control by the government (1999-2001) 
 
Development cooperation came under strict scrutiny under Evelin Herfkens, who was 
appointed as the development cooperation minister in March 1998.15 Herfken’s thinking 
and policies on development cooperation were considered a ‘political u-turn’.16 
Incorporating many World Bank ideas, Herfkens displayed a critical attitude on CFAs. 
She was in favour of reviewing the CFP because “she did not consider the flow of funds 
from the government to the private organisations to be very transparent, open and clear” 
(Stuurgroep 2002:3). During the same period, the public continued to question the 
privileged position of the four Co-Financing Agencies. Also, due to European legislation, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to adopt a new law that became effective in 1999: 
Algemene Wet Bestuursrecht (AWB).17 AWB resulted in the introduction of Kaderwet 
Subsidies Buitenlandse Zaken (Basic Act on Subsidies from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs), which ended exclusive civil agreements between the minister and NGOs (OPOP 
2000:9). The new law stated that government subsidies had to be accessible for all 
citizens and organisations in the Netherlands. As a consequence, the privileged position 
of the four Co-Financing Agencies came to an end. The introduction of the AWB was 
seen by the CFAs as an indication of the cold approach of the government to CFAs 
(OPOP 2000: 18).18  
 
Herfkens made a controversial decision to admit a fifth member to the CFP in 1999, the 
Foster Parents Plan Nederland (FPPN). Despite stiff opposition by the existing four CFAs 
and their parliamentary lobby, the minister stuck to her decision.19 In the same year, in a 
bid to revise the CFP, Herfkens commissioned a study called the “Interdepartmental 
Beleidsonderzoek Medefinancieringsprograma” (Interdepartmental Policy Research), 

                                                 
 
15 Herfkens was a member of PvdA. She was also a member of the Board of Directors of the World Bank 
during the time when the Poverty Reduction Strategy Policy (PRSP) was introduced. 
16 This comment was made by Herfken’s predecessor and fellow-cabinet colleague, Jan Pronk, “Always a 
Student, Interview with Jan Pronk”, DevISSues, Vol. 5/No. 1, November 2003. 
17 Administrative Law Act. 
18 The AWB was introduced following a demand in the eighties for increased transparency within the 
government. A part of this was greater transparency in the allocation of subsidies. It seemed as though it 
was always the same organisations that received them. This image had to be eliminated. Following the 
introduction of the AWB, the government got rid of all programme agreements and instead introduced 
subsidies for which all organisations could apply. Naturally, NGOs were not happy with this. OPOP 
2000:18. 
19 The opposition of the ‘old-four’ was based on the argument that the new entrant did not fulfil the criteria 
of the CFP. A main point raised was that the Plan Nederland functions as a direct implementer. The old-
four filed legal action against the admission of the new member. However, later they withdrew the case 
after realising that the legal case would do more harm than good in redressing the problem. Interview with 
Dr. Kees Biekart, 17 March 2007. 
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better known as IBO.20 The IBO report, which came out in August 2000, was very critical 
of the CFP. One main criticism was that the CFP did not have a well formulated policy 
framework with explicit and specific objectives apart from some general goals. The IBO 
report questioned the effectiveness of CFAs on the following grounds: 
 
• The difference between the CFP channels and the bilateral channel is becoming 

smaller. 
• The CFAs tend to concentrate on large and established NGOs at the cost of small-

scale and grass roots organisations. 
• The efficiency and effectiveness of CFAs’ work in so many countries, sectors, themes 

and target groups is questionable (IBO 2000:4).  
 
The IBO report also expressed its reservations about having a policy of maintaining a 
fixed percentage from the ODA for the CFP (IBO 2000:4). Though Minister Herfkens did 
not agree with many comments made by the IBO report, she stated in her response that 
“the CFP should be subjected to critical scrutiny; that ‘long over due maintenance work’ 
on the current agreement was required; and that the CFP was due for reform” (Stuurgroep 
2002:3). The revised policy called the MFP-Breed (in English, the CFA-wide) was 
approved by the Lower House in 2001 and came into effect on 1 January 2003. The major 
changes introduced in the new policy framework were: 
 

• All candidate organisations have to qualify for admission. 
• CFAs will not be entitled to a fixed percentage from ODA as before. A range of 

11-14% will be applied with an increase being dependent on the quality of 
applications. 

• An external committee will make recommendations on awarding subsidy and 
admission to CFP. 

• CFAs’ work on awareness raising and lobbying in the Netherlands may be paid 
for from CFP funds (Stuurgroep 2002:9). 

 
The components of the new framework reflect the recommendations made by the IBO 
report and Herfken’s emphasis of close scrutiny of the CFP and its members, the CFAs. 
The new requirement of qualifying for admission and being assessed by an external 
commission for the allocation of funds sent a clear signal to the CFAs about the thinking 
of the minister: she will have more direct control over the allocation of funds amongst the 
CFAs. The practice hitherto was that the minister decided on the total allocation for the 
CFP, and the CFAs would subsequently decide on the allocations amongst them under 
the platform of GOM.  
 
The run-up to the elections in May 2002 marked an important turning point in Dutch 
politics. Looking after the well-being and security of Dutch interests gathered momentum 
                                                 
20 The IBO work group was established under the chairmanship of Prof. Dr. L.B.M, Mennes to conduct a 
study on the effectiveness and efficiency of the CFP as an instrument to alleviate structural poverty and to 
contribute to the execution of the government’s development cooperation policy. The work group consisted 
of staff of Ministries of Finance, Foreign Affairs, Economic Affairs, General Affairs, and Agriculture, 
Environment Management & Fisheries. 
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as political slogans after the 9/11 attacks in the US. The assassination of Pim Fortuyn, an 
ardent advocate of the above line of thinking, in April 2002 created a stir in Dutch 
politics.21 The sympathy vote following Fortuyen’s assassination paved the way for his 
political party Lijst Pim Fortuyn (LPF) to secure 26 seats in the Lower House. The LPF 
became a member of the short-lived coalition government from June to October 2002. 
Though the LPF lost its electoral base substantially in the next election and was not part 
of the coalition government formed in January 2003, its message did make an impact on 
the hitherto largely liberal foreign policy of the Netherlands. Domestic issues gradually 
started occupying centre stage in Dutch politics to the exclusion of external issues. 
Overall, a certain degree of conservatism grew in Dutch politics. The change of priorities 
had ripple effects on areas such as foreign policy and development cooperation.  
 
Following the dissatisfaction of the Programme Evaluations22 as an instrument of 
evaluation (Bavinck 1999:6) and the results of the Impact Study, the CFAs, through their 
common platform GOM, set up a new evaluation mechanism called the Stuurgroep 
evaluatiemedefinacieringsprogramma (Steering Committee Evaluation Dutch Co-
Financing Program) in 1999.23 The Stuurgroep’s assignment was to assess the 
implementation of the Co-Financing Programme, and to contribute in a wider sense to the 
development of CFA monitoring and evaluation policies. In November 2002 the 
Stuurgroep presented a report with a synthesis of various evaluations it carried out in the 
period 1998-2002. The Stuurgroep’s conclusions and recommendations can be 
summarised as follows: 
 
On results: 
 

• CFAs achieve demonstrable results in the area of combating immediate poverty. 
However, it is difficult to establish whether or not aid has a structural effect.  

                                                 
21 Fortuyn (1948-2002), an economics professor-turned-politician, was a one-time communist and former 
member of the PvdA. In 2001 he was elected as lijsttrekker (leader) of the newly formed Leefbaar 
Nederland (Liveable Netherlands) party for the May 2002 parliamentary elections. Having been dismissed 
as the leader, due to his controversial position on Muslims and immigrants, Fortuyn formed his own party 
Lijst Pim Fortuyn (LPF). In May 2002 he was assassinated. This is considered the Netherlands' first modern 
age political assassination (excluding war events), possibly the first since the lynching of the De Witt 
brothers in The Hague in 1672. Hence, Fortuyn’s assassination created a stir in Dutch society. 
22 Periodic evaluations were carried out by external commissions of evaluators since the PFM model was 
introduced. The period of 1980-83 was evaluated by Commission de Gaay Fortman, 1984-88 by 
Commission Rutten, and 1989-92 by Commission Jonkman (Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
1998). In addition, the CFP has been subject to evaluation from time to time. The evaluations took place in 
two forms: 1) random inspections carried out by the ministry’s evaluation department, and 2) what was 
called the Programme Evaluations (PEs). Though it was part of the agreement between the ministry and the 
CFAs, the evaluation department has hardly ever been involved in the Co-Financing Programme. PEs were 
exercises that aimed to gain an understanding of CFA development efforts at an aggregate level. The Social 
and Institutional Development Department (DSI) of the Directorate General for International Cooperation 
(DGIS) and GOM, the common platform of the CFAs, commissioned the PEs from time to time. Bavinck 
1999:5.  
23 The Stuurgroep was an independent body constituting of a committee under the chairmanship of Prof. 
Dr. Arie de Ruijter together with four members. The Stuurgroep was explicitly requested to pay attention to 
assessing the effects of development interventions. It was expected to carry out this mandate till December 
2002. 
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• The interventions supported by CFAs reach the poor, but usually not the very poorest.  
• Civil society building activities show visible results in the area of organisational 

strengthening but not so much in citizenship formation, influencing policy and 
network/alliance formation. 

• Because CFAs often support very diverse programmes at various levels and regions, the 
effects of the CFA support are very fragmentary and often dissipated. 

 
On cooperation with partner organisations: 
 

• CFAs appear to have networks of partners that are largely relevant. But there is criticism 
of the one-sided orientation to intermediary NGOs. 

• The traditional differences among the CFAs have become smaller and the correspondence 
between them greater.  

• The solidarity motive of CFA support is now to a great extent replaced by a business-like 
approach. 

• Both CFAs and partners display a lack of learning capacity. 
• Clear criteria for partner selection are lacking. 
• The relationship between the CFAs and partners are still strongly dominated by the 

financial dimension. Vertical relationships still dominate. These relationships are 
essentially donor-dependent relationships. 

 
On the role and contribution of CFAs: 
 

• The partner organisations do appreciate the CFAs. They mostly consider them to be good 
donors.  

• No unequivocal answer can be given to the question of what exactly the specific 
contribution of the CFAs has been to the results that the partner organisations have 
achieved.  

• CFA support spread is vast with 5,400 projects carried out by 3,800 partners in 80 
countries. It remains a question whether or not CFAs can keep a grip on what they are 
doing and whether or not they are missing opportunities to work in a more focused 
manner and thereby achieve more and better results. 

 
(Stuurgroep 2002:ix-xiii) 
 
Overall, the Stuurgroep report’s findings raised serious issues on the degree of impact of 
the CFA and its mode of functioning. However, the Stuurgroep report did not attract 
much discussion and debate. Perhaps it was because the CFAs at that time were 
preoccupied with another exercise initiated by the minister that is explained below. 
 
To introduce the changes proposed in the CFP-Breed framework, Herfkens appointed an 
independent commission under the chairmanship of Prof. Dr. Louk de la Rive Box (better 
known as the Commissie Box) in April 2002. The task of the commission was to advise 
the minister on the allocation of co-financing funds for CFAs. The advice was to be made 
based on assessing the agencies’ plans for the period 2003-2006. The Commissie Box 
concluded that the six applicants qualified for the entrance of the CFP and the quality of 
the applications in general was satisfactory. However, it raised a concern about the lack 
of coherence of the programme due to the weakness in translating the objectives to clear 
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and evaluative tasks. The commission did not recognise a need to increase the percentage 
of the CFP from the ODA budget.  
 
The recommendation was to maintain the percentage at 11.24 The recommendations of 
allocations made by the Commissie Box created a controversy as NOVIB, which 
submitted the largest budget, received a substantial cut.25 The main criticism was that the 
commission completely ignored the past track record and performance of the CFAs by 
only looking at the four-year plans for the ensuing period. The commission had paid little 
or no attention to the findings of the various studies conducted by Stuurgroep. NOVIB, 
which suffered the biggest cut in the budget by the Commissie Box, had received positive 
comments in the Stuurgroep studies (Hoebink 2002). GOM criticised the commission’s 
preference for organisations with a limited breadth of work.26 The former minister, 
Herfkens, too came under heavy attack.27  
 
Consolidation of government control (2002 onwards) 
 
A new coalition government came into power led by the CDA in June 2002.28 Herfkens 
was succeeded by Van Ardenne29 as state secretary. Van Ardenne went ahead with the 
recommendations of the Commissie Box notwithstanding these criticisms. The only 
concession she made was to NOVIB and Foster Parents Plan, the two organisations that 
received substantial cuts in their budgets, giving them another chance to resubmit their 
plans within two years.30 In the meantime, another new member was admitted to the CFP, 
Terres des Hommes, a child-sponsorship organisation working in 18 countries.  
 
A process to systematise support to small-scale applications from Dutch and non-Dutch 
organisations, initiated in 2000, became a reality in 2003.31 Since such support was 
administered in an ad hoc and fragmented manner, the ministry decided to start a more 
transparent subsidy channel called the Theme-based Co-financing Programme (better 
known as TMF, which stands for thematischemedefinancierings).32 A new development 
                                                 
24 “Breed Uitgemeten, Eindrapport van de Adviescommissie Medefinancieringsprogramma-breed”, 9 April 
2003. 
25 The recommended allocation for NOVIB was Euros 97.8 million against their request of 123.8 (26% 
cut). 
26 Trouw, 2 November 2002. 
27 “Beleid Herfkens krijgt harde kritiek, Hans Kock”, Trouw, 22 October 2002. 
28 In June 2002 a new government was formed under Balkenende, a coalition consisting of CDA, VVD and 
LPF (Lijst Pim Fortuyn). The Balkenende 1 government collapsed in October 2002. A new government 
was formed in January 2003, again under the leadership of Balkenende, with a coalition consisting CDA, 
VVD and D66. 
29 Van Ardenne was a member of CDA. This was the first time since 1965 that a state secretary was made 
responsible for development cooperation rather than a minister. In the Balkenende 2 government, van 
Ardenne was appointed as minister in charge of development cooperation. Van Ardenne had previously 
been a member of the Board of Directors at CORDAID. 
30 “NOVIB krijgt nog een kans”, Trouw, 6 November 2002. 
31 During Minister Herfken’s period.  
32 A comprehensive analysis of the TMF can be seen in “Evaluation of the Theme-based Co-financing 
Programme (TMF) of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Synthesis Report”, Utrecht, 18 April 2006, 
Steering Committee Evaluation TMF Programme. This Committee consisted of Prof. Arie de Ruijter 
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policy document, Aan elkaar verplicht,Ontwikkelingssamenwerking op weg naar 2015 
(Mutual Interests, Mutual Responsibilities Dutch Development Cooperation en route to 
2015), was submitted to Parliament in October 2003. The new Dutch policy stressed the 
importance of linking up with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), achieving 
quality and effectiveness through concentration (bilateral relationships to be reduced 
from the current 49 to 36) and specialisation (policy themes were limited to education, 
combating AIDS, reproductive care, environment and water). A so-called Stability Fund 
"was set up establishing a closer connection between peace, security and development.33 
In this context, Minister van Ardenne formulated the “Kamerbrief inzake Concept 
Beleidskader Medefinancieringsstelsel (MFS) 2007-2010”.34 A new term – 
medefinancieringsstelsel: MFS – ‘co-financing system’ – was used to describe the new 
framework. The general policy goal of the MFS was given as “sustainable poverty 
eradication in developing countries through strengthening of the civil society in the 
South”.35 This differed little from the goal in the previous policy framework.  
 
Three intervention strategies under the above policy goal were identified: direct poverty 
alleviation, civil society strengthening and policy influencing. A radical change 
introduced in the new policy framework was the requirement for CFAs to raise 25% of 
their income from sources other than MFS funds. According to the new concept, the 
CFAs should be able to reach this target of raising funds from own sources by 1 January 
2009. This became a controversial issue. According to the CFAs, this proposal by the 
minister was unrealistic.36 HIVOS, a CFA that depends for 90% on its income on CFP 
funds, interpreted the minister’s move as an attempt to bring market forces into play and 
considered the development as “exceedingly undesirable because the market, most likely, 
will dictate supply – far from an ideal prospect for development cooperation”.37  
 
Clearly, the nineties marked striking changes in the wider political context that worked 
against the hitherto cushioned life that CFAs lived. Though there was no drastic cut in 
overall funds allocated to the CFP, CFAs started losing the autonomy and flexibility they 
used to enjoy in the eighties. Moves that were introduced in the eighties by the 
government, such as decentralisation, took a reverse trend in the nineties by introducing 
the prior approval of four-year plans effective from 2002. The creation of the TMF 
Programme and opening of the MFS system is seen as a convergence of the different 
schemes of support by the ministry.38 Convergence for the CFAs meant that their secured 
and privileged position was at stake.  

                                                                                                                                                  
(chair), Prof. Dr. Ton Dietz (first author), Dr. Els van Dongen, Prof. Dr. Bert Helmsing (second author) and 
Dr. Peter Knorringa.  
33 This Fund was set up on 1 January 2004. An amount of Euros 64 million was allocated for 2004. 
Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. “New Development Policy to Focus on Concentration and 
Partnership”, press release, 13 October 2003, www.minbuza.nl.  
34 22 December 2004, addressed to the Second Chamber of Parliament. 
35 Hoofdstuk 2. Algemene beliedsdoelstelling en visie op duurzame armoedebestrijding., Beleidskader 
Medefinancieringstelsel (MFS) 2007-2010. Concept 20/12/04. 
36 Letter by CFP Breed Netwerk, 4 February 2005, MBN/2005/003/222. 
37 Manuela Monteiro, HIVOS International, Vol. 11/No. 1, May 2005. 
38 Steering Committee Evaluation TMF Programme. Evaluation of the Theme-based Co-financing 
Programme (TMF) of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Synthesis Report. Utrecht, 18 April 2006, 4. 
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4.4 Overall analysis 

The sixties and the seventies marked a steady expansion of the CFP. Though started with 
a rigid framework of control and bureaucracy, gradually the government allowed a great 
deal of autonomy and flexibility to CFAs. The culmination of this process was the 
introduction of the Programme Finance Model (PFM) in 1980, which allowed CFAs the 
discretion to use funds with retrospective reporting. Thus the eighties marked the 
consolidation and maturity of the CFP. However, towards the end of the eighties, 
disenchantment about the CFP from various quarters crept in. The outcome of the Impact 
Study in the early nineties woke up the CFAs from their complacency. VVD’s 
reservations about development aid and CFP in the 1994 coalition government, and the 
abolition of consultative networks in 1994 set a new trend of constricting the 
advantageous position that the CFAs enjoyed until then. The critical attitude of Minister 
Herfkens, the passage of the AWB, the recommendations of the IBO report, the 
introduction of the CFP-Breed from 2003, the converging effect created by the formation 
of TMF in 2003 and the policy framework introduced by Minister Van Ardenne in 2004 
created a more restrictive environment around CFAs. The changes above clearly suggest 
that the Dutch government has tended to consolidate its prerogative to make decisions on 
the future of CFAs. This suggests that the circle of appreciation (Lewis 2001) is widening 
and the space for influence is being constricted.  
 
The crisis was exacerbated by various other events and developments that took place at 
the macro level. For decades, the Netherlands enjoyed the reputation as one of the very 
few countries that maintained the UN target of 0.7% for development cooperation. In the 
first years of the new millennium, the interest in matters abroad waned, both at a political 
level and throughout society as a whole. Domestic politics and interests took precedence 
over external matters. On the other hand, funds allocated to development cooperation are 
being used for new initiatives such as the Stability Fund. This shows the emerging 
emphasis on the issue of security, a trend that followed the 9/11 incident. The support for 
commercial activities is on the increase. The insurance of commercial investment is now 
charged to the development budget. At present this amounts to about 13% of the 
development budget (Platform OS Beleid 2003:13). This means that the portion of funds 
available for traditional development cooperation is becoming smaller and smaller. 
Development cooperation is no longer a ‘hot issue’ in the Dutch policy arena. CFAs 
maintain tactical links with the political parties. As Box 4.3 shows, there have always 
been crossovers from CFAs to politics, from CFAs to government ranks and vice versa. 
However, the political clout they used to enjoy is gradually eroding.39 There is little 
public debate on development and aid. Politically, development assistance seems to be a 
non-issue (Platform OS Beleid 2003:17).40 

                                                 
39 This was particularly the case when CFAs could not muster support to challenge the decisions and 
recommendations of the Box-Commissie. Interview with Prof. Dr. Louk de la Rive-Box.  
40 Van de Walle argues that “aid has never been a major bone of contention; on the contrary it is a ‘mother 
and apple pie’ issue in the Netherlands”. Nelleke van de Walle (2005). Politiek en internationale 
samenwerking. De visie van de Nederlandse politiek op ontwikkelingssamenwerking in the periode 1994- 
2004. Documentatiecentrum Nederlandse Politieke Partijen, 26. 
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Box 4.3: Co-habitation between the government and Non-Governmental 
Organisations and crossovers 
 
Politicians on the boards of CFAs and other NGOs 
 
Bas De Gaay Fortman, originally a member of the Anti-Revolutionaire Partij 
(ARP); later joined the Politieke Partij Radikalen (PPR), was chairperson of 
NOVIB (1977–84) 
Tineke Lodders, chair of ICCO, is a member of the Eerste Kamer, representing 
CDA; Lodders was also vice-president of the CDA, later president  
Francine Ch. Giskes, chair of HIVOS, was an MP for D66 from 1994 to 2004 
Agnes van Ardenne, CDA MP and state secretary (and minister) for 
development cooperation till March 2007, was a board member of CORDAID. 
She now represents the Netherlands at FAO, Rome 
Louise Groenman, one-time chair of HIVOS, was an MP (D66)  
Ella Vogelaar, until recently board member of Oxfam NOVIB, recently became 
minister (PvdA). Previously, she was vice-chair of the trade union FNV 
Jos van Gennip (CDA), chair NCDO, former director Research Institute CDA 
and later member of the Eerste Kamer (senate) 
Jan Willem Bertens, vice-chair NCDO, former member European Parliament 
(D66) 
Doekle Terpstra, chair of the board of ICCO, former president of the Christian 
Union (CNV) 
Edith Snoey, board member HIVOS, president of the trade union Abvakabo 
(public sector) 
Mohamed Rabbae, chair of the board of Care Netherlands, was former MP for 
GroenLinks, and wethouder in Leiden 
 
The revolving door: the non-governmental and governmental organisations 
 
Jan van Duijn, a former ICCO director, became the wethouder (CDA) for 
Amsterdam  
Max van den Berg, a former director of NOVIB, was chair of PvdA. Later he 
became an MP and European Parliamentarian 
Thea Fierens, director SNV, became MP for the PvdA (2003-2006) 
Jos Van Gennip, former director of Cebemo (now CORDAID) became a 
senator (Eerste Kamer) for CDA. He was also the director of the bilateral aid 
programme at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
Hans Cruyssen, former head of MFO programme at the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, became director of Cebemo (later CORDAID) 
Jone Bos, former director of ICCO, was appointed head of CFP at the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs 
Nico van Niekerk, former CORDAID staff, joined the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs 
Hans Pelgrom, former programme director NOVIB, later assumed various 
functions in DGIS  
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A closer look at the Dutch development cooperation policy suggests that the Netherlands 
is gradually becoming an adherent of the international consensus on development and aid 
architecture promoted by the World Bank and other international financial institutes. It 
seems that the Dutch development cooperation uncritically embraces the World Bank 
interpretations on causes of poverty and prescriptions to address it. The heavy emphasis 
on PRSPs, Millennium Development Goals and result-based management in the latest 
Dutch development cooperation policy is a clear indication of its adherence to the 
thinking of the World Bank-led aid architecture. One could also see the trickling down of 
this thinking to the CFP policies and criteria for funding. The question is how resilient the 
CFAs would be to resist this trend. What is clear from the above trends is that the 
characteristics of the CFAs’ environment have undergone many changes in recent years. 
The environment that was relatively stable and simple had now become dynamic and 
complex (Mintzberg 1979). Development cooperation is impacted by Dutch domestic 
politics as well as global political economy. Therefore, the CFAs will inevitably be 
indirectly impacted by what happens in domestic and global politics.  
 
The strong position that the CFAs commanded in Dutch society in general and the aid 
market in particular are at stake. For well over three decades, the CFAs functioned almost 
like a ‘cartel’.41 However, cracks started appearing in the ‘cartel’ since the late nineties. 
On the one hand, the very entrance of Plan Nederland in 1999 and Terres des Hommes in 
2003 changed the old style of the cartel. The new entrants did not play an active role in 
the joint platform of the CFAs, the GOM (Gemeenschappelijk Overleg 
Medefinanciering), which was known as MBN (MFP-Breed Netwerk) from February 
2004. On the other hand, with the introduction of the AWB, the cartel characteristics 
came to an end with restrictions on exclusive treatment for a certain group of 
organisations. This weakened the CFAs’ decade-old collective strength. The change of 
modus operandi for fund allocation was another heavy blow that the CFAs suffered. The 
screening of four-year strategic plans of the CFAs by an external commission put CFAs 
under heavy pressure and increased governmental conditionalities with a sense of 
uncertainty. The collapse of the cartel suggests that the market diversity (Mintzberg 
1979) of CFAs has being transformed. The market diversity had changed from an 
integrated one to a more diversified one. If we consider CFAs as a cluster and use Lewis’ 
model (2001), we can see the circle of control that was large in the past has now shrunk 
due to the collapse of the cartel and new government regulations. The ability for leverage 
(Fowler 1997) by CFAs in this scenario is greatly weakened. 
 
The Commissie Box expected the CFAs to prove how well grounded they are with their 
achterban, the constituency. The latest MFS requirement expects CFAs to raise 25% of 
funds from their own sources by 2009. These two developments made the CFAs search 

                                                 
41 Here I use the term ‘cartel’ in a figurative sense. The four CFAs absorbed the largest chunk from the 
funds allocated to private initiatives. The practice till late 2002 was that the four CFAs would share the 
funds among themselves according to a mutually agreed basis. There was stiff opposition from the existing 
CFAs when new organisations were admitted to the CFP. However, the ‘cartel’ character of CFAs should 
also be looked at from another perspective. It also functioned as an effective coordination mechanism 
through which the CFAs avoided duplication of work.  
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for the long lost achterban at home and their natural partners abroad.42 To prove how well 
grounded they are in the Netherlands and to raise funds from local sources compels the 
CFAs to re-establish their links with their achterban. By 2004, except for NOVIB and 
CORDAID, other CFAs remained heavily dependent on government funds, as Table 4.2 
shows. Even for NOVIB and CORDAID, large parts of their funding come from the 
government. 
 

Table 4.2: CFAs’ dependence on government funds in the year 2004 (million Euros) 

CFA Total Budget Government Funded Percentage 
NOVIB 148 105 70 
CORDAID 175 110 62 
ICCO 125 106 85 
HIVOS 75 68 90 
Plan Netherlands 77 26 33 
Terre des Hommes 18 5 27 
Total 618 420 68 

Source: Annual Reports of CFAs 
 
The challenge for CFAs is not only mending a broken link or renewing a rusty 
relationship with their constituencies. They have to do this in an environment where there 
is stiff competition to mobilise funds. There are many private aid agencies soliciting 
support from individuals, the corporate sector and the government. The traditional 
constituencies such as the Catholic and Protestant churches have lost considerable 
numbers of their memberships due to the rise of secularism; the potential to mobilise 
support from traditional constituencies is somewhat limited.43 Therefore, the CFAs would 
have to compete for funds in the ‘open aid market’ with the Amnesties, MSFs and 
Greenpeaces that have captured the so-called progressive support base, or the child-
sponsorship market that is captured by a newcomer to the CFP, Plan Netherlands, which 
raised Euros 50 million in 2004 from individual donations (Lammers 2006:4). This is 
indeed an uphill task for agencies that were spoon-fed by the government for many 
decades. Rebuilding relationships with their respective constituencies would also be 
difficult as the CFAs have themselves lost their distinctive traditional identities. Says de 
Kadt: “From the start, the different ideological anchorings of the three CFAs made for 
distinct approaches to their work. Much has been changed since those days, and the lines 
of distinction are now drawn rather differently and altogether less clearly” (de Kadt 
1997:10). This is why the Stuurgroep concluded that the partners of the different CFAs 
are exchangeable (Stuurroep 2002). All these changes have taken the ‘halo’ off of the 
CFAs and make them recognised as just other aid seeking agencies in the eyes of the 
public and government.  
                                                 
42 The generous funding from the government for well over three decades made the CFAs gradually drift 
away from their own constituencies. In an environment of a secured funding system, there was no reason 
for the CFAs to make a special effort to raise additional funding from their own constituencies. In such a 
situation, the CFAs were not under obligation to fund their natural partners. 
43 The only exception is CORDAID, which raised Euros 35 million in 2004 from individual donations. The 
Protestant ICCO has restrictions in reaching its constituent churches, as Kerk in Aktie (Churches in Action) 
is entrusted with the responsibility of doing so. Kerk in Aktie’s income from individual donations in 2004 
was Euros 31 million (Lammers 2006).  
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The environment dimension that Mintzberg (1979) identified as hostility is relevant here. 
The CFAs no longer have the luxury of working in a munificent environment (Mintzberg 
1979) they had since the late eighties. Now they are thrown into a hostile environment. 
The other issue relates to the kind of environment that CFAs have enacted (Pfeffer and 
Salancik 1978) for themselves. Due to the flow of generous and easy money from the 
government, the CFAs were not bothered about their constituency both at home and 
abroad. The environment that they enacted had little or no consideration for their 
constituency. The CFAs’ main ally was the government. But the turning of the tables in 
the nineties and beyond pushed the CFAs to re-enact their environments. For instance, 
ICCO initiated a discussion with Kerkinaktie and a few other church-related agencies to 
form a strategic alliance so that there could be more synergy in their work.44 This is no 
easy task. The excessive dependence on government funds and the reporting regime 
means that CFAs are compelled to spend a great deal of time and energy to be 
accountable to the government. They have to do this at the expense of being less 
accountable to other stakeholders, such as their counterparts in the South (Hulme and 
Edwards 1995) and their own constituency in the North. The accountability bundle that 
CFAs maintain right now is similar to what Hulme and Edwards (1995) called over-
accountability to resource providers and under-accountability or completely-not-
accountable to other stakeholders and thus lacking downward or sideways accountability. 

4.5 Concluding remarks 

Against the backdrop of an increasingly unfavourable and challenging situation, how 
independent could the CFAs be? How private could they be or how non-governmental 
could they be? Against the general euphoria about the independence and long tradition of 
private initiatives in the Netherlands, the case for CFAs needs to be revisited. Accepting 
government money has been a case of accepting the regulations that came with it despite 
the principle of subsidiarity (Burger and Veldheer 2001). Government funding reduced 
the freedom of the non-governmental organisations to define their own services and, even 
worse, they changed into subsidiaries of the public sector (Ru 1995:29). Hence, Burger 
and Veldheer’s comment that though “the welfare state initially strengthened the 
pillarised non-profit private initiatives, but later it contributed greatly to its decline” 
(Burger and Veldheer 2001:226). The future of Dutch non-governmental organisations 
will depend on their relation with a less-sympathetic government on the one hand and a 
competitive aid market on the other hand. It seems that the CFAs are caught between the 
devil and the deep blue sea. This shows CFAs’ interface with their environment changed 
from a sensitive to a vulnerable one (Keohane and Nye 1989).  
 
Having lost their glamour and clout in an unfavourable environment, the CFAs have 
found it difficult to resist the changes. This results in the CFAs being in a position that is 
very different from what it used to be two decades ago. They have fallen from a position 

                                                 
44 These discussions culminated in an alliance between ICCO and Kerkinaktie in 2006. ICCO moved its 
office from Zeist to a building of the Samen op weg (Churches Working Together) in Utrecht. It is 
interesting to see how ICCO changed its logo in the shape of a fish. The fish (ikhthus) is an eminent symbol 
in iconography of the early Christians. These moves are indicative of one’s desire to get back ‘home’. 



Chapter 4 

92 

of privilege to being mere receivers of funds with stricter rules and conditions. On the 
one hand, the CFAs have to satisfy the government to receive funds. On the other hand, 
by adopting a marketing approach to mobilise funds from the public, the CFAs are under 
pressure to come up with a ‘product’ that they can sell well. The CFAs have changed 
their own structures and policies rather drastically in the last ten years or so. They have 
run from pillar to post to adapt themselves to pressures from the government. 
Professionalisation, business-like approaches, internal restructuring, reducing partner 
countries, and the increased pressure on their partners in the South to show ‘results’ are 
nothing but desperate efforts to stay on in the aid business. CFAs are still trying to 
stabilise themselves against the onslaught of unfavourable conditions from the early 
nineties and exacerbated in the beginning of the new millennium.  
 
How would the CFAs’ own vulnerability and struggle for survival affect the relationships 
they maintain with the Southern NGOs? What are the implications of the impulsion to 
satisfy the customers at home? How will it affect the stability and relevance of CFAs’ 
work in the South? Put differently, can the CFAs satisfy the customers at both ends? 
These are issues that are addressed in the chapters that follow. In the next chapter I 
analyse the NGOs in Sri Lanka. As part of my narration, I will be touching upon the issue 
of how they were influenced by donors abroad and their policy shifts.  
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5.   NGOS IN SRI LANKA: THE PRIMACY OF THE 
POLITICAL 

5.1 Introduction 

Part II of the study answers the research question that emphasises ‘what drives relations’, 
meaning how the shifts in the respective institutional contexts in which the Dutch CFAs 
and Sri Lankan NGOs are embedded affect them and their relations with each other. The 
preceding chapter gave an introduction to the Dutch Co-Financing Agencies. In this 
chapter, I analyse the emergence, dynamics and characteristics of what are loosely called 
NGOs in Sri Lanka by analysing the broader institutional landscape in which they are 
located. I focus on the specificity and political location of NGOs in the Sri Lankan 
context, a dimension that is lacking in many writings on Sri Lankan NGOs. Such a focus 
and approach is central to understanding the evolution of post-colonial NGOs with 
different political orientations. Due to this focus, I will not dwell on many other aspects 
of NGOs such as numbers, funding sources/figures, etc. (For detailed accounts of these 
aspects of NGOs, see Bastian 1999, Fernando and de Mel 1991, Fernando 2003a, 
Fernando 2003b, Orjuela 2004, Wickramasinghe 2001.) The analysis in this chapter lays 
more emphasis on the period from late colonialism (the decades preceding independence) 
to post-independence. In keeping with the temporal boundaries of this study, my analysis 
extends only up to August 2004.  
 
In this chapter I challenge the common notion and argument that the defining moment of 
Sri Lankan NGOs was the introduction of economic liberalisation policies in 1977. I 
argue that such a treatment would obscure a vivid historical trajectory, which predated 
the 1977 era. I establish that the predominant identity in Sri Lankan NGOs has been the 
so-called ‘rights’ tradition. I also argue that the trajectories of the Left movement in Sri 
Lanka had been a key determinant of the evolution of NGOs in the post-colonial period. 
Any attempt to understand the character of NGOs, therefore, should be based on a 
thorough historical and political analysis.  
 
I present four main themes that characterise transformations that Sri Lankan NGOs have 
gone through in different political contexts. In the first section, I elaborate on the nascent 
forms of social and voluntary action during the colonial period. In this section I make a 
brief reference to the forms of social organisations in the immediate pre-colonial period. 
The second section explains the innovations of voluntary action in the early post-colonial 
period and how social action gradually became radicalised in the years that followed. The 
third section focuses on the proliferation and maturation of NGOs coinciding with the 
introduction of liberalisation policies in Sri Lanka. The fourth section analyses how the 
NGOs went through an identity crisis and decline against the backdrop of a reformed 
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liberal political context, which also coincided with an intensified penetration of 
international donor capital. Finally, I draw conclusions from the foregoing analysis and 
discern issues that need to be addressed in the following chapters. 

5.2 Nascent forms of voluntary action: the colonial period 

Some authors trace the history of voluntary initiatives to the pre-colonial time (Fernando 
and de Mel 1991). Such initiatives are primarily found around agricultural (e.g., Wew 
Sabhaa1) and religious organisations (e.g., Daayaka Sabhaa2), which were essentially 
localised, self-organised and self-funded mutual-benefit organisations. With the onset of 
the colonial period, particularly under British rule from 1796-1948, new forms of 
organisations sprang up. As was the case in many other colonies, Christian missionaries 
established institutions for the delivery of education, health and social welfare. The 
Baptist Mission (1802), Wesleyan Missionary Society (1814) and Church Missionary 
Society (1818) are some of the early organisations that were set up by missionaries.3 
Mission-related organisations such as the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) 
and the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), and the Salvation Army were 
established in 1882 and 1883, respectively.4 As an indigenous reaction to the Christian 
missionary organisations (Saravanamuttu 2000:107), a similar breed of Buddhist 
organisations sprang up. The Buddhists promoted the Buddhist Theosophical Society5 
(1880) and the Mahabodhi Society (1891).6 Hindus and Muslims too emulated this model 
of organisations by establishing the Vivekananda Society (1902) and Ramakrishna 
Mission (1929), and Muslim Education Society (1890), respectively.  
 
The second half of the 19th century and the early decades of the 20th saw the birth of a 
new generation of organisations that were autonomous from the state, religious (church or 
temple) or political authority. Some organisations emerged as a direct response to the vast 
changes that were introduced in the socio-economic fabric of the country such as 
                                                 
1 Wev Sabhas were formed to manage small-scale irrigation systems. The users of water of the reservoir – 
the Wewa – organised themselves around a Wew Sabha to upkeep the reservoir and coordinate the 
distribution of water for agricultural activity.  There have been many attempts to revive these forms of 
organisations in contemporary donor-funded projects. See Fernando (1988). 
2 Daayaka Sabhas are committees of lay supporters of temples that assumed responsibility for maintenance, 
provided food and clothing for monks and sponsored activities such as teaching the Dhamma to school 
children, discussion of religious and cultural issues and collection of money for religious activities.   
3 IRED 1991a. For a detailed analysis of the evolution of the missionary movement in the colonial period, 
see K.M. de Silva (1965). Social Policy and Missionary Organisations in Ceylon 1840-1855. London: 
Longman. 
4 IRED 1991a. 
5 The Theosophical movement was brought to Sri Lanka by two Theosophists, Henry Steel Olcott of the 
US and Helena Blavatsky, a Russian in the US.  
6 The Mahabodhi Society was started by Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933). He was arguably the most 
outstanding ideologue and campaigner of the Sinhala Buddhist revival in Sri Lanka. It was Dharmapala 
who provided the ideology through which the Sinhala-Buddhist revivalist movement found expression. 
Dharmapala’s project, relentlessly implemented by him for about 50 years, was to redefine the new identity 
of the Sinhala Buddhist within a pluralistic and colonial society. Many of the earlier workers and 
benefactors of Dharmapala’s missions were Westerners and Indians. According to Uyangoda, Dharmapala 
promoted a ‘Buddhist Civil Society’ and was the first national-level civil society leader (Uyangoda 2001).   



NGOs in Sri Lanka 

 95

urbanisation, the creation of a new working class based in the cities and the shift from the 
traditional agricultural system towards plantations and industries (Fernando and de Mel 
1991). Notable examples are the labour movement (with the first strike in 1893),7 the 
cooperative movement (started in 1911), the temperance movement (started in 1912), the 
Ceylon Social League (1914) and the Mahajana Sabhas (since 1920). The emergence of 
Mahajana Sabhas,8 according to Uyangoda, marked the inauguration of modern 
associational politics (2001:203). The run-up to the Donoughmore Constitution in the late 
1920s injected some fresh vibrancy into a host of organisations. These included trade 
unions, youth associations, Mahajana Sabhas and marginalised caste groups who made 
active representations. Labour unions and women’s associations joined together to agitate 
for universal adult franchise (Uyangoda 2001:206, 207). It should be noted that the 
vibrancy of the organisations formed by the depressed caste groups, often neglected in 
discussions of public sphere and civil society discussions, was high during this period,9  
 
It is interesting to note how the anti-colonial strivings mobilised international links 
(‘networking’ in today’s parlance) and aid. The Theosophical movement was brought to 
Sri Lanka by the Theosophists, Henry Steel Olcott and Helena Blavatsky. Anagarika 
Dharmapala attracted a great deal of funding from foreign groups and individuals. In this 
sense, the international link played a significant role in several early social action 
initiatives.  
 
Reforms and the road to independence  
 
The thirties were marked by dramatic events, such as the Great Depression at the global 
level, the drought in the mid-thirties and the spread of a malaria epidemic at the local 
level. The country obtained universal suffrage in 1931. By this time the Left in the then 
Ceylon rose as a new force.10 These new currents and forces gave way to new laws 
relating to social issues under the Donoughmore Constitution.11 The Lanka Mahila 
Samithi (Lanka Women’s Society) was established in 1930.12 It was the first NGO to be 

                                                 
7 For a detailed historical account, see Jayawardena (1972). 
8 Mahajana Sabhas (literally translated: People’s Councils), as Uyangoda observes, brought “together 
people from a variety of social classes in developing a modernist political consciousness of constitutional 
rights, legislative politics, franchise and representation. Although the category of citizen was perhaps 
absent in the political discourse of the mahajana sabhas, their politics of constitutional reform was the first 
articulation of demands for a civil society sphere in a democratic sense”. Uyangoda 2001:203.  
9 Wickramasinghe (2006) notes that the associations of the Bathgama caste such as the Sri Lanka Sinhala 
Jathika Sangamaya, Udarata Jathika Sangamaya and Madyama Lanka Mahajana Sangamaya claimed to 
have a membership of 6,400, and their enthusiasm to make their representation at the Donoughmore 
Commission. Wickramasinghe 2006:53. 
10 Uyangoda’s (2001) assertion is that the ascendancy of the Left was not only due to the existence of a 
labour movement but also to the variety of vibrant civil society organisations.  The Left in its mobilisational 
politics effectively used these different forms of organisations and the bases that they represented, e.g., 
caste.  
11 The then government was forced to appoint many commissions to look into severe economic, social and 
health problems caused by the Depression of 1930, the drought in the mid-thirties and the malaria 
epidemic. Attempts were made to quantify the nature and gravity of poverty and unemployment through the 
Wedderburn Report of 1934 and Newham Report of 1936. In 1937 the Corea Report studied social distress 
and recommended remedial measures. Jayasuriya 1996:4. 
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formed with the specific objective of rural development (Fernando and de Mel 1991:7). 
While the Lanka Mahila Samithi took rather a welfarist character, an advocacy-oriented 
initiative was started by a Catholic priest and educationist, Fr. Peter Pillai,13 under the 
Social Justice Movement (1937), campaigning for just wages, better conditions for work 
and diffusion of ownership. Being an advocate of the social teachings of Papal 
Encyclicals initiated by Leo XIII in Rerum Novarum, Fr. Pillai’s publication, Samaaja 
Saamaya, is said to have had an impact on the policy makers of the government (Pieris 
1998/99:264). The earliest recognition of the role of NGOs was made by the government 
in the Children and Young Persons Ordinance of 1939 and the Orphanages Ordinance of 
1941 (Wickramasinghe 2001).  
 
Rural poverty became a major problem in the mid-thirties. In an attempt to arrest this 
issue, the colonial government initiated a scheme to set up Rural Welfare Centres and 
later the Rural Development Societies (RDS) in 1939. The Department for Rural 
Development was formed in 1947 to launch a village development programme involving 
the RDS.14 NGOs focusing on rural development proliferated in the 1930s. As a result, 
the forties marked the formation of umbrella organisations, or networks as we call them 
today. Examples are the Women’s Conference of Sri Lanka (1944) and the Central 
Council of Social Services (1946). A Department for Social Services was established in 
1947 following the recommendations made by the Social Services Commission.  
 
The United National Party, which took over the reigns of power from the British in 1948, 
did not make any fundamental changes to the economy and political establishment that 
the British left behind. The plantation-based economy that the British promoted and the 
open policy on foreign investments, mainly instituted by the British companies, were kept 
intact. The immediate aftermath of independence was marked by a relatively buoyant 
economy. Post-independent Ceylon was relatively affluent thanks to the high prices of 
tea, rubber and coconut in the world market after the Second World War (Kloos 1999:9). 
By this time the country also had a robust welfare framework.15 This enabled the 
government to spend a substantial amount of money for welfare, education and health, as 
to maintain the public agencies that carried out the above work. Such a situation gave 
very little scope for the emergence of NGOs (Wanigaratne 1997:220). However, the 
government extended its support to such NGOs as the Ceylon Red Cross Society (1949) 
and the Family Planning Association (1953) with grants-in-aid to encourage their 
involvement in welfare activities (IRED 1991a). 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
12 Jayawardena (1986) notes that the emergence of the Lanka Mahila Samithi, as well as the Women’s 
Political Union and Tamil Women’s Union in Colombo, was prompted by its predecessors such as Mallika 
Kulangana Samithiya (Mallika Women’s Society) and Women’s Franchise Union, which played a 
prominent role together with the Ceylon Labour Union in the franchise campaign.  
13 Rev. Dr. Peter Pillai O.M.I., Ph.D. (1904-64) was the rector of St. Joseph’s College since 1940 and in 
1954 was founder-rector of Aquinas University College. Despite his strong emphasis on social justice, his 
activism included anti-communism. Dornberg 1992:85.  
14 Though the RDSs were technically independent, they were under the heavy influence and control of the 
government. 
15 Though independence was granted in 1948, the decolonisation process started from the thirties when the 
British introduced various policies associated with the West European welfare state. For an in-depth 
account, see Alailama 1995. 
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Voluntary action in the pre-colonial period was marked by a combination of localised 
self-help initiatives as well as national-level advocacy-related initiatives. Even at the 
early stages, one can clearly see the political nature of voluntary action. One can also see 
how different movements and groups made alliances with each other; for instance, the 
link between the labour movement and nationalist movements. A striking feature of this 
period is how these initiatives forged effective links with international actors. Obviously, 
the missionary enterprise had its roots in Europe and North America. But it is interesting 
to observe that the early campaigner Dharmapala established an effective network of 
supporters in North America, Europe and Japan. In this regard the local action in the then 
Ceylon has been invariably linked up with a web of international bodies and people. 
Therefore, ‘foreign capital’ from the ‘vijaathika balawega’ had been part and parcel of 
the early voluntary and social action in the country.16 The precedent set by the colonial 
government in maintaining a robust welfare system was continued by the government 
formed after independence. The welfare system, and the institutions and bureaucracy to 
administer it, had almost taken care of community development activity, leaving very 
limited space for non-governmental actors to develop such activities in the colonial 
period as well as in the early post-colonial years. In this sense, so-called ‘development’ 
work was not so much the forte of national-level voluntary organisations during that 
period. Instead, they took a ‘rights’ orientation.  

5.3 Post-colonial period: innovations and radicalisation of social action (1950-76) 

In this section, I discuss the shifts in post-colonial Sri Lanka and how social and 
voluntary action evolved during this period. The discussion covers the period from the 
immediate aftermath of independence till 1976. I analyse how the policies of different 
governments during this period constricted or enabled the space for voluntary action. As 
part of this analysis, I also discuss how shifts in foreign policy under different 
governments encouraged or discouraged foreign assistance and the alliances they had 
with different countries. Parallel to this, I bring in the analysis of how global trends 
induced voluntary action in Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka experienced many political upheavals in 
the above period and I discuss how such shifts gradually resulted in innovations and the 
radicalisation of social action in Sri Lanka. 
 
Many discussions on the evolution of NGOs treat 1977 as the turning point because of the 
change of the dominance of the state – a salient feature of the post-independence period – 
which constricted the space for non-state actors (Sarawanamuttu 2000, Wickramasinghe 
2001). However, Orjuela (2004, 2005) sees 1971 as the defining moment in the evolution 
of Sri Lankan NGOs, coinciding with the JVP insurgency, which resulted in various 
groups coming together to defend civil and political rights. Perhaps this line of argument 
is predicated on the examples of organisations that emerged in the immediate aftermath 
of the insurgency, such as the Civil Rights Movement (1971), Centre for Society & 
Religion (1971), Satyodaya (1972), Thulana Centre for Research (1974) and 

                                                 
 
16 Vijaathika Balawega in Sinhala literally means non-national forces. This is a common phrase used by the 
anti-NGO lobby to indicate a conspiracy theory that NGOs are pawns of foreign countries/interests.   
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Coordinating Secretariat for Plantation Areas (CSPA, 1974). My argument is that though 
these organisations came up in the post-1971 Insurgency period, the conception of these 
organisations can be traced back to the fifties and sixties. This is a period that has been 
less discussed in literature on the evolution of Sri Lankan NGOs. However, discussion of 
such developments within the Catholic and Protestant churches can be seen in 
ecclesiological and theological literature: e.g., Dornberg (1992), Pieris (1998/1999) and 
Abayasekara (2004). Therefore, in this section, I discuss the currents in the post-colonial 
period from 1950 to 1976, paying special attention to the fifties and sixties, which are not 
analysed adequately in literature on voluntary action and NGOs. I start the section with 
an analysis of the political economy of Sri Lanka and some global trends that spawned 
many innovations in social action in the country and a process of gradual radicalisation of 
such social action that followed in the late and early seventies.  
 
In 1950 Sri Lanka hosted the Commonwealth Foreign Ministers Conference. One of the 
major outcomes of this conference was the setting up of the Colombo Plan for Technical 
Cooperation and Exchange, popularly known as the Colombo Plan. Since then, Sri Lanka 
has received significant assistance for development work from Commonwealth sources 
channelled via the Colombo Plan. 1950 was also the year that Sri Lanka obtained 
membership in the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. The World Bank 
sent a mission to Sri Lanka in 1951 to study the economy and make recommendations on 
the overall economy and the development programme. The report of the mission was 
published in 1953 and the then government was committed to implementing its 
recommendations, including some fundamental changes in the sphere of social welfare. 
The government’s efforts to implement recommendations of the World Bank created 
many political upheavals such as 1953 Hartal.17  
 
When the Mahajana Eksath Peramuna (MEP) government came into power in 1956, vast 
political changes swept across the country.18 The rise of Sinhala nationalism had a 
profound influence on development and foreign policies, and on the flow of foreign aid. 
This period marked the establishment of diplomatic, trade and other relations with East 
European countries led by the Soviet Union and China. As a result, Sri Lanka received a 
great deal of external assistance for development from them. Development activities were 
considered a preserve of the state. The link with the IMF, World Bank, US and Western 
European countries during this time weakened (Bastian 2003).  
 
The religious and nationalist revivalism in the mid-fifties spawned a few innovative 
voluntary strivings that soon gathered momentum. One of the significant organisations 
that emerged in the post-1956 period was Sarvodaya, which later became the largest, 

                                                 
17 The literal meaning of Hartal is mass stoppage of work. Acting on the advice of a visiting World Bank 
mission, Dudley Senanayake, the then prime minister, sought to reduce the burden of the rice subsidy in the 
wake of worsening terms of trade. The price hike of 25 cents a measure provoked an unprecedented protest 
from the masses, largely mobilised by the LSSP. Several demonstrators were killed when the police opened 
fire. The Hartal was one of the factors that led to the subsequent resignation of the then prime minister. de 
Silva 2005:612.  
18 The MEP was led by S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike’s SLFP together with a coalition of Philip Gunawardena’s 
VLSSP, Dahanayake’s Bhasha Peramuna, K.M.P. Rajaratne’s Jathika Vimukthi Peramuna and I.M.R.A. 
Iriyagolla’s Republican Party.  
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most visible and perhaps the most talked about NGO in Sri Lanka. Sarvodaya’s 
emergence is interpreted as an extension of the Buddhist revivalist movement, which had 
a boost in the run-up to the 1956 election. It is considered one of the many innovations 
spawned by what Gombrich and Obeysekere call ‘Protestant Buddhism’, an adaptation to 
transformations taking place in society (Gombrich and Obeysekere 1988:241). Thriving 
on the Sinhala-Buddhist ideological fervour of earlier times, Sarvodaya came up with a 
model of community development based on a concoction of Buddhist ethics and 
principles, with zeal to revive the harmonious rural agrarian society and village life (that 
was claimed to have existed in the past) with the use of self-help in a modern capitalist 
society. Such an ideology also drew inspiration from the agrarian reforms introduced in 
the immediate aftermath of independence. For instance, Upali Senanayake, a vice 
president of Sarvodaya, was a staunch exponent of this school of thought. After breaking 
away from Sarvodaya in 1974, Senanayake formed the Jathika Urumaya, the National 
Heritage, which advocated agrarian reform and was actively engaged in reconstruction of 
small-scale reservoirs.19 However, it was Sarvodaya that had the right entrepreneurial mix 
of ideology and the ability to sell the concept to donors, which ensured a constant flow of 
funds. Arguably, the ideological model that Sarvodaya introduced left an indelible print 
on many rural-based community development initiatives that emerged later on. Though 
projected as an initiative founded on Buddhist ethics and indigenous values, Sarvodaya 
had been influenced by international currents even before it started receiving funds from 
foreign donors. It is interesting to see how Sarvodaya introduced the virtue of 
Shramadaana (donating one’s labour) as an improvisation of the work-camp concept of 
Service Civil International to which Ariyaratne’s mentor D.A. Ariyananda was attached.20  
 
Though the changes in 1956 are largely identified with the Sinhala-Buddhist 
constituency, the changes attracted some sections of Christians too. On the one hand, the 
non-elite Christians identified with the changes of 1956 (Pieris 1998/99). On the other 
hand, cultural themes such as indigenisation and vernacularisation attracted some 
progressive Christian groups across class boundaries. Since the mid-fifties, a wave of 
indigenisation and vernacularisation swept through the Protestant church, influencing 
liturgy and architectural designs of church buildings. This influence can partially be seen 
in two initiatives taken by Protestant groups soon after 1956: the formation of 
Devasaranaramaya in 1957 and the Christian Workers’ Fellowship (CWF) in 1958. 
Devasaranaramaya was started by Rev. Yohan Devananda,21 an Anglican priest, in the 

                                                 
 
19 It is interesting to note the resonance between Upali Senanayake’s campaign for agrarian reform, and the 
agrarian resettlements and construction of reservoirs by D.S. Senanayake, the first prime minister, who 
happened to be Upali Senanayke’s uncle. The line between government and non-government has been very 
thin. In fact, it was the Jathika Urumaya that did the spade work for the Wap-Magula celebrations during 
the UNP regime in 1977. Interview with Upali Mahagedaragamage, formerly with Jathika Urumaya. 
20 The activities of SCI started in 1920 in Verdun (France), where Pierre Ceresole and other Pacifists 
organised practical peace services in order to create reconciliation after the First World War. The Sri 
Lankan Chapter of SCI had been started by Ariyananda Abeysekare who was then attached to the Rural 
Development Department of the government. Ariyaratne, the Sarvodaya leader, had been a protégé of 
Ariyananda Abeysekara. Kanatholouwa, the Rodi village where Sarvodaya’s first work camp was held, was 
an initiative of Abeysekara under the Department of Rural Development. Interview with Richard Dias. Dias 
was on the staff of the Department of Rural Development from 1953 to 1958. 
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style of an ashram, a religious retreat centre. The CWF was formed by a group of 
Protestant Christians who were trade union activists.22 For Pieris (1998/1999), this, on the 
part of the Protestants, was “a fresh and positive response to the nationalist and the 
socialist prongs of the anti-Western and anti-Christian currents of time” (Pieris 
1998/99:264). Though prompted by the changes in 1956, their ideologies and working 
principles were very different from those of Sarvodaya. Their ideological roots were a 
blend of Marxism and radical theological perspectives. The focus of these groups was 
different from Sarvodaya-type NGOs that strived to address the problems of villages at a 
micro level. Instead, these groups focused more on the structural dimensions that spawn 
injustices in society. The emergence of NGOs during this period was viewed with 
suspicion by the state bureaucracy (Wanigaratne 1997:221). In contrast, an organisation 
like Sarvodaya received the support and blessings of the then government.23 
 
The UNP changed foreign policy when it came back to power 1965. A significant event 
that took place during this period was the establishment of the Paris Aid Group, the 
forum of donor countries supporting Sri Lanka under the auspices of the World Bank. As 
a result, multilateral agencies and Western donors extended their assistance to Sri Lanka 
in a coordinated manner. However, “the aid programme during this period was not tied to 
any particular programme or conditionality and IMF/WB prescriptions were limited to 
that of domestic fiscal and monetary management”.24 One of the key global events that 
had a profound impact on the evolution of the NGO sector in Sri Lanka was the Second 
Vatican Council, which took place from 1962 to 1965. The fresh theological and 
ecclesiastical perspectives that emanated from the council changed the direction of 
Catholic communities all over the world. The council called for a process of ‘updating’ 
the church’s obsolete habits of thought, behaviour and self-expression by “an immersion 
of the Christian community in the life-struggle of all the people in the country, 
experiencing all their conflicts and ambiguities and thus becoming, among them and for 
them” (Pieris 1998/99:266, 267). Inspired by these changes, a few groups and individuals 
with Catholic background experimented with new forms of organisations in the late 
sixties and early seventies. 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
21 John Cooray (who later changed his name to Yohan Devananda) comes from an elite background. He 
was educated at Royal College, a prestigious school in Sri Lanka. Later he pursued a degree in history at 
Selwyn College, Cambridge, before studying theology at Cuddesdon College, Oxford. Devananda became 
a priest in the church of Ceylon in 1954. 
22 CWF was a collective effort. Its founders include Vijaya Vidyasagara (an Anglican and active member of 
the LSSP), Jeffery Abeysekara (an Anglican who was a Central Bank employee), and Ainsley Samarajeewa 
(a Methodist, and teacher by profession). A key person who gave inspiration to this group and brought 
them together was an Anglican priest who later became Bishop Lakshman  Wickramasinghe (1927-83). 
Wickramasinghe came from an elite family. He received a first class honours degree in political science 
from the University of Ceylon and then pursued his theological studies at Oxford. Wickramasinghe has 
played a major role in initiating, promoting and supporting many socio-political strivings within and 
outside the church.   
23 Ariyaratne was an ardent campaigner for S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike in the 1956 elections. As prime 
minister, Bandaranaike sent a congratulatory message through his wife, Sirima Bandaranaike (who later 
became the prime minister), to Ariyaratne at the first work camp in Kanatoluwa in 1958.  Among the 
visitors to the camp were the then MP of the area T.B, Subasinghe, the director and other officials of the 
Rural Development Department and the inspector-general of police. Liyanage 1988:43, 54, 55. 
24 W.D. Lakshman (1987), quoted in Bastian 2003. 
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Tensions, unrest and radicalisation of Left politics 
 
The mid-sixties brewed many social tensions caused by rising unemployment, poverty 
and escalation of prices due to a reduced export income and a growing foreign debt. This 
crisis affected the economic life in various ways. Welfare services and subsidies had to be 
reduced gradually. According to the terms of the agreement concluded with the IMF in 
June 1965, the rice subsidy was reduced. The rupee was devalued. The cost of living 
went up considerably (Keerawella 1980:28) The opposition SLFP formed an alliance 
with the two main Marxist parties represented in Parliament, the LSSP and CP, in 1964 
(de Silva 2005:660). By this time the CP had split caused by the Sino-Soviet conflict in 
1963 (Wickramasinghe 2006:220). It was the CP (Moscow) group that joined the 
coalition government. The post-1965 period saw a steady emergence of ‘clandestine 
revolutionary groups’ (Keerawella 1980) consisting of younger members who were 
disassociating themselves from the traditional left. These groups included the Wijeweera 
Group, which came to be known as the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP), Peradiga 
Sulanga Group, Gini Pupura Group, Sumith Devinuwara Group, Dharmasekara Group 
and Samajawaadi Sangamaya (Dissanayake 1992, Keerawella 1980). The leaders of 
many of these groups were ex-members and fulltime workers of the Communist Party 
and particularly those who were with the CP (P).25 It was only the Pragathi Peramuna that 
did not prepare itself for an armed struggle (Dissanayake 1992:37). All other groups 
believed in revolution and armed struggle. The JVP wanted to pursue a short-term armed 
struggle while other groups opted for a Chinese-style stronghold-based protracted 
revolution.  
 
Deteriorating socio-economic conditions made an impact on Devasarana and CWF. A 
church-oriented, middle-class, Colombo-based initiative such as the CWF went through a 
change of direction. CWF’s emphasis changed from ‘Christian churches and workers’ to 
‘trade unions and labour movement’ (Dornberg 1992:86). The changes that took place in 
Devasarana were more far-reaching. What was started as an ascetic monastery gradually 
became a community centre for the youngsters of surrounding villages to gather and 
discuss issues that affected them, such as unemployment. These discussions led to a 
conference and the establishment of a ‘People’s Committee for Land Reform’ (Dornberg 
1992:86). Inspired by the fresh perspectives from the Vatican Council, the Catholic 
Church established SETIK (Socio-Economic Training Institute Kandy) and SEDEC 
(Socio-Economic and Development Centre) in 1964 and 1968, respectively. During the 
same period, a limited collaborative effort between the government and NGOs was seen 
in the Freedom from Hunger Campaign, under the auspices of the Food and Agriculture 
Organisation (FAO). NGOs such as National Heritage and Nation Builders Association 
were involved in developing minor irrigation schemes as collaborators in government 
development projects.  
 
The end of the sixties marked a clear polarisation between the old Left (LSSP and CP) 
and the emergent New Left (JVP and others). The culmination of this was the formation 
of a coalition government between the SLFP, and the LSSP and CP in 1970. This is 
                                                 
 
25 Rohana Wijeweera (JVP), Kalyananda Thiranagama (Gini Pupura) and Gamini Yapa (Peradiga Sulanga) 
were full-time activists of the CP. 
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considered the consolidation of the state-centric politics of the old Left. With the new 
orientation, the Left gradually abandoned its broad-based civil politics, thus leaving a 
void for the “re-emergence of civil society politics outside the sphere of influence of the 
organised Left” (Uyangoda 2001:210).  
 
The new government that came to power in 1970 introduced state socialism with an 
export-led economic policy, placing heavy restrictions on imports and foreign exchange 
transfer. But the government’s policy on external assistance from Western countries and 
the US did not take an extreme form as was the case in the period 1956-65. The Paris Aid 
Group continued to function. The aid flow from the above countries declined during this 
period (Bastian 2003). The climax of the rise of New Left political groups was the 
insurgency led by the JVP in 1971. The JVP’s attempt to capture power was quickly 
thwarted. The crushing of the JVP through a brutal counter-insurgency by the 
government affected other New Left groups as well.26 Many activists and members of 
these groups too were imprisoned. This was a massive blow to these groups: “The 
ruthless suppression by the government made many of these groups die. If not they were 
reduced to small groups. Except for the JVP, other groups could not revive themselves 
after 1971. This was not entirely due to the government suppression. The leadership of 
these groups lost the vibrancy and enthusiasm they had before; they were hesitant to 
admit the mistake they made and correct themselves. The result was that many activists in 
these groups gave up hopes they pinned on the revolutionary struggle” (Dissanayaka 
1992:41).  
 
The 1971 Insurgency was a catalyst for many socially conscious groups to make a 
concerted response. One such response came from some sections of the Catholic Church. 
These groups were already inspired by the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) and the 
Roman Synod in 1971, which affirmed the conviction that “the promotion of justice is an 
integral part of the proclamation of the gospel and the spread of Latin American 
Liberation Theology” (Pieris 1998/99:270, 271). This paved the way for the emergence 
of a host of organisations that came to be known as ‘centres’, such as the Centre for 
Society & Religion (CSR) in 1971,27 Satyodaya Centre for Research and Encounter in 
1972, and Tulana Centre in 1974. A person who inspired these ‘centres’ was Bishop Leo 
Nanayakkara, who, according to Pieris, was a ‘genuine product’ of Vatican II 
(1998/99:269). The 1971 Insurgency also gave birth to a few secular organisations. The 
most notable example is the Civil Rights Movement (CRM), which was established in 
1971. In fact, many founders of CRM came from the Protestant and Catholic pioneer 
groups mentioned before.28 Another example of secular organisations that emerged in the 

                                                 
26 Between 3,000-8,000 people are estimated to have been killed in the counter-insurgency, which included 
extrajudicial killings and on more than one occasion large-scale massacres of low caste people. Rampton 
and Welikala 2005:28. 
27 “The decision to begin the Centre for Society & Religion was taken in 1968 by a small group of persons 
led by Rev. Fr. Tissa Balasuriya. It became clear to them at that time, that both society and religion needed 
radical changes for responding meaningfully to the challenges that were emerging in Ceylon. During the 
second half of 1960s, there was much social discontent in our country due to the failure of the post-
independence political leadership to resolve the problem of the masses. Sharp social contrasts existed in 
society”. Leoni Perera. A Ray of Hope – A Review of the CSR 1971-1991, 20 Years. Colombo: CSR, n.d. 
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immediate aftermath of the 1971 Insurgency was the MARGA Institute, which was 
established in 1972. MARGA was founded by a group of bureaucrats who were 
disenchanted with the policies of the new government. Though their emergence was 
prompted by the insurgency, the groups that came up in the early seventies did not adopt 
an all-out antagonistic attitude towards the government. Many of them were indeed 
supportive of reforms introduced by the coalition government – with two Left parties 
holding key ministerial portfolios – such as educational reforms (1972), land reform 
(1972, 1975) and nationalisation of plantations. Hence, Bastian likens the link between 
the emergent NGOs during this period and the government to a love-hate relationship 
(Bastian 1999:30). He also notes that the attitude of these organisations towards the JVP 
was ambiguous. While they appreciated the circumstances that led the JVP to rebel 
against the government, at a political level there were many rivalries (Ibid.:30). Perhaps 
this is because many of these organisations had close links with the old Left. 
 
The organisations that emerged in the late fifties functioned largely as voluntary 
organisations in the first few years of their work. The budgets were small and limited; 
funds were mobilised from local sources, mainly from friends. As most of the leaders of 
pioneer justice groups came from relatively affluent backgrounds, they contributed their 
personal wealth to organisational work in the initial years. Organisations that had church 
links received logistical support and funding from church sources. The membership 
organisations raised limited funds from their membership.29 By the early seventies, these 
organisations gradually started forging links with foreign funding organisations.  
 
The first signs of the government’s uneasiness with NGOs could be seen in the seventies. 
Though there was some scepticism by the government about the NGOs that came up in 
the late fifties (Wanigaratne 1997), it was only in the seventies that the government 
started questioning their role. The first reaction from the government came regarding the 
role played by the CRM in the aftermath of the 1971 Insurgency. In 1974, Sarvodaya 
came under attack by Felix R. Dias Bandaranaike, the then minister of justice. Ironically, 
it was the same minister (he was then the minister of public administration, local 
government and home affairs) who presented the bill to incorporate Sarvodaya under an 
act of Parliament in March 1971. The minister threatened that Sarvodaya could only 
conduct its activities with the consent of the MP of the area and under the leadership of 
individuals endorsed by the respective MP.30 However, the matter subsided after an 
intervention made by Prime Minister Sirima Bandaranaike. It should be noted that 
Sarvodaya generally maintained very close and cordial relations with politicians and the 

                                                                                                                                                  
28 A close scrutiny of the founder-members of the CRM shows this. People such as Bishop Leo 
Nanayakkara, Bishop Lakshman Wickramasinghe, Rev. Tissa Balasuriya, Rev. Daniel Fernando and Ms. 
Bernadeen Silva were closely associated with radical groups of both the Catholic and Protestant churches in 
Sri Lanka. Kumari Jayawardena and Suriya Wickramasinghe (eds.) (1979). People’s Rights, Documents of 
CRM 1971-78. Colombo: CRM. 
29 CWF’s first full-time secretary reminisces thus: “I was supported financially through a Pledge Scheme of 
monthly subscribers all of whom were ardent CWF activists, I remember receiving a monthly salary of Rs. 
150 [approximately US $1.5, at the currency rate in 2005] when I commenced work”. Abeysekare 2004:20. 
30 Letter of 7 October 1974, quoted in Liyanage 1988:178-80. 
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bureaucracy by that time. The conflict was partly attributed to an ego battle with the 
people concerned.31  
 
The period 1950-76 witnessed many shifts and upheavals in post-colonial Sri Lanka. The 
beginning of this period was marked by the country forging links with global economic 
players such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund. Sri Lanka started 
organising itself as a recipient of foreign aid during this period. However, this trend 
changed with the Sinhala-Buddhist political swing that brought a new government into 
power. The so-called ‘revolution of 56’ spawned new waves of social action through 
community development. These waves not only represented the Buddhist constituency 
but also some Christian constituencies. Towards the late sixties, the orientation of the 
Left changed, with the gradual shift from transformatory politics to state-centric politics. 
These changes were also partly influenced by the shifts in global Left politics and the 
Sino-Soviet split. The disenchantment created by the Left’s shift and subsequent 
cooptation with the government gave way to many splinter political groups that came to 
be known as the New Left. The new political fervour in the country impacted the 
voluntary organisations. Many social action groups that were hitherto toeing a somewhat 
neutral line were infused with radicalism emanating from the broader political 
environment. The culmination of this political trend was the insurgency in 1971. Many 
organisations and groups sprang up in response to the insurgency and its immediate 
aftermath. This gave way to a new wave of social action groups in Sri Lanka. The 
political fervour in the late sixties and early seventies was also fuelled notably by the 
radical changes introduced by Vatican II. In short, the years from 1950 to 1976 were a 
roller-coaster period in Sri Lanka. It was also a period during which the country went 
through many experimentations and adaptations as a newly independent country. The 
unprecedented shocks that the country went through brought about many transformations 
and innovations in the realm of social and voluntary action.  

5.4 NGOs in a liberal economic environment: proliferation and consolidation 
(1977-93) 

The year 1977 is an important juncture in Sri Lankan history in many respects. The 17 
years that followed 1977 marked a different character in Sri Lankan politics. As 
discussed in the previous section, many governments were formed by different political 
parties with coalitions during the 1950-76 period. For the first time in post-colonial Sri 
Lanka, one party – the UNP – was in power for a long period. This section looks at the 
currents in this somewhat monolithic political environment and how social action groups, 
voluntary organisations and NGOs evolved. The section starts with a discussion on the 
importance of 1977 and the fundamental changes brought about. The discussion that 
follows captures the upheavals and events that paved the way for NGOs to take the centre 
stage from voluntary groups, trade unions and the Left. This section also discusses the 
dynamics between the government and NGOs as the latter became a power to reckon 
with. 

                                                 
31 Ariyaratne attaches a great deal of importance to this vendetta in his autobiography. See Ariyaratne 
2003:565-75. 
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As said before, the year 1977 is considered a watershed in relation to the expansion of 
NGOs in Sri Lanka. Wickramasinghe claims that over 65% of the development NGOs in 
Sri Lanka were established only after 1977 (2001:78). The background to this claim 
should be understood as a result of some macro changes that took place in the country. 
The UNP came back to power in 1977 with an overwhelming 5/6th majority in 
Parliament. The Left suffered the worst defeat in its history by not being able to secure a 
single seat. This period marked the beginning of full-fledged liberalised capitalism in Sri 
Lanka. Though there had been earlier attempts to make similar reforms, “Sri Lanka’s 
entry into the on-going process of market liberalisation had to be delayed until a 
government committed fully to capitalist ideology was elected to power in 1977” 
(Lakshman 1997:8). Concerted efforts were made to attract foreign capital. Stringent 
foreign exchange rules that were used in the period of 1970-77 were relaxed, and 
generous tax exemptions and concessions were made to foreign investors. Steps were 
taken to privatise many state institutions. Steps were also taken to facilitate deregulation, 
privatisation and foreign investment as the cornerstones of neo-liberal economic theory. 
Such a theory also advocates shedding the welfare responsibilities of the government so 
that it can focus on its primary task of governance. The argument that treats 1977 as the 
turning point in the evolution of Sri Lankan NGOs is mainly predicated on the above 
theoretical assertion.  
 
Indeed there was a gradual deterioration of the welfare system after 1977. But there is no 
substantial evidence to suggest that it was NGOs that filled this gap. The main reduction 
of the welfare system was the scrapping of food subsidies and deterioration of health and 
educational facilities. NGOs had little or no presence in interventions that dealt with these 
issues, other than playing a limited advocacy role. It should be noted that the general 
liberal atmosphere of allowing capital and investors to move freely and the relaxed 
exchange regulations set the stage for foreign aid to flow in. The government at that time 
had no policy whatsoever on NGOs. Their form of encouragement was to turn a blind eye 
on aspects such as registration. Hundreds if not thousands of NGOs functioned without 
any form of registration. Wickramasinghe identifies the worldwide trend of promoting 
the various development models and programmes in the 1970s as an important 
contributory factor for the proliferation of NGOs in developing countries 
(Wickramasinghe 2001:78). Perhaps, this would have been a major factor for the flow of 
foreign aid to NGOs. A contributory factor would have been the conducive environment 
for the flow of foreign contributions and personnel, a situation that is drastically different 
from India where there are still strict regulations on the transfer of money.  
 
A key political event that took place in the immediate aftermath of the UNP victory was 
the release of the political prisoners held since 1971. This included JVP activists as well 
as those from other political groups. Thus 1977 saw a process of reorganising and 
regrouping of political activists (Dissanayake 1992:58).32 However, it was only the JVP 

                                                 
32 Lanka Communist Party, Peradiga Sulanga, a group of ex-Gini Pupura members, New Lanka Communist 
Party, Prajathanthrawaadee Jaathika Peramuna (Democratic National Front), Mahajana Vimukthi Pakshaya 
(People’s Liberation Party) led by Mahinda Wijesekara who broke away from the JVP in 1976, and Janatha 
Sangamaya. Dissanayake 1992:58. 
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that continued till its proscription in 1983.33 The Janatha Sangamaya, a breakaway group 
of the JVP, was active till the mid-eighties. The other exception was the NSSP, which 
also came into being in 1977.34 The reorganised JVP, Janatha Sangamaya and the NSSP 
emerged as New Leftist political forces to oppose the UNP policies when the old Left and 
the SLFP were still nursing the humiliating electoral defeat of 1977. During this period, 
the Janatha Sangamaya, the All Ceylon Peasants’ Congress and a group of NGOs 
coalesced to resist various actions initiated by the UNP government. A key incident that 
rallied the above groups together was the handing over of 80,000 acres of land in 
Moneragala to a multinational company, Booker International, to grow sugar cane. 
Similar action was taken against the introduction of a water tax. During the same period, 
some political activists and academics came together to form organisations such as the 
Social Scientists’ Association (SSA) and the Workers & Peasants’ Institute. The 
emergence of these organisations was prompted by the need to carve a new space for 
political action at a time when the old Left lost its clout. Many of the founders of these 
organisations had close affinities with Left political parties.35  
 
The new government became more totalitarian and repressive. The crushing of the 1980 
strike is a case in point.36 To date, the trade union movement has not recovered from the 
heavy blow that it received. With the crushing of the trade union movement, the Left, 
already routed in elections, almost lost its clout. In this context, many political activists 
and trade unionists were attracted to NGOs. A section of these individuals joined as staff 
of NGOs while others formed their own NGOs. Notable organisations that sprang up 
during this time were MDDR, Progressive Women’s Front and the Ceylon Social 
Institute (IRED 1991a).  
 
The new emphasis on NGOs, according to Wickramasinghe (2001), is part and parcel of 
the intellectual framework of liberal economy. The vast changes (privatisation, 
deregulation, foreign investment, World Bank pressures, etc.) since 1977 allowed the 
emergence of such organisations that were at loggerheads with the regime. Contrary to 
the liberal economic argument of the appropriation of NGOs as gap-fillers and 
contractors of welfare, what emerged in the eighties was a small but strong and 
vociferous NGO community in Sri Lanka. Many of these organisations were 
ideologically and politically inclined to socialism. Their roots have been with Leftist 

                                                 
33 In the immediate aftermath of the infamous ethnic riots in July 1983, the then UNP government made use 
of the opportunity to proscribe the JVP as well as CP and NSSP alleging that they were involved in the 
riots. 
34 Started as Lanka Sama Samaaja Pakshaya Nawa Nayakathwaya (LSSP-New Leadership) in 1977 by a 
group of members of the LSSP who condemned the party’s stand and course of action taken after 1971, 
opposed the coalition in 1970 and were subsequently expelled from the party. By 1979 this group called 
itself the Nawa Sama Samaaja Pakshaya (NSSP), the name still used.  
35 Some of the founder members of the SSA were Prof. W.D. Lakshman, Prof. Senaka Bandaranayake, 
Prof. Kumari Jayawardena and Charles Abeysekera. Many of them had links or sympathies with the old 
Left. The founder of the Workers & Peasants’ Institute, Newton Gunasinghe, was a member of the CP 
(Peking Wing) at one time. Other people involved with WPI were Fr. Paul Casperz, Jayaratne Maliyagoda, 
Dayan Jayatilake, Joe Seneviratne and Sunil Bastian. These people were linked to many Left political 
projects. Interview with Sunil Bastian. 
36 For a detailed analysis of the 1980 strike, see Fernando (1983). “The State and Class Struggle in Sri 
Lanka: The General Strike of July 1980”, Labour, Capital and Society, 16: 2 (November 1983). 
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political parties, trade unions and other mass movements. This group of organisations got 
a new lease on life in a political environment where the balance was tilted towards the 
Right. Given their political ideology and background, these organisations were at 
loggerheads with the UNP government. This carved out a new role for them to act as a 
countervailing force to the UNP. This anti-UNP stance became a key identity of these 
organisations. Many rights-oriented NGOs became anti-UNP by default. One interesting 
observation is that the discourse of civil society and good governance was almost unheard 
of during this time. The main preoccupation of these groups, which was expressed in 
different forms of organisational strivings, was to fight the UNP government.  
 
The ethnic tensions in the late seventies and ethnic riots and war since the eighties 
spawned a host of organisations. The Movement for Inter-Racial Justice and Equality 
(MIRJE), the International Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES) and Eastern Rehabilitation 
Organisation are prominent organisations that emerged during this time. Hundreds of 
organisations emerged in the North and East as well as in Colombo to address different 
aspects (relief, rehabilitation, human rights, lobbying and advocacy) of the ethnic riots in 
1983 and the armed conflict between the LTTE and the government. 
 
Many NGOs who openly supported the 13th Amendment to the Constitution and the Indo-
Lanka Pact came under attack by the JVP.37 By this time, a new political party led by the 
popular film star, Vijaya Kumaratunge, and a breakaway group from the SLFP, including 
Chandrika Bandaranaike, gained popularity. Many politically oriented NGOs extended 
their support to the newly formed party, the Sri Lanka Mahajana Pakshaya (SLMP). 
Many former activists of the All Ceylon Peasants’ Congress, Janatha Sangamaya and 
many NGO personnel became active members of the SLMP. By this time, the 
Independent Students’ Union (ISU) emerged as a vibrant political force.38 The ISU forged 
links with many politically oriented NGOs. Another clandestine political group that 
called itself the Vikalpa Group was also active during this period.39 It too had strong links 
with NGOs. The first victim of the so-called bheeshana-samaya, the terror-period, was 
Daya Pathirana, the leader of the ISU. He was brutally killed, allegedly by the JVP, in 
December 1986. After that, the JVP unleashed a violent campaign against the UNP, other 
Left groups including the old Left, NSSP and SLMP, and trade union leaders. Some NGO 
leaders became targets. Most of them fled the country or went into hiding to escape death. 
Hundreds of NGO and political activists found refuge at Devasarana premises during this 
period. The Devasarana compound looked more like a fortress with barricades and towers 
for a 24-hour armed guard. There were many attempts by the JVP to attack the 
Devasarana premises. In response to the threat from the JVP, the government unleashed 
                                                 
37 This amendment was introduced in 1987 as a measure of devolution of power via the introduction of 
Provincial Councils. 
38 The ISU was at that time the leading student organisation in the University of Colombo. It had a Marxist 
political perspective and strived to forge links with other like-minded political forces. Interview with 
Nirmal Ranjith Devasiri. 
39 Prominent leaders of this group included Dayan Jayatilake, Dayapala Thiranagama, Joe Seneviratne, 
Pulsara Liyanage and Ram Manikkalingam. The group went underground when the police went after them. 
Joe Seneviratne was active in MIRJE and many other NGOs. He was the managing editor of Yukthiya, a 
weekly newspaper published by MIRJE. In 1994 Seneviratne was a prominent leader of the Sudu Nelum 
Viyaparaya, a peace front of the PA government. Dayan Jayatilake was appointed as the ambassador to the 
United Nations in Geneva by President Rajapaksha in March 2006.  
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an equally brutal anti-insurgency campaign that killed thousands of youth. During this 
time, the government issued fire arms to those who had received threats from the JVP. 
Many NGO leaders and activists procured these fire arms for self-protection.40  
 
The second insurgency of the JVP and the counter-insurgency measures taken by the 
government that resulted in a gross violation of human rights, including extrajudicial 
killings, impacted the NGOs in two ways. On the one hand, it was a blow to the NGOs 
that had political links as they became a target of the JVP. These groups were compelled 
to stop their work during that time. Some of their ablest cadres were killed by the JVP. 
This period marked a sort of end to a certain generation of activism. On the other hand, 
the 1987-89 incidents created a niche for NGOs to widen their activities on human rights, 
advocacy and lobbying against the atrocities committed by the government. 
 

                                                 
 
40 Pistols and repeater guns were sold at Rs. 15,000 and 10,000, respectively. These arms could be obtained 
from the Government Stores. Interview with Kingsley Perera. 
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Box 5.1: From Politics to NGOs 
 
JVP – Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna 
Sarath Fernando (assistant district secretary, Kegalle) joined SEDEC and later 
Devasarana. In the mid-nineties, he formed a new organisation called the Movement for 
National Land & Agricultural Reform (MONLAR). Sunanda Deshapriya (district 
secretary for Badulla, Politburo member) was with Devasarana and MDDR initially. 
Then he became the editor of Yukthiya, a weekly newspaper of MIRJE. In the mid-
nineties he joined the Centre for Policy Alternatives. Nimal Maharage (district secretary 
for Kotte) joined Marga Institute and later IRED. Kelly Senanayake and Robert 
Jayasekara formed an NGO called Nawa Maga in Deiyandara together with a few other 
ex-JVPers. J. Uyangoda (Politburo member) became an academic but was a promoter of 
many NGOs such as MDDR, SSA and INFORM. Patrick Fernando was active in the 
All Ceylon Peasants’ Congress and later co-founded an NGO called RESIPA. Jagath 
Siriwardene joined SEDEC and formed his own NGO called the Centre for Poverty 
Analysis. K.G.K. Weeraratne was with the JVP but was not jailed. In the early eighties 
he was with Kalyananda Thiranagama and then the Peradiga Sulanga. Later he 
established an NGO called Wehilihini in Moneragala. Kingsley Perera was released in 
1972 and joined the Christian Workers’ Fellowship and became the head of CWF’s 
branch in Ratmalana. Lakshman Gajasinghe joined CWF and later became head of the 
Katunayake branch. Manel Ratnayaka was active in Janatha Sangamaya. Then he 
worked for MDDR for a short period before he founded the UvA Community 
Development Centre, Passara and Badulla. Alex Thathriarachchi formed the Movement 
for Indigenous Seeds Protection. Raja Wijetunga formed the Organisation to Protect 
Life and Environment (OSLEN). Sunila Abeysekera became active with the JVP in the 
post-1977 period. Later she became active in such NGOs as HRO, INFORM and Women 
& Media Collective.  
 
Peradiga Sulanga 
Gamini Yapa, the leader of the Peradiga Sulanga, established an NGO affiliated to the 
Asian Cultural Forum on Development (ACFOD), a regional body headquartered in 
Bangkok. He promoted many NGOs in different parts of the country that were affiliated 
to ACFOD. S. Sivagurunathan, an activist of Peradiga Sulanga joined MDDR.   
 
LSSP: Lanka Samasamaaja Party 
 
Vijaya Vidyasagara, a founder-member of the Christian Workers’ Fellowship was an 
active member of the LSSP. When CWF was formed, Vidyasagara was a member of the 
LSSP Central Committee. Many prominent CWF members such as Upali Guneratne, 
Wesley Muttiah, George Dias, Hugh Fernando and Ananda Perera were members of the 
LSSP. 
 
Gini Pupura 
Kalyananda Thiranagama, the leader of Gini Pupura, later formed the Lawyers for 
Human Rights & Development. Most of the Gini Pupura activists such as S.G. 
Punchihewa, Wimal Fernando, Keerthi Hewage, Kandawinna and Mahinda 
Hattaka organised themselves around MDDR.  
 
VIKOSA: Viplawawaadi Communist Sangamaya (Revolutionary Communist 
Association) 
 
Basil Fernando was a cell leader of the VIKOSA in the early seventies. Later he worked 
closely with the Christian Workers’ Fellowship and formed a regional organisation in 
Hong Kong called the Asian Human Rights Commission (AHRC). 
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Open confrontation 
 
The development strategies of the UNP in the late seventies and eighties did not carve out 
a substantial role for NGOs.41 It was the structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) that 
exerted some pressure on the government to accommodate NGOs as actors in 
development. The Janasaviya, the World Bank-funded poverty alleviation programme, 
established a special institution called the Janasaviya Trust Fund (JTF).42 JTF’s strategy 
of working in partnership with the NGOs to mobilise CBOs came about largely due to the 
pressure from its donors, but relatively little funding from JTF went to NGOs during 
President Premadasa’s regime (Hodson 1997:172). This was perhaps because President 
Premadasa himself launched a series of massive welfare, housing and development 
programmes throughout the country. Hence, Wanigaratne says that, in effect, the NGOs 
were squeezed out of their main business and they had no particular role to play other 
than assisting the state (Wanigaratne 1997:225). It is in this context that the state and 
bureaucracy started adopting an antagonistic attitude towards NGOs and made attempts 
to regulate them. The Presidential Commission on NGOs and the Monitoring of Receipts 
and Disbursements of Non-Governmental Organisations (Regulation No. 1 of 1993) came 
about due to two pressures.43 One was the pressure from international donors on the 
government due to the vociferous voice that the NGOs raised against human rights 
violations and undemocratic practices in the late eighties. The other was the pressure 
from donors, particularly the WB, to share the responsibility of the poverty alleviation 
programme.  
 
 

                                                 
41 Abeywardene (1989) notes that NGOs were involved in development projects implemented by the 
government such as the Mahaweli Development Project, Gam Udawa and Integrated Rural Development 
Programmes (Abeywardena 1989:49). However, these were marginal efforts to accommodate NGOs 
mainly due to the pressure of donors. One of the main development initiatives of the UNP government was 
the Mahaweli irrigation project. Being a bilaterally funded project, the actors of Mahaweli activities were 
state institutions, foreign construction and consultancy companies, and local construction companies. 
Mahaweli had no specific role for NGOs. 
42 JTF was formed to coordinate the programmes of savings and credit, nutrition and institutional 
development of the Janasaviya among Community Based Organisations (CBOs). 
43 The above regulation defined NGOs as organisations that are dependent upon public or government 
grants for funds and that are engaged in social welfare, development, empowerment, research and 
environmental protection activities. Those NGOs with annual budgets less than Rs. 50,000 (approximately 
US $860, according to the exchange rate at that time) and cooperatives were excluded from the above 
definition. All other organisations were required to register with the director of social services, submitting 
information regarding receipts and disbursements, including the sources of receipts and the receipts of 
funds and goods and services. Heavy penalties for non-compliance were incorporated into the regulation, 
with fines and prison sentences up to five years for officers concerned. This regulation, however, lapsed in 
the following year. 
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Box 5.2: The NGO Commission 
 
In December 1990, the Commission of Inquiry in respect of Non-Governmental 
Organisations, better known as the NGO Commission, was appointed. Three 
NGOs came under the investigation: Sarvodaya, the Eye Donation Society and 
World Vision. The report – issued in December 1993 – found that there had been 
practices of unfair and deceitful conversions to Christianity by some NGOs; that 
officers in their employment enjoyed extraordinary high salaries and fringe 
benefits; that there was misappropriation and other practices by NGOs; and that 
they were spending unusually high proportions of their funds for administrative 
purposes. 
 
The key recommendations of the report included the appointment of a 
commissioner for NGOs and the enactment of a new statutory framework 
making registration of all NGOs and the supervision and monitoring of all NGO 
funding and activities compulsory. In May 1993 President D.B. Wijetunge who 
succeeded President Premadasa after the latter’s assassination, followed up on 
the recommendations made by the commission by issuing a regulation entitled 
the Monitoring of Receipts and Disbursements of Non-Governmental 
Organisations.1 
 

 
 
It was only during President Wijetunge’s period that NGOs started receiving JTF money 
(Hodson 1997:184). Despite the delay, the availability of funds gave birth to an 
unprecedented number of NGOs. Hundreds of NGOs were formed exclusively to 
implement JTF-funded projects. The NGOs that were called Partner Organisations of JTF 
received generous assistance for institutional development, which included funding for 
infrastructure, office equipment and vehicles. The proliferation of new NGOs impacted 
on the previous domination of the NGO scene by a few leading individuals and 
organisations (Ibid.:185). The Janasaviya could be understood as one of the major 
collaborative relationships between the state and NGOs. However, the supply-driven 
contract culture created by the JTF was criticised by many NGOs. This experience left a 
residue of cynicism within the wider NGO community. The collaboration between NGOs 
and the JTF was to some extent affected by the appointment of the NGO Commission in 
the same period. Some NGOs including Sarvodaya, the largest NGO in Sri Lanka, 
refused to collaborate with JTF projects due to the tension created by the way the NGO 
Commission functioned. It was only during the term of President D.B. Wijetunge that 
Sarvodaya joined JTF. This was largely due to the pressure exerted on JTF by the World 
Bank (Hodson 1997:173).  
 
In this section, I unravelled an important phase in Sri Lanka’s history where the newly 
elected government, with an unprecedented majority in Parliament, introduced many 
structural changes in the economy and constitution. In its firm resolve to liberalise the 
economy, the government used its power not only to change laws and the constitution but 
also to curb forces opposing the reforms. Trade unions became a key victim of this 
repressive action. With the electoral defeat of Left parties and the crushing of trade 
unions, NGOs emerged gradually as a formidable force. The relaxation of currency 
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transfers and promotion of investment also paved the way for international NGO capital 
to flow into the country. The above factors as well as the absence of laws to regulate 
NGOs created a somewhat conducive environment for NGOs to proliferate in the 
eighties. The ethnic conflict and the unrest in the South carved out a new role for NGOs 
to play in Sri Lanka. This new situation led some NGOs to adopt a confrontational stance 
against the government. Meanwhile, there were some half-hearted attempts by the 
government to collaborate with NGOs to carry out safety net projects under the structural 
adjustment programme. The period 1977-93 was marked by an unprecedented expansion 
of NGOs. Perhaps, this period witnessed the peak of NGO activism in Sri Lanka. The 
government’s hostile attitude towards NGOs in the late eighties, human rights abuses, 
ethnic conflict and the unrest in the South proved to be a fertile ground for NGOs to 
proliferate and consolidate themselves as a power to be reckoned with. This ascribed a 
certain identity and orientation for NGOs to act as a counterforce. However, as I will 
discuss in the next section, this situation changed after a few years’ time. 

5.5 NGOs in a reformed liberal environment: entrapment, cooptation and 
disillusionment (1994-2004) 

The year 1994 is another turning point in the recent history of Sri Lanka. It marked the 
end of monolithic rule by one party for 17 years. It also marked another milestone of a 
monolithic economic policy. The changes of government in Sri Lanka since 
independence have always resulted in change of economic policy. But the change in 1994 
reversed this trend. Though there was a shift of political actors who governed the country, 
there was no shift in economic policy. Therefore, 1994 is an important milestone in the 
evolution of capitalism in Sri Lanka. In this section, I look at the currents of this period of 
economic consensus, which I call a reformed liberal phase, and the impacts brought about 
for NGOs and other such groups. I start the discussion with an account of the change in 
1994 and the run-up to same. Then I analyse the different modes of relationships that the 
government and NGOs had during this time, ranging from close collaboration and 
cooptation to confrontation. This section also captures an intensified trend that brought in 
many international players – donors, foreign governments, international financial 
institutes – to the country as well as unprecedented amounts of foreign capital. I then 
assess how NGOs coped in a background of the introduction of many neo-liberal reforms.  
 
The People’s Alliance (PA) coming to power in 1994 marked another phase for NGO-
state relations.44 A large number of NGOs advocated a change of government after the 
17-year rule by the UNP. Many NGOs openly campaigned for the PA. The PA, more 
specifically its leader Chandrika Bandaranaike and a few other prominent ministers of the 
Cabinet, had close links with NGOs when she and her husband, Vijaya Kumaratunge, 
formed the SLMP. Moreover, the PA’s pledge to introduce a political solution to the 
ethnic problem attracted the support of NGOs. In general, the anti-UNP preoccupation 
that was the hallmark of many Sri Lankan NGOs also aligned them with any force that 

                                                 
44 The constituent parties of the PA were the SLFP, LSSP, CP and SLMP. The latter three were Leftist 
parties with very little clout while the bigger player was the SLFP, an erstwhile centre-left party that toed a 
reformist liberal economic policy in 1994. 
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would help topple the rightist UNP government. Upon forming the new government, 
many NGOs actively supported the government’s efforts to restore peace.45 Perhaps it 
was the PA government that co-opted the largest number of leaders and activists from 
NGOs to take responsible positions on government bodies, ministries and various 
government-sponsored projects and programmes. Many NGO staff persons were hired as 
consultants and staff for the government’s peace propaganda programmes, such as Sudu 
Nelum Viyaparaya and Saama Thawalama. An initiative called the National Integration 
and Planning Unit (NIPU)46 made available large amounts of funds for NGOs. Many 
existing NGOs diverted their attention to peace-related work while a new breed of peace 
NGOs proliferated largely due to the availability of funds.  
 
The post-1994 period ushered in a new space for democratic politics and civic action 
relative to the grim situation that prevailed during the UNP regime. Peace talks were 
initiated by the new government with a renewed vigour. Many felt euphoric about the 
prospects for a permanent solution to the ethnic conflict. NGOs came forward proactively 
to accelerate this process. By this time, bilateral and multilateral donors became more 
sensitive to conflict issues (Burke and Mulakala 2005:12). Northern Private Aid Agencies 
displayed a similar enthusiasm by making available large sums of money for such 
initiatives. This paved the way for the emergence of a host of new NGOs and 
revitalisation of some existing organisations. Some significant examples are the National 
Peace Council47 (NPC), the Centre for Policy Alternatives48 (CPA) and the Consortium of 
Humanitarian Agencies49 (CHA). PAFFREL, which has been functioning since 1989 on a 
low-key, expanded its work substantially as it could gain more legitimacy in the new 
environment where donor funds came in large amounts. 
 
Despite the political slogans – an open economy with a human face – the fundamental 
economic policies and strategies introduced by the UNP were kept intact by the PA 

                                                 
45 The peace talks held in 1994 under the PA government included two prominent NGO personalities – Dr. 
Jayadeva Uyangoda and Charles Abeysekera. Neelan Thiruchelvam, a constitutional expert and the head of 
the International Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES) and the Law & Society Trust (LST), was closely 
engaged in drafting the proposals for devolution as part of the PA government’s peace efforts. 
46 An independent unit formed under the Ministry of Constitutional Affairs and Ethnic Integration with the 
assistance of Norwegian bilateral aid. 
47 “The energetic response of the public to a campaign against election violence in July 1994, organised by 
an inter-religious group of individuals and organisations, led to the formation of a Peace Task Force. The 
strategic intervention that this group made in the peace process, particularly during the Presidential Election 
campaign, led to the first National Peace Conference in November 1994. This conference provided a 
mandate for the formation of the National Peace Council, which was established on the 2nd of February 
1995”. www.peace-srilanka.org/npc_about.html. Accessed on 29 November 2005. 
48 CPA’s founder-executive director, Paikiasothy Saravanamuttu, received his Ph.D. from the London 
School of Economics in 1986. The founding members were a mix of academics and ex-bureaucrats: 
Charles Abeysekera, Sunil Bastian, Rohan Edirisinha, Cyrene Siriwardhana, Jayadeva Uyangoda and 
Bradman Weerakoon. In 2002 ex-political activists Sunanda Deshapriya and Kethish Loganathan, who 
were with the JVP/Janatha Sangamaya and EPRLF, respectively, joined in as board members and staff (for 
more details, see www.cpalanka.org). 
49 CHA was started by Jeewan Thiagaraja, a former staffer of the International Centre for Ethnic Studies. 
CHA initially began as a small network of organisations dealing with humanitarian assistance. The 
membership in the initial years was confined to a few organisations. But gradually, the membership 
expanded. With this the scope of the secretariat was also widened. 
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government. Hence, the PA government too had no choice other than continuing the 
structural adjustment programme. The former poverty alleviation programme, Jansaviya, 
was given a new name under the PA government: Samurdhi. In the initial stages, a few 
NGO leaders were part of a core team that formulated the concept paper for Samurdhi.50 
Despite this close collaboration with NGOs at the initial stage, very soon relations soured. 
The Samurdhi programme was critical of the performance of many NGOs that acted as 
partner organisations and reduced the level of support for capacity building as well as 
access to micro credit funds (Asian Development Bank 1997:20). Samurdhi’s strategy of 
mobilising CBOs was different from that of Janasaviya. The strategy of Samurdhi was to 
recruit about 3,000 unemployed youth as Niyamakas, village-level coordinators, and 
establish a network of local CBOs. This narrowed down the scope of the NGO partner 
organisations.51  
 
By late 1995, following the failure of peace talks with the LTTE and the government’s 
resolve to pursue a military strategy – ‘War for Peace’, there was resignation and silence 
by many NGOs who supported the peace efforts (Orjuela 2004:34). Many incidents of 
human rights violations were reported in the war-affected areas as well in the rest of the 
country. The response of the old human rights organisations during this time was not as 
effective as during the UNP era. This happened due to a variety of reasons. At an 
ideological level, many old NGOs displayed a certain degree of ambivalence about the 
PA government, which they had worked to bring into power. It was a ‘love-hate’ 
situation that prevented many NGOs from launching an all-out war against the PA 
government as they did against the UNP government. The ambivalence was also created 
by the ‘anti-UNP’ baggage that many NGOs carried. Coincidentally, some old human 
rights organisations were going through a period of fatigue partly because of the 
disillusionment created by their difficulty in carving out a new role in new political 
environment. It was not as easy as fighting against the traditional enemy, the UNP. Some 
organisations became inactive due to internal clashes and/or lack of funds. 
  
The NGOs that became vociferous during this time were the new entrants such as the 
Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA), Centre for Monitoring Election Violence (CMEV), 
Free Media Movement (FMM), and People’s Action for Free & Fair Elections 
(PAFFREL).52 The clash between these NGOs and the government climaxed during the 
                                                 
50 Again, this was due to the close links that S.B. Dissanayake, the then minister in charge of Samurdhi, had 
with the NGO activists. The minister himself had been a staff member of MARGA in the mid-seventies 
who worked with many fellow NGO activists. His former political affiliation with the Communist Party too 
earned many friends from the NGO sector. The NGO leaders who were part of the core team were: Paul 
Perera (CEC), Manel Ratnayaka (UCDC), Sarath Fernando (MONLAR) and Nimal Maharage. Interview 
with Manel Ratnayaka. 
51 The Samurdhi programme and the NDTF (National Development Trust Fund), the successor of the JTF, 
in general came under a lot of criticism as “there was a notable lack of coordination within the NDTF and 
no NGO vision as such. The programme also lacked a comprehensive plan and a mechanism to operate at a 
village level. Due to the inflexibility in procedure, non-sustainability of partner organisations and excessive 
overheads the Samurdhi programme was seen as one in which there was total bureaucratic domination”. 
ADB 1997:23. These internal aspects and the Samurdhi’s dependence on the Niyamakas made the NGOs 
take a back seat. 
52 The leadership of the NGOs in the nineties represented a new generation and a brand of politics that was 
largely inclined to liberalism. Perhaps their political orientation earned them the accusation by the PA that 
they were pro-UNP. For instance, consider the statement made by Sarath Fernando, a member of the JVP in 
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provincial council elections held in March 1999. Large-scale election malpractices, 
violence and misuse of power by the government were reported in Wayamba. The NGOs 
that played an active role in monitoring the election process openly confronted the 
government’s action. The government came under heavy criticism from NGOs for 
misusing state power and its direct involvement in election malpractices. The government 
in turn accused the NGOs of making prejudiced and baseless allegations against it. The 
government also accused the NGOs of making such statements largely due to the monies 
that they received from foreign NGOs. There were attempts by the government to 
pressurise agencies such as USAID and Asia Foundation not to extend their support to 
those NGOs involved in election monitoring, by interpreting that such support was in 
contravention of the memoranda of understanding that they had signed with the 
government.53 Similarly, in the run-up to the election in December 2001, the PA 
government took an antagonistic and confrontationist stance against NGOs. State media 
was used to discredit the work of the NGOs and defame many NGO leaders. They were 
branded as rogues, pro-UNP and pro-LTTE. 
 
Post 2002: the neo- liberal theory works at last? 
 
Towards the end of the PA rule, the economy was marked by stagnation and a negative 
economic growth. Serious concerns were raised by the WB and IMF about the 
government’s ability to manage the economy and they withdrew their support to the 
government in 2000 and 2001 (Burke and Mulakala 2005:15). The PA government’s shift 
to a ‘war for peace’ stance also resulted in the withdrawal of support to the PA 
government by the small bilateral donors (Ibid.:15). The private sector too became very 
vocal about the PA government’s mismanagement of the economy and came up with 
proposals for economic reforms.54 Overall, these forces advocated a stable and peaceful 
political environment to harness a robust economy and boost domestic and foreign 
investments. It is in this light that the ‘peace and development’ discourse gained currency 
and the United National Front (UNF) led by the UNP came into power in December 
2001. The UNF government’s economic reform policy programme, which promoted 
rapid reform through liberalisation, advocated a greater role for the free market and 
reduced state intervention, for many bilateral and multilateral donors, and was very close 
to the prescriptions that they themselves would have offered (Burke and Mulakala 
2005:16). Hence, the post-December 2001 period saw a huge inflow of bilateral and 
multilateral aid linking peace and development. This culminated in June 2003 in the 

                                                                                                                                                  
1971 who subsequently became an NGO leader (Devasarana, MONLAR), about the political orientation of 
the new NGO leaders: “They would like to play a big role in representing Civil Society. But as far as these 
economic policies are concerned, they have either been very quiet or they have been indirectly supportive 
of the government. So, if they talk honestly, they are in favour of market policies, but they may not state it 
publicly, because it’s very hard for them to defend such a stance”. http://www.lines-
magazine.org/Art_May04/sarathII.htm. 
53 For details, see INFORM. Situation Report, April 1999. 
54 The proposals included the introduction of fundamental changes and reforms into the economy. In order 
to carry out an efficient process of reform, the private sector expects vast changes in the legal and political 
spheres. One such change proposed by the private sector is to form a national government or to adopt a bi-
partisan relationship with the opposition groups in Parliament and reduce the frequency of elections. Joint 
Forum of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Employers’ Organisations and Trade Associations 
2002.  A Way Forward Strategy, Sections 1.2 and 1.15. 
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Tokyo Conference on Reconstruction and Development where a staggering US $4.5 
billion was offered by the donors to Sri Lanka.  
 
Other than those who were engaged in election monitoring and related activities, NGOs 
in general maintained a low profile in the December 2001 elections.55 Their role was 
notably inconspicuous compared to the enthusiastic efforts made in the 1994 elections 
that brought the PA into power. This could be attributed to a multiplicity of reasons. One 
reason is that the private sector took the lead in advocating a change of government with 
a mandate to restore peace and order and recover the economy. Most pre-1994 NGOs had 
little or no experience in collaborating with the private sector. Another reason could be 
the ideological dilemma of some NGOs – again, because of anti-UNP baggage – to take a 
stand on bringing the UNP into power though they believed that the PA government had 
not lived up to their expectations.56 The election manifesto of the UNP carried a separate 
section on its stand and policy on NGOs.57 Soon after forming a government it tried to 
collaborate with the development-oriented NGOs,58 Some NGOs saw this as an 
opportunity to forge a working relationship with the government so that the NGOs could 
perform their role without being harassed by the government.59  
 
The large amount of funds that was made available under the ‘peace and development’ 
banner resulted in an NGO boom. The ‘peace and development NGO boom’ brought in 
many international agencies working on issues such as good governance, anti-corruption 
and democracy. Some notable new entrants are the Berghoff Foundation, Transparency 
International, Foundation for Co-Existence (FCE), INPACT, National Anti-War Front 
(NAWF), Facilitation of Local Initiatives for Conflict Transformation (FLICT), Academy 
for Education Development (AED) and One-Text. Among these organisations, the 
Berghoff Foundation, FLICT and AED had their own advocacy programmes while acting 
as grant making bodies to NGOs. Many existing NGOs sought funding from these 
organisations while some organisations were exclusively formed to receive funding. Post-
1994 NGOs such as NPC, CPA and CHA too benefited immensely from the ‘peace and 

                                                 
55 PAFFREL and Centre for Monitoring Election Violence monitored the elections while the Institute of 
Human Rights (IHR) monitored the misuse of public property for election campaigns. 
56 Immediately after the UNP’s election victory, a group of NGOs convened a meeting for a discussion on 
“an issue of crucial importance in the current situation and the future”, stressing the implications of the new 
government and the role of NGOs in such a context. The conveners of the meeting spelt out that “the 
UNP’s victory characterises a joining of capitalist political forces to carry forward the future agenda of 
Global Capitalism put forward by the World Bank, IMF and the private sector”. Fernando 2003b:69. 
57 The manifesto claimed that the United National Front recognises the NGOs and CBOs as an important 
partner of the country’s development process, and the government will involve them as lead actors in 
brining about socio-economic transformation. United National Party n.d. Yahapath Samajayak, Arthika 
Navodayak (A New Economic Future, A New Social Order), Sinhala version. 
58 In January 2002 Charitha Ratwatte, secretary of the Ministry of Finance & Planning and the Treasury, 
addressed a group of representatives of NGOs and reiterated the above position. Ratwatte has invited the 
NGOs to actively participate in the government’s 100-day accelerated development programme. 
Commenting on the role of the national NGO Secretariat, Ratwatte has pledged that it will shift its role 
from a regulator to that of a coordinator. The secretariat will conduct a series of capacity-building 
programmes for NGOs. Fernando 2003b. 
59 These NGOs emphasise the need to pressurise the government to recognise the legitimate right of the 
NGOs to be active in their respective fields. In this connection, some NGOs presented a proposal at the 
above meeting requesting the government to repeal Section 14.1 of the VSSO Act. Fernando 2003b:71. 
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development’ aid boom. Overall, peace and development aid swelled the budgets of 
many NGOs. This generated many high-paid jobs and consultancies in the NGO sector. 
Once looked upon as a form of recreation for retired personnel, an NGO job became a 
respectable middle-class profession. Working for an NGO was considered a lucrative 
source of income even compared to the private (business) sector.60 In fact, many people 
from the private sector joined NGOs during this time. 
 
In April 2004 the SLFP-led United People’s Freedom Alliance (UPFA) government came 
into power. The UNF’s defeat was attributed to the Southern polity’s rejection of the 
economic reforms and concessions to the LTTE (Burke and Mulakala 2005:20). In the 
run-up to the elections the JVP, which was a constituent party of the UPFA, as well the 
JHU, which extended its support to the government, made a severe attack on NGOs for 
being the ‘agents’ of donors who have vested interests and are biased towards the LTTE. 
The NGOs in general did not take any special interest in the election. The election 
monitoring organisations came under heavy criticism by the UPFA alleging that they 
were biased towards the UNP.  
 
The transition of power from the UNP to PA in 1994 gave way to a new democratic space 
in the immediate aftermath of the change. As mentioned before, the PA government 
continued the fundamental liberal economic policy introduced in 1977. Indeed, the PA 
government and the UNP government in 2001 were not as totalitarian as the UNP regime 
from 1977-94. This feature should be understood as a new phase of liberalism in Sri 
Lanka. Though a change of political rulers happened in 1994, the economic policy 
introduced in 1977 was kept intact with a few reforms. The reformed phase brought in the 
advocates of neo-liberal policies, the WB, IMF and others, and promoted the discourse on 
civil society and good governance. These policies became aid conditionalities and the 
NGOs were entrusted to play the watch dog’s role in a reformed liberal phase of 
capitalism. This was indeed a different ideological environment than the one that 
prevailed in the pre-1994 period. Many old NGOs could not come to terms with this new 
environment. Fraught with internal problems and the loss of traditional funding, many old 
NGOs became weak or defunct. At the same time, a new generation of NGOs that carried 
no historical or ideological baggage prospered. In this sense, the juncture of 1994 not 
only marked a peak and maturity of NGOs (Bastian 1999) but also created a gradual 
downfall of one generation of NGOs followed by an emergence of a new breed of NGOs. 
The rise of a new NGO generation and a fall of another also coincided with the virtual 
downfall of the Left to political irrelevance. Uyangoda likens this to a shift made from a 
“genuine area of class struggle to non-class or ‘petty-bourgeois’ politics of NGO 
activists” (Uyangoda 2001:187).  

                                                 
 
60 Sumanasiri Liyanage calls the new generation of NGO staff ‘rent-seeking professionals’ as he asserts that 
“foreign aid has become a ‘lootable’ asset in Sri Lanka whose principal aim and objectives are not making 
a contribution to peace or democratic rights activities, but to grab a substantial portion of foreign funds for 
themselves”. “The Rise of “Peace” Professionals in Sri Lanka: Rent-Seeking in the Peace Sector”, 
www.groundviews.org/2007/03/15/the-rise-of-%e2%80%9cpeace%e2%80%9d-professionals-in-sri-lanka-
rent-seeking-in-the-peace-sector/). Liyanage was himself a consultant and resource person of the National 
Integration Programme Unit (NIPU) and the head of Facilitating Local Initiatives for Conflict 
Transformation (FLICT), a joint initiative of DFID, UK and BMZ, Germany.  
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5.6 Concluding remarks 

Sri Lanka had an arena of robust and diverse social and voluntary action since the latter 
part of the 19th century. Voluntary and social action strivings have taken many forms, 
ranging from localised initiatives to broad-based religious revivalist and nationalist 
campaigns. Sri Lanka’s labour movement, which emerged in the tail end of the 19th 
century, has been a major force not only in the trade union realm but also in social and 
political realms. The Left’s early action has been characterised by transformatory politics 
rather than state-centric politics. Therefore, the early forms of social and voluntary action 
were dominated by religious movements (Buddhist revivalist and Christian missionary), 
labour and Leftist movements. These three strands of movements did not act as discreet 
entities. Instead, there was a great deal of crosscurrents and links between these 
movements. Such a situation constricted the emergence of a particular breed of 
organisation that we could understand as NGO in today’s terms. Indeed, the ‘NGO’ role 
was played by the above broad-based movements. Only a very few organisations, such as 
caste-based groups, existed outside the purview of the above movements. This counters 
the common wisdom in NGO literature that understands the NGO as a product of a 
liberalised/market economic system. Therefore, one cannot turn a blind eye on the early 
history of what we variously and loosely understand as social action, voluntary groups 
and NGOs, which had left an impact on their makeup and orientation even in present 
times. In the methodology chapter, I presented four dimensions that characterise an 
organisation’s environment: stability, complexity, market diversity and hostility 
(Mintzberg 1979). The historical analysis of NGOs in Sri Lanka suggests that they have 
always been located in environments that are dynamic, complex, diverse and hostile. 
Therefore, exercises to understand NGOs in Sri Lanka should capture this dynamism, 
complexity, diversity and hostility in the interfaces that NGOs maintain with a 
multiplicity of actors in the environment. 
 
The existence of a strong welfare state, a militant labour movement, a non-state-centric 
Left and socially engaged religious movements gave very little space for a special 
category called NGOs. In other words, the new strivings have to emerge from these 
strongholds. Hence, the evolution of NGOs had their historical roots in religious, political 
(mainly Left), trade union and state ventures. The weakening of the above strongholds 
gave space for NGOs. The Sinhala-Buddhist revivalism and indigenisation induced by 
the changes in 1956 gave way to an ideological foundation for NGOs to engage in 
community development work based on a mix of Buddhist principles and idealisation of 
the rural agrarian society and self-help in a modern capitalist society. A trend of 
pioneering initiatives by progressive Christians was seen in the late fifties as a positive 
response to Sinhala-Buddhist revivalism. These initiatives went through a phase of 
radicalisation in the late sixties and early seventies. Such groups and organisations played 
a key role of leader and promoter of a justice-oriented activism in Sri Lanka. The old 
Left’s gradual deviation from transformatory politics to state-centric politics revitalised 
the role of such groups in the early seventies. The humiliating defeat of the Left in 1977 
and the weakening of trade unions following the 1980 strike widened the scope and 
relevance of such groups. This suggests how different forces have claimed and reclaimed 
spaces for social intervention. Therefore, NGOs cannot be understood as a force in itself. 
Rather, they should be understood in a relative sense, by looking at the wider picture of 
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which they are part. It is only then we see how space for social intervention has been 
claimed, contested, abandoned and reclaimed by different forces under different historical 
junctures. 
 
The country had a robust welfare system from the pre-independence period. The state 
was the custodian and deliverer of the welfare system. Later, this welfare system was 
closely linked to electoral politics through a system of patronage. Therefore, successive 
governments could not afford to abandon their role as the deliverer of welfare and 
development. The Janasaviya and Samurdhi experiences showed the sheer reluctance of 
the respective governments to allow the NGOs to get involved in the poverty-alleviation 
programme funded by the World Bank. On the other hand, Sri Lanka’s relatively 
satisfactory health and education systems required no additional players to run such 
services as in countries such Bangladesh and Nepal where NGOs play a major role. All 
these conditions and situations left a limited scope for non-state actors to enter the 
domain of development as deliverers or implementers. Even massive ‘development’ 
initiatives such as Mahaweli were an exclusive preserve of the state. Hence, development 
NGOs in Sri Lanka did not emerge as a major force compared to NGOs in countries 
mentioned above. Despite their large numbers, Sri Lankan development NGOs had not 
been a significant force in the broader socio, political and economic milieu of Sri Lanka.61 
This experience runs counter to the common argument and notion that liberalisation 
policies would make the state shrink its welfare role and the NGOs fill the void. I used 
Lewis’ (2001) model to discuss the extent of control, influence and appreciation that 
organisations can have on their environment. The above feature of Sri Lankan NGOs 
suggests that they have very little control and influence over what is considered 
‘development’ work. Their scope of influence has been in the area of rights. Hence, the 
leverage (Fowler 1997) they had has been in areas of advocacy and lobbying on rights 
oriented issues. 
 
The dominant NGO identity in Sri Lanka has been more close to the political – in its 
wider meaning – domain. Social action and voluntary organisations have been in the 
forefront of social and political reforms since the pre-independence era. These efforts 
were intensified when NGOs dealing with rights issues proliferated in the seventies and 
eighties. Thus the cutting edge of Sri Lankan NGOs is not so much ‘development’ NGOs 
but ‘rights’ NGOs. Arguably, the ethnic issue could be the area where Sri Lankan rights-
oriented NGOs have made a lasting impact. Their impact has been high on the fronts of 
lobbying and advocacy, human rights issues and the promotion of concepts such as 
pluralism, devolution, federalism, etc. This was the very reason why NGOs earned such 
negative publicity as Tiger-paws, those wanting to divide the country, betrayers, etc.62 
                                                 
61 The largest NGO in Sri Lanka, Sarvodaya, is sometimes understood as a counter political force. This is 
indeed a misconception. The Sarvodaya leader’s alleged ambition to run for president made President 
Premadasa harass him through the NGO Commission. Sarvodaya’s work had little or no activities that 
challenged the state apparatus. By and large, Sarvodaya was a community development organisation. The 
only claim that one could make is the strength of their members in villages. But then again, these members 
cannot be squeezed into a single category. They represent many political strands. On the other hand, 
Sarvodaya has taken concerted efforts to ensure the blessing of political leaders. The prominence given to 
Ariyaratne’s close encounters with prime ministers, presidents and ministers in his autobiography 
(Ariyaratne 2001, 2003) is indicative of this fact. 
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The impact of the efforts of rights-NGOs at the local level is yet to be established. 
However, they have indeed been a force to reckon with at the macro level. In the 
methodology chapter I used the concept of ‘enactment of the environment’ (Pfeffer and 
Salancik 1978). The political orientation of Sri Lankan NGOs means that they invariably 
capture the political realm as part and parcel of their environment. This means that Sri 
Lankan NGOs are highly sensitive towards the shifts happening in the political realm.  
 
The link between Sri Lankan NGOs and the Left is a special feature. The pioneer justice-
oriented groups had close links with the old Left. The entrance of the New Left activists 
(JVP and others) to NGOs in the post-1977 period and trade union activists in the post-
1980 period has given Sri Lankan NGOs a strong political identity. This generation of 
Left political activists dominated the NGO scene in the eighties and early nineties. In a 
way, the NGO activism in the eighties and the early nineties partially replaced the void 
created by the decline of the Left and trade unionism. In this regard, some NGOs have 
played the role of gap fillers for a moribund Left and trade unions. Hence, the terms Non-
Party Political Formations (Kothari 1985) or Non-Party Left Formations (Kamat 2002) 
encapsulate the nature and character of the above cluster of Sri Lankan NGOs. The 1987-
89 period witnessed how a section of NGOs were identified as political opponents by the 
JVP. They were so identified and marked for elimination not so much because of their 
‘NGO’ work but more so because of their past and present political convictions. In this 
sense, I agree with Uyangoda’s assertion that the Sri Lankan experience of the Left 
movement and NGOs has not been a mutually exclusive one (Uyangoda 2001:191). 
However, the NGO sector in Sri Lanka should not be understood as an exclusive preserve 
of the Left. It is a much more diverse arena. For instance, NGOs such as CRM, MARGA, 
ICES and LST had largely a liberal political orientation. There are many NGOs whose 
leaders are closely linked to non-Left parties.63 The rights NGOs that became a vociferous 
force in the eighties and early nineties were dominated by Leftists but accommodated the 
liberals. However, since the late nineties, this balance tilted towards a liberal political 
orientation. 
 
The pioneer NGO leaders/promoters in the late fifties and sixties shared a great deal of 
similarities. Almost all of them came from upper-middle-class or middle-class and 
English-educated backgrounds. In fact, many of them were educated in prestigious 
universities abroad. Though sympathetic and open towards radical politics, they were not 

                                                                                                                                                  
62 A draft Constitution with new clauses on devolution of power came under heavy attack. A popular 
slogan of these opponents was ‘tear off the Neelan-GL Constitution’ (Neelan-GL viyawasthaawa iraa 
damanu). G.L. Peiris was the minister of constitutional affairs at that time. Neelan Thiruchelvam was a 
prominent NGO leader who headed the International Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES). He was also a MP 
selected through the national list. 
63 Some examples are: the former UNP parliamentarian and current provincial council member S. 
Velayuthan runs an NGO called POWER in Uva Province. The late Buelah Munasinghe, director of 
Agromart Foundation, was a member of the UNP Working Committee. The late Nissanka Wijeratne, a 
UNP stalwart and former minister of justice, was the patron of the Law & Society Trust. K.M. de Silva, 
who heads the Kandy branch of ICES, was an advisor to President Jayewardene. The late Neelan 
Thiruchelvam who headed ICES and LST represented the Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) in 
Parliament from 1994 to 1999. 
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involved in party politics.64 They wanted to preserve a non-partisan identity. However, 
they were able to forge links with Leftist parties and trade unions partly because the 
leaders of the old Left and trade unions too came from similar social backgrounds. In the 
initial years ‘donors’ were notably absent in their work. By contrast, the people who 
entered the NGOs in the mid-seventies and eighties represented a different generation. 
Most of them came from lower-middle-class and working-class backgrounds from rural 
areas, educated in rural schools and Sri Lankan universities. They had been in the thick of 
revolutionary politics or militant trade unionism. Those who came from the Left and 
trade union backgrounds to NGOs brought in not only a fresh lease of radicalism to Sri 
Lankan NGOs in the seventies and eighties but also the capacity to mobilise mass support 
through their old linkages. Their political acumen, the flair to work with the masses and 
their own class backgrounds enabled NGOs to establish a broader popular base, changing 
the elite and parochial orientation that existed before.  
 
However, a reverse trend set in since the mid-nineties and was established firmly in the 
post-2002 period. The key staff and leaders who entered the NGOs in the mid-nineties 
and beyond came from professional and academic backgrounds with little or no 
background in political activism. Their political sympathies were mostly with liberal 
thinking. Many of them have been educated abroad. Though this new breed of NGO 
leaders and functionaries has been able to make an impact in high-level advocacy-type 
interventions, the popular base and mobilisational capacity that NGOs had in the eighties 
and early nineties have been drastically eroded. Uyangoda goes further on the issues of 
these ‘new kids on the block’, when he says that “the politics of the Left has been 
appropriated – or hijacked – by a new elite of middle-class, urban, Western-educated 
professionals whose commitment to the goals of anti-systemic politics is non-existent, or 
even dubious” (Uyangoda 2001:187). The above account provides some interesting issues 
for us to investigate on how different kinds of environments are being enacted (Pfeffer 
and Salancik 1978) by the old and new generations of NGO leaders. The mass base and 
engagement at the grassroots level was part and parcel of the environment enacted by the 
old generation. The donors were part of it but their financial contribution was modest. On 
the contrary, the donors occupy an important place in the newly enacted environments of 
the present generation of NGOs. A new addition in the new environment is the business 
sector, as the new NGOs seem to explore possibilities of collaboration with the former. 
The change of enacted environments of different generations of NGOs indeed throws a 
lot of light on understanding their orientation.  
The above conclusions suggest that Sri Lankan NGOs cannot be understood as a mere 
by-product of liberalisation policies and creations of foreign donors. Rather, they should 
be understood as a product of a political history that can be traced to the last stage of 
colonialism in Sri Lanka. The specificity of the Sri Lankan NGO sector in the post-
colonial period has been in the realms of rights and politics rather than needs and 
development. The Sri Lankan NGO enterprise has been closely enmeshed with the rise 
and fall of the Left project in Sri Lanka. The period from the mid-nineties witnessed a 

                                                 
64 Exceptions are some leaders of the Christian Workers’ Fellowship who held positions in the LSSP. For 
instance, a founding member of CWF, Vijaya Vidyasagara, was a member of the Central Committee of the 
LSSP in 1958 when CWF was formed. Vidyasagara continued to be an active member of the LSSP. 
Interview with Vijaya Vidyasagara. 
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certain fatigue among the politically oriented NGOs. This period also gave rise to a new 
breed of NGOs that proliferated in a new phase of liberalism in Sri Lanka.  
 
The NGOs in Sri Lanka, as the foregoing discussion suggests, represent a complex and 
varied form of strivings expressed at different historical junctures with groups and 
constituencies from diverse class, ethnic, religious and ideological backgrounds. What 
has been the role played by donors in an NGO sector that is characterised by such 
complexities? How have they been enabling or disenabling the evolution of such a 
diverse and robust NGO sector? How sensitive have donors been to the specificities of 
the Sri Lankan NGOs? The next chapter on Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs discusses 
these specific questions. 
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6.   DUTCH CFAS AND SRI LANKAN NGOS 

“Sri Lanka is a small pond for the four of us to fish”. 
Head of South Asia, ICCO 

6.1 Introduction 

The two preceding chapters dealt separately with the shifting of institutional 
environments of Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs to understand the evolution of these 
two groups of organisations in their respective countries. This short chapter makes a link 
between the preceding chapters by analysing the trends of CFA support to Sri Lankan 
NGOs. This helps to unravel a dimension that we could not investigate in the previous 
discussion, namely, how relevant and decisive Dutch support has been towards NGOs in 
Sri Lanka. These insights will provide a basis to locate the case studies, which will be 
presented in the ensuing chapters, on a larger canvas. 
 
The main argument is that a particular cluster of Sri Lankan organisations that are 
variously called rights NGOs, Non-Party Political Formations or Non-Party Left 
Formations has been sustained by the Dutch CFAs to such a large extent that they have 
been vulnerable to the changes occurring within Dutch CFAs. A link is established 
between what happened in the macro policy environment in the Netherlands and the 
behaviour of CFAs in the South. Finally, I argue that the Dutch CFAs who were already 
struggling to adapt themselves to changes at home have faced similar difficulties in 
coming to terms with the transformations that took place in the NGO and aid scenario in 
Sri Lanka. 
 
This chapter is organised as follows. The support of CFAs to Sri Lanka will be presented 
on an organisational basis. A separate section for each CFA is allocated in order to 
discern specific trends and patterns of their support to Sri Lanka. Each section is 
presented with a brief overview of the historical trends of the CFA concerned. This 
includes the trends and focus on a selected group of counterparts, concentration on a 
particular geographical area and kind of work being supported. This helps us to discern a 
particular specialisation or uniqueness of support by the CFA concerned. In each section, 
I also present the policy on Sri Lanka by the CFA concerned at the time of the study. The 
final section presents a comparative view. The analysis at this level not only compares the 
trends and patterns of support to Sri Lanka by the CFAs but also links such trends and 
patterns with the changes that happened in the Co-Financing Programme in response to 
shifts in the Dutch context.  
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6.2 ICCO – Shifts in support and loss of ground  

ICCO’s early work in Sri Lanka in the late sixties and seventies was mainly with its so-
called natural partners – church and church-related bodies. The Jaffna Diocese of the 
Church of South India, YMCA and YWCA were prominent recipients of funds in the 
early years. Funding during this period was mostly extended for building and running 
technical and vocational schools. A salient feature of ICCO’s early work was that its 
support was heavily concentrated in the North of the country. This could be partly 
because of ICCO’s missionary links in the North during that time.1 The eighties 
witnessed a slight diversification of ICCO’s partner portfolio. During this period ICCO 
started developing links with pioneer Protestant organisations like the Christian Workers’ 
Fellowship (CWF) and Devasarana. ICCO came to know these organisations through its 
collaborators, such as the World Council of Churches and the Christian Conference of 
Asia. Gradually, a few secular groups such as the Resource Centre for Community 
Groups (RCCG), Centre for Communication & Development, and Multi-Cultural 
Education & Recreation (MERC) became counterparts of ICCO in the late eighties and 
early nineties. Because of the strong links that ICCO had with counterparts in the North 
and East, it extended a great deal of support for relief, refugee and rehabilitation work in 
the aftermath of the 1983 pogrom. Work on rehabilitation and resettlement of displaced 
persons was supported till the late eighties. Communication, media and publication are 
sectors to which ICCO has attached importance in its work in Sri Lanka in the eighties 
and nineties. A pioneer alternative publication, Saturday Review, has been supported by 
ICCO since its inception.2 Health care is an area in which ICCO was not involved in its 
work through counterparts (ICCO 1988:44). 
 
By the late eighties, ICCO had lost most of its links with the traditional church-related 
organisations. Its partner portfolio was almost totally dominated by many radical off-
shoots of church-related organisations that later became independent NGOs and an 
assortment of small secular organisations. A substantial amount of funding for 
organisations of the former category was channelled to capital investments, such as 
construction of buildings. By the mid-nineties, ICCO’s relationship with its longest-
standing partner as well as the largest fund receiver, CWF, was strained and finally came 
to an end.3 This created a huge void in ICCO’s partner portfolio. Since then, several 

                                                 
1 Interview with Ben Bavinck. Bavinck was a Dutch missionary in Northern Sri Lanka from 1954 to 1972. 
In his interview with me Bavinck said that it was he who suggested Jaffna College approach ICCO to 
secure funds to build a technical institute. The ICCO staff in charge of Sri Lanka at that time, Berend 
Abels, had been a missionary in Indonesia before he started the job at ICCO. Jone Bos, the head of ICCO at 
that time, had also been a missionary in Indonesia. 
2 Saturday Review, an English weekly newspaper, was published from Jaffna under the editorship of 
Gamini Navaratne. It gave the readership an alternative perspective on the ethnic issue and was published 
at the height of the ethnic conflict. 
3 The large and constant inflow of funding for CWF resulted in a massive expansion of its work. Many of 
its ‘centres’ were built in different parts of the island. This unprecedented expansion brought many 
problems for CWF. Managing and accountability – both internally and externally – became a challenging 
issue. These problems prompted internal conflicts within the organisation and levelling of accusations on 
misuse of funds amongst others for party political activities. This is partly reflected in the ICCO’s first and 
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attempts were made to support organisations that are new, local and small. Despite the 
setbacks that ICCO had with CWF and some ‘old’ counterparts, it hoped to continue in 
Sri Lanka focussing on peace and reconciliation, work and income, education, 
institutional development, and lobby and campaign (ICCO 1997:6-7).4 ICCO went 
through an internal strategising and restructuring process in 2001. The restructuring 
entailed, among other things, a focus on its work. ICCO decided to reduce the number of 
countries where ICCO is active from 73 to 52 by 2004 (ICCO 2001:2). Sri Lanka was 
among the countries identified to be discontinued.5 In November 2002, ICCO informed 
counterparts (ICCO 2002a) in Sri Lanka about the withdrawal.6  

6.3 CORDAID – not losing sight of the constituency 

Among the four CFAs, it is CORDAID (through its predecessors Cebemo and Bilance) 
that had a strong and continuous link with its natural partner, the Catholic Church. The 
key counterparts since the late sixties are the Socio-Economic Training Institute Kandy 
(SETIK) and Socio-Economic Development Centre (SEDEC), which were by-products of 
the Second Vatican Council.7 Cebemo started working through the SEDEC network from 
the late sixties. In the late seventies and early eighties, the organisations inspired by 
liberation theology and the work of Paulo Freire, such as the Centre for Society & 
Religion (CSR), Community Education Centre, Janavabodha Kendraya and Leo Marga 
Ashram, were also supported by Cebemo. It should be noted that many of these 
organisations were entirely supported by Cebemo. The support was extended initially for 
traditional church social activities such as vocational training, orphanages and health 
care. With the emergence of ideas following Vatican II, new initiatives on social analysis, 
awareness raising and conscientisation, and community action were supported. In terms 
of sectors being supported by CORDAID, the areas of fisheries, tea plantations, and 
                                                                                                                                                  
last policy document on Sri Lanka as it says “ICCO’s contributions may be used to further party political 
aims or for other improper purposes. ICCO 1997:5.  
4 As a follow-up to this, a consultation was held between ICCO and its partners in Sri Lanka in 1998. This 
was the first and the last consultation that ICCO had in Sri Lanka. ICCO in this consultation was 
represented by the desk officer in charge of Sri Lanka, head of South Asia desk, deputy director – policy 
and another support staff. The representation of such a large delegation shows the importance that ICCO 
attached to its work in Sri Lanka.  
5 The main criterion for determining the focus countries was “what difference can ICCO make through its 
partners in this country?” and other criteria such as the relation between ICCO’s present support and the 
three main themes, the current or potential role of ICCO’s partner organisation in addressing the root 
causes of poverty and injustice, the number of partners and the opportunities for assisting partners in 
working at a more strategic level, possibilities for teaming up with other countries and/or organisations, and 
whether ICCO was the only donor or one or several. ICCO 2001:2. 
6 The withdrawal process was to be carried out under the supervision of a working group in Zeist. ICCO 
offered what it called a ‘tailor-made’ approach for withdrawal that had possibilities such as helping partners 
to look for other sources of funding, strengthening the capacity or organisation (through an evaluation, a 
PME training, an organisational assessment), facilitating collective training (proposal development, fund-
raising, ESC rights), facilitating contacts with other donors agencies (suggesting other donors, providing 
contacts, facilitating a fund raising trip). ICCO 2002a:2.   
7 Unlike the Protestant denominational churches, the Catholic Church is present almost everywhere in the 
island. Social work of parishes are organised under a diocese. These dioceses have linked up with a 
national-level body, which is SEDEC. 
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emergency and relief appeared more important than other sectors.8 CORDAID therefore 
has a certain degree of specialisation in these sectors and a long-standing relationship 
with actors engaged in such sectors. 
 
From the late eighties, the portfolio of CORDAID became somewhat diversified when 
secular counterparts such as Siyath Foundation (1986), Lawyers for Human Rights & 
Development (1987), Home for Human Rights (1987), Saturday Review (1987) and 
Women’s Education & Research Centre (1989) became counterparts. This trend 
continued further into the nineties. A balance was reached between religious and secular 
counterparts towards the beginning of 2000. At the same time, some relationships with 
long-standing counterparts came to an end. Notable examples are CSR (in 2002) and 
CEC (in 2003). These two organisations have absorbed large sums of money from 
CORDAID and its predecessors for well over three decades. Common reasons given for 
withdrawal are lack of strategic orientation, no succession plans and poor reporting and 
inability to show impact of work.  
 
CORDAID’s first policy document for Sri Lanka – Thematic Country Policy Paper 2002-
2006, ‘Aid for Peace’, Conflict Management: Relief, Rehabilitation and Peace – was 
developed in 2002. Conflict management and peace building became the main focus of 
CORDAID’s work in Sri Lanka under the current policy framework.9 An area of support 
extended by CORDAID for a long period of time, the tea plantations in the Central 
Province, was not dropped with the change of direction. It was retained “because of the 
vulnerable position of the families of the plantation workers and the denial of their rights 
of full citizenship” (CORDAID 2002a:4). Emergency help, which is another speciality in 
CORDAID, is part of the focus in Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka was identified as a country that is 
vulnerable to disasters, and areas of activities such as disaster/emergency preparedness, 
prevention and response were identified as areas for support. By 2004 CORDAID’s 
partner portfolio included some new organisations such as the Foundation for Co-
Existence (FCE), National Anti-War Front (NAWF) and Consortium of Humanitarian 
Agencies (CHA). As mentioned in the chapter on Sri Lankan NGOs, FCE and NAWF 
emerged in the post-2002 period as part of the ‘peace and development NGO boom’. 
Though formed in the post-1994 period, CHA thrived immensely from the boom. 

6.4 NOVIB – the largest supporter to the biggest NGO in Sri Lanka 

NOVIB’s first partner in Sri Lanka, Sarvodaya (supported since 1970), later became the 
country’s largest NGO. It also became the largest Sri Lankan recipient of financial 
support from NOVIB. Till 1976 Sarvodaya was NOVIB’s only counterpart in Sri Lanka. 
It was only in 1977 that a few more counterparts – for example, Sri Lanka Association for 
the Advancement of Science (SLAS), Ahadiya Academy and the Ceylon Association for 

                                                 
8 The Catholic Church has a strong presence along the coastal belt, which was the first area to be conquered 
by the Portuguese (who introduced Catholicism to Sri Lanka) in the 16th century. 
9 “The root causes for conflicts are social inequality and injustice. As a consequence, differences in 
language, ethnicity, descent or religion become more prevalent. Human rights are part of the conflict, even 
before it turns into open violence”. CORDAID 2002a:2. 
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the Mentally Retarded – started receiving support. A key change introduced by NOVIB 
was the appointment in 1978 of a representative to be based in Sri Lanka. A Dutchman 
who had worked with the UN’s office in Colombo assumed this job. A steady rise of 
counterparts can be seen from1978 onwards. This trend continued till the late eighties. 
NOVIB counterparts in the early years represented a range of organisations from 
professional associations (SLAS, International Federation of University Women) to 
traditional welfare organisations (Young Men’s Muslims Association, Young Men’s 
Hindu Association, Ceylon Association for the Mentally Retarded, National Association 
for the Prevention of Tuberculosis) to community development organisations (Sarvodaya, 
Ghandiyam). In the late seventies and early eighties, the majority of the new counterparts 
came from the plantation sector, such as Estate People’s Service, Hill Country Youth 
Assembly, Social Action Centre, Plantation People’s Welfare Trust, Satyodaya and the 
Coordinating Secretariat for Plantation Areas. NOVIB also supported post-1971 
organisations such as the Marga Institute, Kantha Handa (a pioneer feminist organisation) 
and the periodical Lanka Guardian.10 
 
The decade of the eighties brought in a new stream of counterparts that gave NOVIB a 
distinct identity and specialisation. These were organisations active in the field of human 
rights, research, lobbying and advocacy. The key organisations that became counterparts 
of NOVIB in the eighties were: Movement for Defence of Democratic Rights (MDDR), 
Movement for Inter-Racial Justice and Equality (MIRJE), Social Scientists’ Association 
(SSA), Civil Rights Movement (CRM),11 International Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES), 
Nadesan Centre, INFORM, and Law & Society Trust (LST). The interaction with these 
organisation led NOVIB to go beyond funding. NOVIB was expected to play a lobbying 
and advocacy role in Europe. The European NGO Forum on Sri Lanka was formed in the 
late eighties. NOVIB played a key role as the convenor of the forum in the initial years. 
 
Many new counterparts came on board in the nineties. These organisations came from 
different backgrounds. Some examples are: environment NGOs such as Nation Builders 
Association and Mihikatha Institute; community development NGOs such as 
Participatory Methodologies for Learning & Management (PALM) and Human 
Development Organisation; relief and rehabilitation NGOs such as EHED; a micro credit 
NGO, Agromart; and a vocational training institute, the Lasallian Community Education 
Centre. These new entrants made NOVIB’s partner portfolio somewhat diversified and 
broke the domination of the human rights organisations. A key milestone in NOVIB’s 
history in Sri Lanka was the conflict with and the subsequent withdrawal of support from 
Sarvodaya in the mid-nineties.12 
 

                                                 
10 “Lanka Guardian made a pioneering contribution in the late seventies and early eighties to resuscitate the 
argument for ethnic equality, justice and fairness in Sri Lanka. Many progressive and democratic voices, 
including those of some research NGOs, rallied round Lanka Guardian to defend minority rights at a time 
when the state was behaving in an utterly racist manner”. Uyangoda 1995:66. 
11 As was mentioned in the section on Sri Lankan NGOs, CRM and MIRJE were formed in 1971 and 1979, 
respectively. However, these organisations started receiving donor funds from the eighties.  
12 See Perera 1997 for a detailed account of the straining of relationships between NOVIB and Sarvodaya. 
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NOVIB’s latest policy document focuses more on “innovative activities and capacity 
building support of CBOs and ‘young’ NGOs”, while being active in “the plantations, the 
North and the East which are Tamil and Muslim dominated areas and to be more 
involved in promoting conflict reduction, reconciliation and ethnic harmony including the 
protection and promotion of human rights, economic development of poor communities 
and capacity building of civil society” (NOVIB 2001:1). The year 2002-2003 saw 
NOVIB ending relationships with many of its old counterparts such as Satyodaya and 
CRM, MDDR and INFORM. In late 2003, as a result of a restructuring process, NOVIB 
decided to phase out from Sri Lanka and Nepal by December 2006 (NOVIB 2004a). Sri 
Lanka was identified for phasing out as it is no longer a least developed country and 
therefore such countries were not considered core countries for support. But Sri Lanka 
was considered part of a newly created Regional Thematic Programme. Sri Lankan 
organisations whose focus and engagement entail regional work were considered eligible 
for support. The regional themes identified were: trade and income, education, social and 
political participation, and violence against women (NOVIB 2004:7). 

6.5 HIVOS – specialised support 

HIVOS extended its support to Sri Lanka from its enrolment in the CFP in 1978. Initially 
its support was limited to one counterpart, the Thambapanni Institute for Culture. After 
1983 HIVOS gradually extended its work. However, early counterparts such as Diyanilla 
Technical Institute and Rajarata Saama Sewaya came through other CFAs such as ICCO 
and Bilance (now CORDAID). The work of the above organisations was largely 
traditional community development work and vocational training. This trend changed in 
the mid-eighties when HIVOS forged links with human rights groups – e.g., the 
Movement for Inter-Racial Justice and Equality – and an islandwide credit network called 
the Federation of Thrift & Credit Cooperative Societies (FTCCS).13 The latter became 
HIVOS’ largest fund receiver. Mawatha (a pioneer journal that expressed alternative 
views on culture, arts and politics), Women & Media Collective (WMC) and 
Organisation for the Safeguarding of Life and Environment (OSLEN) were some key 
organisations supported by HIVOS in the mid-eighties. HIVOS’ portfolio was 
characterised by organisations working on communication, culture and human rights. 
This specialised trend continued in the nineties with the support extended to the Vibhavi 
Centre for Alternative Culture (1991 onwards), Asian Film Centre (1995 onwards) and 
Vibhavi Academy of Fine Arts (1998 onwards). Parallel to this specialisation in the 
nineties, support was also extended to many organisations active at the grassroots level 
and engaged in community development and human rights work. Examples are the Uva 
Community Development Centre in Passara/Badulla (1991), Suriya Women’s Centre in 
Batticaloa, Centre for Family Services (1995), Kantha Shakthi (1995), Thotenna (1996), 

                                                 
 
13 Sanasa, the Sinhala abbreviation of FTCCS, has 8,400 savings and credit cooperatives located in various 
parts of Sri Lanka with a membership about 850,000 families, support being extended to about 3.2 million 
people. “GTZ Supports Rebuilding of Sanasa Cooperatives”, Sunday Island, 25 December 2005. 
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and Rural Women’s Front (1998).Towards 2000, the HIVOS counterpart portfolio 
reflected a somewhat eclectic mix, diluting the specialisation it had before.14 
 
HIVOS’ current policy on Sri Lanka from 2002 (the first ever policy document on Sri 
Lanka) pays a great deal of attention to the ethnic issue as an intervention area.15 HIVOS 
recognises that civil society organisations in Sri Lanka have a crucial role to play in the 
field of resettlement and rehabilitation, relief and reconstruction, peace negotiations, 
governance and accountability at national and local levels, and building a culture of 
peace. The latest policy document stresses that HIVOS’ support to Sri Lanka from 2003 
onwards should gradually shift towards social movements/membership organisations 
rooted in poor communities with multi-ethnic membership and a limited number of 
national lobby NGOs (HIVOS 2002a:9). The three priority themes identified are: peace 
process and peace building, economic capability building interventions, political capacity 
building and socio-cultural capacity building. 

6.6 Concluding remarks 

Many historical parallels regarding the support given by the four CFAs to Sri Lanka can 
be seen in the sections presented. The early years of support of both ICCO and 
CORDAID (through the latter’s predecessors Cebemo and Bilance) were almost 
exclusively extended to their so-called natural partners. The early support of CFAs was 
characterised by traditional missionary-type work or conventional community 
development work. This was the case also with NOVIB and HIVOS in their early years 
of support. This was in line with the criteria of the CFP, which allowed only grants for 
capital expenditure. However, the mid-seventies and eighties marked a sea change in the 
nature of organisations that were supported by the CFAs. By the early seventies the 
pioneer Protestant organisations (emerging in the post-1956 period) were supported by 
ICCO and Cebemo. This was the first time that these organisations started receiving 
funds from donor agencies. ICCO supported Devasarana and CWF. Though these 
organisations had their roots in the church, by the seventies they became heavily 
radicalised and autonomous from church structures. Therefore, it was a milestone for 
ICCO to support such organisations as its primary focus so far had been with church 
organisations. During the same period, Cebemo too made a similar shift by supporting 
pioneer Catholic organisations emerging from the influence of Vatican II and liberation 
theology. Some examples are CSR, Satyodaya, CEC and Janawabodha Kendraya. 
NOVIB and HIVOS made a very slow start in the initial years by supporting a single 
organisation. NOVIB supported only Sarvodaya for a few years, but from the late 
seventies its partner portfolio expanded slowly. This was also the case with HIVOS. By 
the eighties, the four CFAs embraced a large part of the influential NGOs in Sri Lanka. 
By this time, ICCO has shifted towards secular organisations. The support of CFAs was 
extended to secular organisations such as CRM, MIRJE and post-1977 organisations such 
as MDDR, SSA, WPI, MIRJE, ICES, LST and INFORM. The pioneer Protestant and 
Catholic organisations that emerged in the sixties and early seventies were almost entirely 
                                                 
14 Economy (4), culture (5), human rights (7), HIV/AIDS (1), gender (10) and others (6). HIVOS 2002a:11. 
15 “Country Plan 2003-2006 Sri Lanka”. HIVOS 2002a. 
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funded by the CFAs and their European counterparts from the late seventies.16 These 
organisations expanded their work and widened the scope in response to the changes that 
occurred in the Sri Lankan context, such as the rise of the ethnic problem and human 
rights violations. Thus the CFA contributions to these organisations increased many fold. 
Here, we see a link between the introduction of the Programme Financing Model (PFM) 
of the CFP, which gave a greater independence to CFAs to disburse funds, and the 
expansion of the work of NGOs that were funded by CFAs.  
 
The previous section analysed a small but vociferous cluster of organisations that 
dominated the Sri Lankan NGO scene from the eighties up to the mid-nineties. Almost all 
of these NGOs have been supported by the Dutch CFAs. They include national-level 
organisations such as MDDR, CRM, ICES, LST, INFORM, MIRJE, SSA, CEC and 
CSR, and regional organisations such as UCDC, Satyodaya, Janawabodha Kendraya, 
Kalape Api. Interestingly, the four CFAs have supported many alternative journals and 
news papers such as the Lanka Guardian, Christian Worker, Saturday Review, Mawatha, 
Janahanda, Vivarana, Diyesa, Ravaya and Yukthiya.17 A close scrutiny of alternative 
journals and newspaper suggests that the CFAs have not exempted any such publication 
produced in recent times. Ravaya and Yukthiya played a decisive role in advocating a 
change of government in 1994. CFA support has been significant with the two biggest 
NGOs in SL, i.e., Sarvodaya and FTCCS. NOVIB was Sarvodaya’s main donor from the 
seventies up till the mid-nineties. FTCCS is HIVOS’ largest fund receiver in Sri Lanka. 
These two organisations are not as political as the other rights-oriented justice groups. 
But their outreach, membership and access to funds have given the organisation, or rather 
their leaders, a great deal of influence in politics.18 In this sense, the CFAs’ support has 
not only sustained the various pioneering efforts and innovations but also enabled groups 
of NGOs to have a decisive and influential role in the Sri Lankan context.  
 
The support of CFAs continued to expand in the eighties and early nineties. However, at 
the end of the nineties tensions appeared between CFAs and their long-standing 
counterparts. The tensions were caused when CFAs gradually introduced reporting and 
accounting guidelines, requests to show results and pressures to introduce 
professionalism. Another common feature can be observed during the same period. The 
CFAs started diversifying their partner portfolios. Thus far their portfolios had been 
dominated by pioneer Protestant and Catholic organisations, their off-shoots and human 
rights organisations. The new entrants did not come from this background. Their work 
focus was on areas such as micro credit, community development and vocational training. 
By the mid-nineties, the tensions between CFAs and their old counterparts worsened. 
Many relations became strained. Support remained stagnant or was reduced. The end of 
                                                 
16 There are many cases of co-finding by the Protestant agencies: Bread for the World (Germany) and 
Christian Aid (UK) with ICCO. The same arrangement can be seen among Catholic agencies such as 
CORDAID, CAFOD (UK) and MISSERIOR (Germany). 
17 Ravaya received funds from NOVIB via Sarvodaya in the early stages of its work. NOVIB Jaarverslaag 
1988. 
18 The famous example is President Premadasa’s fear that A.T. Ariyaratne of Sarvodaya would be a 
political threat by running as a candidate for the presidency. The leader of FTCCS, P.A. Kiriwandeniya, 
was included in the National List of the People’s Alliance in 1994. Under the UPFA government from 
April 2004, Kiriwandeniya was appointed as chairman of the People’s Bank, one of the biggest state banks. 
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the nineties witnessed a trend of withdrawal of support by CFAs to many long-standing 
counterparts. On the other hand, the support to new counterparts was increased.  
 
Why did the relations between the CFAs and their old counterparts become strained and 
subsequently end in the nineties? The discussion on CFAs in Chapter 4 highlighted the 
change that CFAs introduced following the adverse critique they received from the 
Impact Study in 1991. The disenchantment about CFAs from the public, academics and 
press had been there from the late eighties. Therefore, CFA’s response to the Impact 
Study came in the form of a drive towards professionalising themselves as well as their 
relations with counterparts. CFAs themselves went through restructuring during this time. 
New staff were recruited to live up to the new standards. Similar changes were introduced 
to the counterparts. The tensions between CFAs and their old counterparts primarily arose 
during this transition from an informal style of work to a professional approach. There is 
a clear link between the critique of CFAs that prompted the Impact Study and the Impact 
Study’s adverse comments that made CFAs professionalise themselves as well as their 
relations.  
 
As explained before, ICCO and NOVIB decided to withdraw from Sri Lanka altogether 
with effect from 2004 and 2006, respectively. What made the CFAs sever their long-
standing links with organisations in a rather abrupt manner? Can we take the explanations 
and reasons given by CFAs for such decisions at face value? ICCO’s reason was that it 
was imperative for it to drop some countries as a result of its restructuring process, which 
advocated a concentration of support. NOVIB’s reason was prompted by almost the same 
circumstances. But the reason given by NOVIB on its decision to drop Sri Lanka was that 
the latter had been elevated from the ‘least developed countries’ status. ICCO did not 
give any explanation at all about the specific reasons why it decided to drop Sri Lanka. 
Though the decision to withdraw from the country was made by ICCO and NOVIB in 
2002 and 2003, respectively, both organisations have been withdrawing since the late 
nineties from individual organisations with whom they had had long-standing 
relationships. What really made the CFAs withdraw from Sri Lanka? Was it the harsh 
critique that came from the Commissie-Box and the Stuurgroep Evaluation? Should the 
withdrawal be attributed to the CFAs’ frustration built up by many strained, bitter and 
unsuccessful relationships they experienced since the mid-nineties and their inability to 
manage the relationships? If this was the real reason, did ICCO and NOVIB use the 
restructuring exercise and the ‘least developed countries’ argument as an excuse to 
withdraw from Sri Lanka? It is difficult to come to a conclusion on the facts gathered so 
far. Therefore, we need to move our investigation to another level of analysis that takes a 
closer look at the nuances of relationships between CFAs and their counterparts.  
 
With the withdrawal from the big, old and influential counterparts, the CFAs were left 
with relatively new, localised, community development-type organisations. The two 
CFAs that opted to remain in Sri Lanka – HIVOS and CORDAID – identified ‘peace’ as 
a core area of support. It is interesting to see how CFA policies have been influenced by 
the ‘peace and development’ aid fad that gained currency in 2002. As mentioned before, 
the CFAs started to phase out their long-standing counterparts from 1995. During this 
time a new wave of NGOs came up (post-1994 NGO boom). However, many of these 
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new NGOs did not forge links with the CFAs. This could be attributed to the large 
amount of funds available from the National Integration Project Unit of the Ministry of 
Justice and Constitutional Affairs, the embassies (notably of Norway, Sweden, Canada, 
Britain, Netherlands and Japan) and foundations. The ‘peace and development NGO 
boom’ took place with the availability of mega budgets of new grant-making bodies such 
as Berghoff, FLICT, USAID and AED. Funds from embassies continued to be available. 
With such abundance of funds, the NGO budgets expanded because of the scaling up of 
work, focus on high-profile activities and high expenditure on infra-structure and 
personnel. Being relatively limited in their contributions, many CFAs found it difficult to 
‘compete’ with the new donors or to attract the new generation of NGOs. This was aptly 
expressed by a CFA Desk Officer who said ‘they are too hot to handle’. Only CORDAID 
made an attempt to attract the ‘new kids on the block’ by supporting the Foundation for 
Co-Existence (FCE) and the National Anti-War Front (NAWF). However, CORDAID is 
among many donors that support the mega-budgets of these organisations.  
 
The rise and fall of the support by CFAs to Sri Lankan NGOs follows a certain pattern. 
This pattern, to a great extent, synchronises with the changes that took place in the Co-
Financing Programme (CFP) and CFAs in the Netherlands and the changes of Sri Lankan 
NGOs caused by the shifts in their own context. Table 6.1 synthesises the changes that 
occurred from both sides and how such changes finally contributed to the change of 
relations between CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs.  
 
The expansion of support to Sri Lankan NGOs started from the seventies when the CFP 
as a programme started to expand. The eighties marked the peak of support by CFAs to 
Sri Lankan NGOs. The beginning of the eighties was a turning point of the CFP. During 
this time the CFAs enjoyed the highest degree of autonomy and flexibility after the 
introduction of the Programme Finance Model (PFM) by the government. The reversal of 
this trend took place in the mid-nineties. By this time, the CFAs had been subject to harsh 
criticism in the Netherlands and were further demoralised after the findings of the Impact  
Study. Many measures were introduced in response to its criticism and the negative 
findings. The trend of ‘professionalisation’ emerged during this period. The decisions to 
withdraw from Sri Lanka by ICCO and NOVIB were adduced to changes in the 
Netherlands. The explanations given by the two organisations explicitly said that such 
decisions were taken as a result of restructuring processes in the respective organisations. 
These decisions were made by the two organisations when they were feeling the pressure 
from the changes introduced by the government in the CFP. In 2001 when ICCO made 
the decision, there was an air of critique about CFAs raised by Herfkens and the IBO 
report. It was also the year of approval of the new MFP-Breed framework that introduced 
the new system of scrutiny of four-year plans by an external commission. NOVIB’s 
withdrawal decision was made in the immediate aftermath of the severe aid cut it 
received from the Commissie Box.  
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Table 6.1: Synthesis of Institutional Analysis 

Period Changes in NL Changes in CFP Changes in CFAs CFA work in SL NGOs in SL Sri Lankan context 
50s mid   NOVIB established   Independence 
50s late Pillar system weakening    Innovations: Sarvodaya, CWF, 

Devasarana 
1956 Change 

60s early Decolonisation  
Mission orgs. impacted  

Missionary agencies request 
govt. funds 

 ICCO & Cebemo support 
church/related orgs. 

  

60s mid Dec. Coop policy 
introduced, Bot (KVP) 

CFP established under DTH  ICCO and Cebemo 
established 

Continuation   

60s late Udink (CHU)   Continuation Radicalisation of CWF, 
Devasarana 

New Left Groups 
Influence of Vatican II 

70s early Boertin (ARP) 
Pronk (PvdA) 

Vierhouten, operational costs 
covered, only capital exp. rule 
relaxed  

 NOVIB starts Response to 1971, Vatican II: 
CSR, CRM, Satyodaya, 
Tulana, MARGA 

Insurgency 1971 

70s mid Pronk (PvdA) Zandvoort I, target group 
approach, relaxation of 
finance procedures 

 ICCO and Cebemo support 
pioneer Protestant/Catholic 
orgs. 

  

70s late Pronk (PvdA) 
De Koning (CDA/ARP) 

Zandvoort II, rule to obtain 
permission from South govt. 
relaxed 

HIVOS joined CFP NOVIB expands 
HIVOS starts 

Response to Left’s defeat, new 
govt.: SSA, IWP 
Proliferation of NGOs 

UNP govt. 
Defeat of Left 
Liberal Economy 

80s early Van Dijk (CDA/CHU) 
Reforms in welfare state 

Prog. Fin. Model (PFM) 
Retrospec. Accountability 
Autonomy & Flexibility 

Growth & Expansion  Three agencies expand 
support  

Fall-out from 1980 strike 
MDDR 
Response to ethnic conflict 

1980 Strike 
Ethnic conflict 

80s mid Schoo (VVD)  Growth & Expansion Human Rights Groups 
being supported  

Response to ethnic conflict & 
refugee, human rights 
 

Refugees, conflict 
 

80s late Bukman (CDA/ARP) 
Pronk (PvdA) 
Disenchantment on CFP 

Impact Study Growth & Expansion ICCO looses church 
counterparts 

 
 
PAFFREL 

Insurgency 1987-89 
Counter-insurgency 
NGO Commission 

90s early Pronk (PvdA) Response to Impact Study 
Critique 

Professionalisation drive 
Emphasis on : 

Partner diversification of 
NOVIB 

  

90s mid Pronk (PvdA) 
Purple Coalition 
Dismantling of 
consultative structures 

 Cost consciousness 
Financial Management 
Reporting 
Results 

ICCO drops CWF 
NOVIB drops Sarvodaya 
Partner diversification of 
CORDAID 

Janasaviya NGO boom 
New entrants: NPC, CHA, 
CPA, PAFFREL  
Post-1994 NGO boom 

Janasaviya 
1994 PA govt. 
Reformed Liberal Phase 
Govt. peace programme 

90s late Herfkens (PvdA) 
AWB introduced 

IBO Study 
Stuurgroepevaluatie 
New Policy – MFP Breed 
Box Commissie 

FPPN joined CFP 
Cartel breaks 

Straining of relations 
between CFAs and their 
old counterparts – tensions  

 
Govt.-NGO tensions 
Disillusionment 
Internal problems  

Wayambe Election 
War-for-Peace 

00s early Elections 2002, LPF, 
Elections 2003 
Van Ardenene (CDA) 

Box Comm. Report 
Stuurgroep Report 

NOVIB cut from Box 
Restructuring at ICCO 

ICCO decides to withdraw 
from 2004 
NOVIB, Caid drops many 
old counterparts 

 
Peace/Dev NGO boom 
FCE, Berghoff, AED, FLICT, 

2001 UNF Govt 
2002 Cease Fire  
Reformed Liberal Phase  

00s mid Security emphasis  New policy CFS 
25% income, achterbaan 

Restructuring at NOVIB NOVIB decides to 
withdraw in 2006 
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Can these shifts in the rise and fall of relationships between the CFAs and Sri Lankan 
NGOs be attributed solely to the external changes that emanated from changes in Dutch 
policy? Or were these changes not caused by what happened in the Sri Lankan situation? 
These are questions that need more investigation. In such an investigation, we should also 
bring in the dimension of agency – the role of donor staff and NGO leaders, which has 
not yet been brought into the discussion in this chapter or the two preceding ones. Have 
the organisations and actors been passive receivers of the vagaries in the external 
environment in which they were embedded? These nuances and various dimensions will 
be discussed in the next chapters in which I present an in-depth case study analysis.  
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7.   THE OUTLINES OF TRAJECTORIES 

7.1 Introduction 

In Part II of the thesis, I answered the first research question of which the main emphasis 
is “what drives the relationships”. This task required analysis of the respective 
institutional environments of Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs. From this task, it was 
seen that the external environments of both the CFAs and NGOs influence their work as 
well as the relations between each other. The emphasis of the second research question is 
“who drives the relationship”. Under this question I look at two aspects: What are the 
dynamics of relations between CFAs and NGOs and how do individuals of these two 
organisations drive the relationship? Part III of the thesis answers these questions. This is 
the first chapter of Part III.  
 
In Chapter 5 I discussed the history and evolution of Sri Lankan NGOs. My discussion 
there was at a macro level in order to understand the general trends. I also synthesised the 
discussion on the evolution of Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs in the preceding 
chapter by presenting the dynamics of Dutch CFAs in Sri Lanka. The preceding chapters 
help to understand the macro picture and general trends. This chapter presents a micro 
picture. The objective is to outline trajectories of the six case study organisations and 
identify any patterns. The trajectory of each Sri Lankan NGO case-study organisation is 
presented with a description and analysis. It includes how the organisations emerged, 
their initial work, subsequent events, milestones and the current situation. Doing so 
locates the six cases in the broader historical and contextual canvas presented in the 
previous chapters. This helps us to understand the sensitivity and vulnerability of NGOs 
(Keohane and Nye 1989) vis-à-vis the changes happening around them. 
 
The aim of my interviews, archival research and interactions with case study 
organisations was to understand the ‘bigger story’ of organisations. In other words, I 
wanted to know more about the ‘life outside the relationship with the donor/s’, as NGOs 
often are embedded in webs of relationships with different actors with multiple 
accountabilities (Edwards and Hulme 1995). With each case, I present a brief profile of 
the leader of the respective case organisation. I understand NGO leaders as a reflection of 
political currents of different times. Therefore, the profiles of leaders include their life 
histories, their convictions (political, ideological and religious) and the major influences 
on their lives. I link these up with the macro picture and general trends to understand how 
their life histories reflect currents of the wider context. One of the arguments advanced in 
this chapter is that organisations as well as their leaders are thoroughly influenced by the 
political currents and ideologies prevailing in different times.  
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This chapter largely serves as a link between the context chapters and the ensuing chapter 
that deals in-depth with facets of relationships. Therefore, I do not make concrete 
conclusions here; I only analyse the trajectories of case study organisations to identify 
patterns and trends. These will be fed into the next chapter as well as the chapter in which 
the dynamics of relationships are discussed. This chapter is organised as follows. First, a 
brief overview of the six case studies is presented. Then the case studies are presented 
separately. Finally, I identify patterns across case studies.  

7.2 Overview of case studies 

Six case studies – two from each CFA - were selected for the study. These organisations 
are presented under the following fictitious names: 
 

• Plantation Action Centre (PAC) 
• Workers’ Solidarity (WS) 
• Organisation for Plantation Development (OFPD) 
• Study Centre for Change (SCC)  
• Foundation for Participation (FFP) 
• Sri Lanka Fisheries Network (SLFN) 

 
The CFAs are also presented with fictitious names: Red-CFA, Blue-CFA, Yellow-CFA 
and Green-CFA. The chapter on methodology explained the basis on which the six case 
studies were chosen, which was theoretically driven (Eisenhardt 1995). The features of 
case studies that qualified for theoretic sampling were also presented in the methodology 
chapter. This section provides additional background details. The following tables give 
comparative background information about the case organisations.  
 

Table 7.1: Overview of case organisations: Basic facts (as of 2003) 

Name Location Area of work Main 
constituenc
y 

Establishe
d in (age 
as of 2003) 

No of 
staff 

Work 
spread 

FFP Nuwara 
Eliya 

Community 
Development 

Plantation 
workers 

1985 (18) 40 Provincial 

PAC Kandy Com Dev 
Human rights 

Plantation 
workers 

1972 (31) 45  Provincial 

SCC Colombo Research Opinion 
makers 

1991 (12) 7 National 

OFPD Kandy Community 
development 

Plantation 
workers 

1987 (16) 26 ft 60 
pt 

Provincial 

WS Negombo Labour Rights FTZ 
workers 

1993 (10) 15 Provincial 

SLFN Negombo Advocacy Fisherfolk 1994 (9) 13 National 

Source: Kenschets, project documents of various years 
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Table 7.2: Relationship-related information on case studies  

Name Partnership 
established since 

Length of 
Partnersh
ip 

Dependency 
on CFA funds 

Status with CFA as at 
2003 

FFP 1996 8 75% Phased out in 2004 
PAC 1980 22 40% Phased out in 2003 
SCC 1991 12 100% Continuing 
OFPD 1987 17 100% Continuing 
WS 1995 8 100% Phased out in 2004 
SLFN 2002 3 75% Continuing 

Source: Kenschets, project documents of various years 
 

Table 7.3: Funds allocation for case organisations – comparison 

 PAC WS SLFN FFP OFPD SCC 
Cumulative funds (Euros)  511,862 192,432 80,000 817,097 431,404 308,370 
Cumulative years 22 8 3 8 17 12 
Average funds per year 
(Euros) 

23,266 24,054 26,666 102,137 25,370 25,692 

Source: Kenschets, project documents of various years 
 
Having presented the brief overview of the six case studies, I take a close look at each 
case study in the following sections.  

7.3 Plantation Action Centre (PAC)  

7.3.1 Fr. Patrick1: a profile 
 

Fr. Patrick was born in 1925 to a Burgher, English-speaking family in Colombo. 
Having opted to become a Jesuit priest, Fr. Patrick went through his initial 
training in India from 1942. While in India he had a first-hand experience of the 
freedom struggle under the British. Later, he went to Italy to study theology. 
When Fr. Patrick was in Italy (1949-54), he was involved in the Italian Social 
Democratic Movement led by people like La Pira and Left-oriented Christians. Fr. 
Patrick recalls how he was influenced by what he experienced in Italy: “As a Left-
oriented Christian, I was heavily inspired by Cardinal Lercaro of Bologne who 
was called Cardinal Rosso, the Red Cardinal. He was very friendly with the 
Communists. I heard in Naples that Lercaro was living in a community with 12 
boys he found on the streets. Italy was very poor during that time. I prayed on the 
day of my ordination to God that I would like to live in community with other 
poor people regardless of their religion or social class”.  
 
From the time Fr. Patrick studied theology, his main concern was social justice. 
Due to this orientation he chose to do a Master’s degree in philosophy, politics 

                                                 
1 A pseudonym.  
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and economics at Oxford (1954-57). When Fr. Patrick came back from Oxford, he 
was asked to take over St. Aloysius College as its principal.2 Says Fr. Patrick: “I 
was stuck there till 1971 when the government took over Catholic schools. I was 
always thinking about a social research centre somewhere. When we handed over 
the schools to the state, I came to Kandy. Bishop Leo, who would always find 
something for those who were not satisfied with the present establishment, 
suggested I start a centre for research and social encounter. At the end of 1971, he 
brought me here and wanted me to do the research and he said he would do the 
action part”.  
 
Fr. Patrick and Bishop Leo Nanayakkara co-founded the Plantation Action Centre 
(PAC) in February 1972. Fr. Patrick functioned as the coordinator of PAC till 
1995. In 1995 a Swedish aid agency honoured Fr. Patrick with a peace award in 
recognition of his service. Fr. Patrick was also given the Vishwa-Prasadini Award 
by the prime minister of Sri Lanka in 1996 in recognition of his service rendered 
to the country. Even after his retirement from the responsibility of coordinator, Fr. 
Patrick continued to do research at PAC. As a prolific writer, Fr. Patrick has 
authored many articles and books.  

 
 
7.3.2 The origins 
 
The Plantation Action Centre3 (PAC) emerged in a context when Sri Lanka went through 
some decisive moments in history. In 1970 a coalition government came into power with 
the SLFP, a centre-right party, and two Left parties, the LSSP and CP. The coalition 
government’s socialist inclination created an air of euphoria among many progressive 
organisations. The euphoria proved to be short-lived with the occurrence of the JVP 
insurgency in April 1971. As mentioned in the section on the history of Sri Lankan 
NGOs, this was also the period soon after Vatican II, when a climate of dynamic search 
and experimentation towards a new way of social engagement prevailed within the 
Catholic Church. The Rt. Revd. Leo Nanayakkara (a delegate to Vatican II) and Fr. 
Patrick co-founded a social research centre in Kandy in 1972, which soon became known 
as PAC. The co-founders of PAC were based in the Central Province, where many tea 
plantations were located – Rt. Rev. Nanayakkara as the bishop of the Diocese of Badulla 
and Fr. Patrick as a writer, researcher and part-time seminary lecturer. PAC’s objective 
was “to make religion meaningful to ourselves and our people”. This meant an 
“involvement with secular people in secular fields, especially for change in a socialist 
direction” (PAC 1976:2). 
 

                                                 
2 A leading school in Galle in Southern Sri Lanka, run by the Catholic Church. 
3 A pseudonym.  
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7.3.3 The early work 
 
Given Fr. Patrick’s academic background and interests, the early activities of PAC 
centred on research and what were called the ‘encounters’. The early research and 
encounters were on the Marxist-Christian dialogue and inter-religious dialogue. PAC’s 
conferences and discussions attracted a small but enthusiastic group of scholars, 
theologians, Leftists and social activists. The land reforms introduced by the then 
government were greeted by PAC “as a brave socialist and anti-imperialist legislation”.4 
However, in its implementation the land reforms “became a cudgel with which to beat the 
Tamil plantation workers”.5 They were forcibly chased out from their so-called line-
rooms while their belongings were looted or burnt by mobs. These shocking and horrible 
events made PAC realise “even action-oriented research proved to be utterly inefficient. 
Action itself became paramount”.6 PAC started carrying out relief activities such as 
distribution of food and clothes and running health clinics. However, the emphasis on 
Marxist-Christian encounter continued. In 1974 PAC took the initiative to form a network 
of organisations engaged in the plantation sector. The network’s secretariat was housed in 
the PAC office. The network emerged as an outcome of PAC’s direct engagement with 
plantation issues and the ‘encounter’ discussions. PAC had a very small staff in the initial 
years. 
 
Being an organisation committed to promoting socialism, PAC had a natural sympathy 
towards the then socialist-oriented government. However, the change of government in 
1977 put PAC in a totally different political position. This is vividly expressed in the 
following statement of PAC:  
 

… a new government came into power, defeating the centre-left government which was 
in power from 1970. The new government with their explicit rightist and capitalistic 
thinking and policies came to power with an overwhelming five sixths majority in the 
parliament. This was a complete change in the political scenario which prevailed in the 
times that PAC emerged. … Though PAC was forthright with its criticism on whatever 
misgivings of the government of 1970-77, it was sympathetic and supportive towards the 
progressive socialist measures and changes that the government attempted to introduce. 
Now, PAC was potentially at loggerheads with the new government. (PAC 1977) 

 
A few weeks after the establishment of the new government, communal riots broke out. 
Thousands of Tamil people who lived in the plantations as well as in other parts of the 
country were severely affected. Their houses were burnt and their meagre belongings 
were looted. PAC wasn’t distant from this reality. One of its key staff person’s father was 
burnt to death in the communal riots. The survivors of the family sought refuge at PAC. 
The plight of the plantation Tamils gave another impetus to PAC to do more action than 
research. During this time PAC for the first time received money from a donor agency 
abroad – ₤5,000 from Oxfam. In the years to come, a few donors including Yellow-CFA 
started to support it. 
                                                 
4 Faith (The Journal of the International League of Religious Socialists), Summer 2001, 
http://ilrs.org/faith/f2k1.2htm. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
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7.3.4 Post UNP regime: gradual shift to work with communities and expansion of work 
 
With the engagement in relief work among the victims of communal riots, PAC gradually 
started expanding its activities in both villages and plantations. This period was marked 
by the entry of many new staff members. Among them was Nihal who was then an 
undergraduate. He later became the leader of the organisation, succeeding Fr. Patrick. 
PAC took the initiative to form another national network to address the ethnic tensions 
that were brewing in late 1979. The network brought activists from political parties, trade 
unions, student groups, voluntary organisations and persons concerned about inter-
communal justice together. Fr. Patrick became its first chairperson. With the expansion of 
work, a more systematic approach to community development was introduced. Staff rose 
to 50 people in the nineties. By this time PAC was working in 70 plantation divisions and 
villages. It also established a farm and a vocational training centre. 
 
The late-eighties and early nineties marked the peak of PAC’s relations with donors and 
international agencies. In 1989 Fr. Patrick received a peace award from a Swedish donor 
agency. Two other donors, SHARE and Swiss-Support,7 invited Fr. Patrick to London 
and Geneva in 1988 and 1990, respectively, to make keynote speeches in events 
organised by them. He was also invited to Utrecht for an international meeting organised 
by Yellow-CFA in June 1993. A Dutch radio channel produced a programme about PAC 
to be broadcast under the programme ‘Wereld omroep’. In 1993 Nihal left for 
Manchester to read for a Master’s degree. From there, he organised a donor consortium 
meeting in the Netherlands. In 1995 PAC took part in a Yellow-CFA-sponsored research 
project on the World Bank. At the end of this peak of activities, in July 1995, Fr. Patrick 
retired from the coordinatorship of PAC. Another Jesuit took over as the co-ordinator but 
left the organisation soon afterwards. Nihal, a long-standing staff member, took over the 
leadership. 
 
One of the key events that took place immediately after the leadership transition was a 
meeting with a donor consortium. For the first time in the history of PAC, a meeting with 
all donors was convened in Sri Lanka in September 1995. As PAC was approaching its 
25th anniversary in 1996, a restructuring exercise was introduced. Some signs of 
discontent were visible from the donors at the donor consortium in 1998. This trend 
continued. The tension reached a peak when an evaluation was initiated by Yellow-CFA 
in 2002. The details of the evaluation will be discussed further in the next chapter. 
 
 
7.3.5 Nihal: a profile 
 

Nihal was born in 1953 in Kandy. He entered the University of Peradeniya in 
1976 and studied in the arts stream. He was active in university politics.8 He was 

                                                 
7 Pseudonyms. 
8 Sri Lankan universities have been fertile grounds for political activism. One can see a plethora of student 
unions at universities. Except for a few, most unions are affiliated to political parties or backed by the 
latter. Very few systematic studies have been conducted on political activism in universities. A journalistic-



The outlines of trajectories 

 143

sacked from the university when a group of students protested against the 
introduction of the 1978 constitution. During this time Nihal forged close links 
with trade unions, political parties and people’s organisations. He was active with 
the political party NSSP. Says Nihal: “Wickramabahu who played a pioneering 
role in forming the NSSP was a lecturer of our university at that time. In fact the 
first discussions to form the NSSP took place in Kandy. People active were 
Kumar David, Vasu, Sumanasiri Liyanage, Siritunga Jayasuriya, Kotelawala, etc. 
The think-tank was based in Kandy”. Nihal became the president of the student 
federation of the NSSP at the university.  
 
While Nihal was in the final years of university he came to know about PAC. He 
joined PAC in 1979 soon after he was sacked from the university. Nihal did a 
post-graduate diploma in community development in 1989 and a Master’s in adult 
education 1993, both at the University of Manchester. 

7.4 Organisation for Plantation Development (OFPD) 

7.4.1 The origins 
 
The Catholic Training Institute (CTI)9 in the Central Province was established in the late 
sixties as a direct result of Vatican II. CTI was funded by Red-CFA. In the early 
seventies, Antony10 and another person who were active in youth and social work in the 
Catholic Church were invited to take over the plantation section of CTI. This was the first 
time that a large-scale social action programme was launched in the Central Province 
(OFPD 2004a:3). The work was carried out in the districts of Nuwara Eliya, Kandy and 
Matale by 14 fulltime staff. The majority of the staff were Hindu and the work was done 
predominantly among Hindu people who constituted the majority among the plantation 
community. 
 
The communal riots in July 1983 disrupted CTI’s work in the plantations. Work in the 
field was suspended for a few months but recommenced in December. However, with the 
onset of communal divisions within the Kandy Diocese, many Sinhalese priests and laity 
viewed the work of CTI in the plantations with suspicion (OFPD 2004a:3). These priests 
and lay people exerted heavy pressure on the then bishop of Kandy, who was a Sinhalese 
himself, to abandon CTI’s work in the plantations. Around the same period, the 
Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) was passed. Under this Act, many plantation youths 
were arrested and detained. In 1984 two prominent NGO leaders working in Hatton (also 
in the plantation areas) were arrested together with CTI’s staff in Nawalapitiya. CTI’s 
staff in Hatton together with other NGOs and trade unions organised a protest campaign 
that triggered off a strike by plantation workers in the entire region. This prompted the 
Kandy Diocese to finally abandon CTI work in the plantation areas by CTI (in 1985) as 
                                                                                                                                                  
style work on the subject is: D. Wickramaratne (2006). lankeeya shishya viyaapaaraya (Student Movement 
in Sri Lanka). Sri Jayewardenepura: Public Interest Publishers. 
9 A pseudonym. 
10 A pseudonym. 
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the then bishop felt that “the Catholic Church would lose its image with the Government 
and the majority Sinhalese” (OFPD 2004a:4). The staff became redundant as the 
plantation programme of CTI came to an abrupt end. The redundant staff came together 
under the leadership of Antony to discuss what course of action they should take.  
 
This group of laymen decided to form their own organisation, which later became known 
as the Organisation for Plantation Development (OFPD).11 The group approached Red-
CFA that funded CTI’s plantation work in 1987. Red-CFA’s support at that period was 
largely confined to church and church-related work in Sri Lanka. For the first time, Red-
CFA extended its support to a lay group that had no formal link with the Diocese. The 
initial support was extended for six months as a trial period.  
 
Although Antony played the mover’s role, another elderly person, of the CTI 
administrative staff, was appointed chairperson. This person too had resigned from CTI 
over some issues of principle. At the time when OFPD was formed, he was working as a 
project officer of the Plantation Action Centre (PAC), the case organisation presented 
above. This move was made due to strategic reasons as the young Tamil members of the 
group could not play an active leadership role in the somewhat hostile environment that 
prevailed for years after the 1983 riots. By this time, the violence and counter-violence 
created after the second insurrection of the JVP in the South and the anti-Indian sentiment 
disrupted the work of many NGOs. Initially, OFPD had no office of its own. It used to 
have its meetings and keep records at the chairperson’s house in Kandy. At the end of the 
six months’ period, another proposal was prepared for a year. The main activities 
included awareness programmes, health education and leadership training. 
 
OFPD became busy assisting the victims of the floods that took place in July 1988. In 
August the chairperson of OFPD passed away. This came as a shock for OFPD members, 
as the chairperson’s visionary and charismatic role had been a definite strength to the 
organisation.12 Antony took over as chairperson from December 1988. In January 1990 
the OFPD office was shifted to a small room at PAC and remains there to date. In 1992 
the five area coordinators attending a training of another NGO demanded “higher 
salaries, allowances for shoes, uniforms and bonus, and the work came to an abrupt halt. 
It took some time for the staff to understand the philosophy and the spirit of organisation. 
This incident was a milestone in the healthy growth of the organisation and these staffers 
still remain in the organisation (OFPD 2004a:9). In 1992 OFPD started a pilot project to 
promote pre-schools in the plantations. This was a remarkable achievement as the 
practice of the plantation companies was that they would not allow external organisations 
to run activities within the premises of the company.13 After a long struggle, OFPD was 

                                                 
11 A pseudonym.  
12 OFPD’s philosophy had been heavily influenced by the first chairperson. “He was of the firm belief that 
OFPD should maintain a low profile and a grass-roots approach. It represents a character of a man who 
travelled by bus and train and walked many miles to remote estates and villages. OFPD. “Minutes”, August 
1991.  
13 They allowed only the Plantation Housing and Social Welfare Trust (better known as the Trust) and its 
successor Plantation Human Resource Trust to run crèches for children of the plantation workers. The Trust 
and its successor are semi-governmental organisations. 
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able to establish its own pre-schools in plantation areas. To date OFPD has established 
117 pre-schools that are governed by parents. 
 
 
7.4.2 Expanding the environment – more donors and collaboration with government  
 
For the first time, in 1996, OFPD collaborated with another funding agency, Norwegian-
Support.14 It was to implement a series of programmes and activities on national 
integration and ethnic harmony. The activities included exchange/exposure programmes 
between different ethnic groups, income generation for women, and pre-schools to 
promote ethnic harmony. In 1996, having established its credentials with Norwegian-
Support, OFPD was invited by the National Integration Programme Unit (NIPU) to 
implement a programme to issue birth certificates and national identity cards15 to people 
in the plantation areas. This programme made OFPD work in close collaboration with 
government agencies such as the Department of Registration of Persons, the police and 
the Registrar General’s Department. Within 18 months, OFPD was able to assist 21,000 
people to get identity cards and 11,500 to get birth certificates. The success of this 
programme earned OFPD a lot of goodwill from people in the plantation areas and 
government officials. This also provoked opposition and rivalry to the OFPD from the 
trade unions that held power in the plantations. In the run-up to the provincial council 
elections in 2000, OFPD leaders were requested to contest the elections. Some political 
parties were willing to give their nominations to OFPD staff to run under their banner. 
OFPD rejected these offers “on the ground that the roles of NGOs and political parties are 
distinctly different and if NGO personnel contest elections, the NGO would lose its 
identity as watchdog” (OFPD 2004a:12). In recognition of its work in plantation areas, 
the Central Provincial Council conferred an award on OFPD in September 2001.  
 
Initially, OFPD worked only in Norwood and Bogawanthalawa area with two 
coordinators. By 2004 OFPD had 30 staff members. OFPD works in the districts of 
Nuwara Eliya (79 plantations in Nuwara Eliya and Ambagamuwa Pradeshiya Sabhas) 
and Matale (10 villages in Dambulla Pradeshiya Sabha). OFPD runs 100 odd pre-schools 
and 118 Children’s Clubs with 6,500 members. Says Antony: “We could sustain all this 
because of the spirit of simplicity we maintain. For the past 15 years we have not had any 
major problems in our team. The original group still remains; there have been no 
breakaway groups” (Int. 73).  
 
 
7.4.3 Antony: a profile  
 

Antony was born in 1951 in Gampola. He was brought up in a Catholic 
background. Naturally, Antony got himself heavily involved in the activities of 

                                                 
 
14 A pseudonym.  
15 Thousands of people living in the plantation areas do not possess birth certificates and national identity 
cards. With the heightening security measures taken by the government, many Tamil plantation people, 
especially the youth, face immense difficulties, such as arbitrary arrest and detention by the police. 
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the Catholic Church. He was once a chairman of the Diocesan Youth 
Organisation. Antony was an admirer of Bishop Leo Nanayakkara and because of 
the latter’s influence since his school days, he became involved in social work 
carried out by the church. The Catholic Training Institute (CTI)16 was formed in 
1968, with Fr. Antoninus Niles as its head. Fr. Niles trained people from the grass 
roots to take up responsibilities in many CTI community development works. 
Antony was one such trainee. This was during the period 1971-72. Antony’s 
ability to work in Tamil, Sinhala and English paved the way for him to join the 
Judicial Services Commission in 1974 as a judicial interpreter.  
 
When Fr. Niles died, Bishop Vianney took over the leadership of CTI. Antony 
and another person coordinated the plantation programme. Funding came from 
Red-CFA. At the same time Bishop Vianney dissolved a congregation called 
Joseph Vas Sisters who were mainly drawn from the plantation communities. 
Says Antony: “The reason for this was also the ethnic tension triggered when 
Bishop Vianney appointed a Sinhalese nun as head. Most of these girls came 
because of my influence. Having worked as reverend sisters for eight years it was 
difficult for them to go back to their homes in the plantation. Some even wanted 
to commit suicide, so we started a campaign against the bishop. After about six 
months the bishop couldn’t sight the plantation areas. So a settlement was reached 
involving me as the negotiator on behalf of the sisters. For the first time in the 
history of the church, compensation was paid to these sisters – about Rs. 50,000. 
This created a rift between laymen like us and the church” (Int. 73). 
 
Antony gave leadership to OFPD from its inception but he never functioned as 
staff of the organisation. Antony still continues his work with the Judicial 
Services Commission. He currently holds the position as a deputy registrar.  

7.5 The Foundation for Participation (FFP) 

7.5.1 Origins  
 

I was fed up with travelling and I was ready to settle again into normal life after ten 
months of wandering over half of the globe and I did like Sri Lanka’s beauty. But 
above all I was sad, so empty and sad because of the black-lined white envelope I 
received in Colombo next to a letter from my best friend. But, she was dead, how could 
it be, a letter and a death notice. … Confused and in despair, I travelled to Nuwara 
Eliya to find a peaceful surrounding where I could think. Think about life and about 
death and about the meaning of all of it. I was the only guest in the lovely well-kept old 
bungalow on the slopes of the Nuwara Eliya hills. Near the small waterfall which 
connected the stream into a small river. For days I sat there. 
 
A fattish young tea planter came to the bungalow to buy strawberries, he was 
entertaining some important visitors that night. Lonely, eager for some quick cheap 
talk, excited to be confronted with some foreign flesh, he bragged about his lovely tea 

                                                 
16 A pseudonym.  
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plantation, as if it was his own. Only later I found out that all tea plantations were 
incorporated into companies run by the government – no ownership by anybody, just 
employees, those show off planter guys. The next day I had to come and see all of it. 
The old jeep collected me and the planter drove me around the tea estate. I saw the 
labourers disappearing off the road, crawling into the bushes as soon as they spotted the 
jeep, strange … why would they not at least say hallo? (“It all started with a bunch of 
strawberries, Memoirs”. (Email from founder of FFP, 17 February 2007) 

 
The Foundation for Participation17 (FFP) was started in 1985 by a Dutch woman, Adrie.18 
An extract from her memoirs quoted above is the beginning of a journey that took her to 
promote an organisation working towards the uplifting of plantation workers. Stichting 
FFP was founded in the Netherlands. Adrie was a social worker (FFP n.d.). Being a 
complete stranger to Sri Lanka, she took some time to settle in and start her efforts to 
form an organisation. The period of 1985-89 can be considered the years that Adrie did 
the spade work for FFP. Initially, she found a couple of people to assist her. The initial 
work took a rather welfarist or charity form (FFP n.d.). Activities such as donation of 
clothes and financial assistance to poor families were carried out at that time. The period 
of 1990-91, marked a shift in work. In 1990 FFP was registered with the Ministries of 
Social Services and Policy Planning. A number of development activities were carried 
out on an isolated and ad hoc basis. By this time FFP started using a participatory 
development approach (particularly, PRA techniques) for its needs identification and 
planning work. In the same period, FFP launched a health education programme in ten 
tea plantations and five villages in the Nuwara Eliya District. Health animators were 
appointed. Financial assistance was received from Stichting FFP, which mobilised 
donations from individuals and other small NGOs in the Netherlands.  
 
 
7.5.2 Expansion and consolidation of work  
 
The period of 1992-94 witnessed an expansion of FFP’s work. With the expansion of 
work, FFP initiated a process of group formation in the areas where it worked. FFP 
started using concepts of social mobilisation. Using PRA techniques, FFP at this time 
developed what they called a Participatory Holistic Concept (FFP n.d.). The work was 
carried out in eight estates and three villages by 12 staff persons. As the work expanded, 
Swiss-Support and Norwegian-Support19 started funding FFP on a long-term basis. As a 
result, a long-term planning process was launched to formulate a five-year plan. It was 
considered the turning point of the organisation. The consolidation phase of FFP can be 
regarded as the period 1995-99. The first long-term plan was implemented during this 
time. Yellow-CFA, Swiss-Support and Norwegian-Support came on board as co-funders. 
The so-called ‘Holistic Participatory Community Development’ approach was formulated 
by FFP with well defined strategies and mechanisms. By this time Adrie was able to 
bring together a team of professional staff. An evaluation was carried out in 1999. The 

                                                 
17 A pseudonym.  
18 A pseudonym. 
19 A pseudonym.  
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findings of the evaluation were largely positive. A process was launched to learn lessons 
about the implementation of the first long-term planning process.  
 
The second long-term plan was formulated with an emphasis on organisational analysis. 
In the same period, FFP implemented the Gender Route Project in collaboration with 
Yellow-CFA. Two research studies on ‘gender ideologies and gender relations in tea 
plantations’ and ‘qualitative comparison of early childhood development programmes of 
NGOs and crèches in the plantations’ were conducted by external researchers, taking 
FFP’s case into account. By 2000, funding constraints were faced by the Natural 
Resource Management and Pre-School Development Sections of the organisation. This 
prompted FFP to introduce income generation activities so that local work could become 
sustainable on its own. At the same time, demand from villages and estates necessitated 
another round of expansion of work, and a withdrawal strategy of the NGO from the 
work in plantations and villages was formulated. In 2001 FFP moved to a building of its 
own. In October 2000 Adrie left the organisation/country and the management was taken 
over by the local leadership. Kumara was appointed as the team leader. The period from 
October 2000 witnessed a further expansion of work. By this time FFP was working on 
22 estates and in 12 villages. The expansion of work necessitated FFP to increase its staff 
from 49 (in 1999) to 79 in 2002. 
 
 
7.5.3 Kumara: A profile 
 

Kumara was born in the 1961 in Kandy. He did his initial studies in Matale. Later, 
Kumara did his professional studies at the Technical College, Colombo (1982-83) 
and received the National Diploma in Technology. Then he joined a technical 
wing of a large NGO. This organisation was engaged in providing technical 
solutions for rural development projects. While working, Kumara continued his 
further studies. Within a short period of time, he was promoted to a management 
position. Having worked for five years in this organisation, Kumara spent two 
years working in an engineering firm in Saudi Arabia.  
 
On his return, Kumara joined FFP in 1991. By this time, Kumara had completed 
his engineering diploma at the Open University and started studying for an 
engineering degree. During this time, FFP was run in a very ad hoc manner; there 
was no regular funding. FFP used to obtain technical support from Kumara’s 
former employer. In 1991 Kumara was asked to establish a technical unit for FFP. 
Kumara was first coordinating the technical section. Later he became the deputy 
team leader. In 2000 he was appointed as the team leader when Adrie left.  
 
Kumara’s inclination to work in the social sector was influenced by his father who 
was an aarachchi, a village headman, and a committed social worker. Says 
Kumara: “From the beginning I had left-oriented ideas. But now I believe in 
liberal politics. I have no links with any political party. During the 1987-88 period 
I too was attracted by JVP politics. I had an interest to do something as the mood 
during that time was that young people should take up this challenge. Fortunately, 
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an appointment I fixed with some JVP leaders didn’t take place. During the same 
time I had to leave for work abroad. Due to some misinformation police have 
been looking for me as there has been an active JVP member bearing the same 
name as mine. I was not active in the student union work in the Technical 
College” (Int. 75). 

7.6 The Study Centre for Change (SCC) 

7.6.3 Gamini: a profile. 
 

Gamini was born in Moneragala in 1947. He went to schools in Moneragala and 
Passara. Gamini’s father, a farmer, was a traditional SLFP supporter. While at 
school, Gamini was attracted to socialist ideas.20 When Gamini entered the 
University of Peradeniya in 1965, he joined the Shishya Satan Peramuna, a radical 
students’ organisation. Later, Gamini joined the Communist Party (Peking). At 
this stage the work of the CP(P) in the Peradeniya University was carried out by 
Newton Gunasinghe, Berty Gajameragedara and Nihal Dias. The latter was a 
batch mate of Gamini. After some time, Gamini together with Nihal Dias formed 
another political group with a few people including Sarath Wijesinghe who later 
became the leader. This group started working with Kalyananda Thiranagama’s 
Gini Pupura. Some of their well-organised public activities21 led Rohana 
Wijeweera, the leader of JVP, to meet Gamini and his group. The group who 
already had some reservations about Thiranagama, gradually shifted towards 
Wijeweera. This was in the late sixties, the formative years of the JVP. 
 
Soon Gamini became a fulltime member of the JVP and was the deputy secretary 
of the Kegalle District at the time of insurgency in 1971. He was arrested and 
imprisoned with thousands of JVPers. In December 1972 Gamini and a few of his 
comrades escaped from prison and went in hiding in the jungles of Weerawila. 
Two of his colleagues were shot dead by the police. Gamini was working 
underground till he was arrested by the police and imprisoned again in 1974. 
 
Though a group of prisoners broke away from the JVP in 1972, Gamini broke 
away at a later stage.22 He was released from prison, together with hundreds of 

                                                 
20 Having passed the scholarship exam Gamini joined the Passara Central College in Passara. The principal 
of the school introduced a system for the students to study about countries and make presentations. The 
country assigned to Gamini was the Soviet Union. The students were expected to continuously study the 
country and make presentations. This led Gamini to develop an interest on affairs in Russia and very soon 
he became attracted to socialism. 
21 The group organised a well attended protest rally in Kegalle and protest march against the White Paper 
on Education introduced by the then minister, Iriyagolla. 
22 It happened when Wijeweera wrote the article “Cheenaya Koibatada” (Wither China), which, according 
to Gamini, displayed Wijeweera’s inclination towards Trotskyism and trying to form a modern Bolshevik 
party. During this time, Gamini wrote a 50-page letter to Wijeweera (in very small letters as paper was 
scarce in the prison). Part of the letter was sent hidden in a shoe. “I had a blind faith in Wijeweera. I wrote 
the above letter with such adoration, like a younger brother trying to convince an elder brother on aspects 
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political detainees of JVP, in 1978 on a general pardon given by the newly elected 
UNP government. 

 
 
7.6.2 Involvements after 1978 
 
The immediate aftermath of the release of political prisoners witnessed a re-emergence of 
groups and parties that were active in revolutionary politics in the late sixties and early 
seventies.23 A few new groups emerged during this time. The main involvement of 
Gamini after his release from the prison was with the Janatha Sangamaya (JS), which 
strived to work as an alternative political organisation. The JS was predominantly 
composed of JVPers who struggled in prison to push the JVP to engage in self-criticism 
based on which a new course of action could be set.24 Later the JS became an arch-rival 
of the JVP. Many JS members worked closely with the Samastha Lanka Govi 
Sammelanaya, the All Ceylon Peasants’ Congress (ACPC).25 A variety of political groups 
worked closely with the ACPC, which was a common platform for activism.26  
 
The JVP launched its second insurgency in the late eighties, resorting to a violent strategy 
and killing its opponents. The targets of the JVP were not only the members of the ruling 
party, the police and armed forces but also trade unions and leftist political parties. Many 
ex-JVP members who had other political persuasions thus became a prime target. The ex-
JS members took refuge in different places. Despite this, many of Gamini’s comrades 
were brutally killed during the so-called bheeshana-samaya, the terror period, from 1987 
to 1989.27 Towards the early nineties, the government was able to crush the JVP by 

                                                                                                                                                  
which are inimical to his work. But Wijeweera didn’t take notice of my letter. He avoided me in the 
prison”. Int. 79. 
23 Some examples are: Lanka Communist Party, Peradiga Sulanga, Nawa Lanka Communist Pakshaya 
(formed by some ex-Gini Pupura members and a group that broke away from the Lanka Communist Party), 
Prajaathanthrawaadee Jathika Peramuna (a group that went as Maathrubhoomi Aarakshaka Sangamaya 
after breaking away from JVP in 1970), Mahajana Vimukthi Pakshaya (led by ex-JVPer Mahinda 
Wijesekera) and Janathaa Sangamaya. Dissanayake 1992:58.  
24 Throughout this period JS had a debate on whether it should give primacy to ideological work or 
practical politics. JS was actively engaged in many mass issues such as the strike at Silico Bicycle Factory, 
struggle at the teachers’ college, struggle at the University of Katubedda, peasant struggle in Galnewa, 
petition campaign on peasants’ issues, and peasant struggle in Moneragala The ideological differences 
(mainly around the issue of ideology vs. practical politics), loose organisational structure, and inactivity of 
the members led JS to become inactive towards the mid-eighties. Dissanayake 1992:65. 
25 ACPC had its origins in the peasant struggles that took place during the Second World War. ACPC had 
close links with the CP because many of its members came from the party. Ariyawansa Gunasekara, a 
founder-member of the CP, was a key figure of ACPC. He was ACPC’s chairperson from 1955 to 1981. In 
the seventies, ACPC became a close ally of Devasarana. Interview with S.G. Punchihewa. 
26 Many members of Thiranagama’s group (as Nawa Lanka Communist Party and Gini Pupura), such as 
Ariyawansa Gunasekara, Kularatne Wickramasinghe, D. Jayasekara, M.D Daniel and D.W. Appuhamy 
were actively involved in ACPC work. This was also the case with the members of Gamini Yapa’s 
Peradiga Sulanga group. Interview with S.G. Punchihewa. 
27 The then government adopted an equally violent strategy to curb the JVP. A free hand was given to the 
police and armed forces. Many killing squads and para-military groups functioned in the country. 
Thousands of JVP suspects were killed. Many went missing. This period of terror lasted for about three 
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killing thousands of its cadres and almost the entire leadership, including Rohana 
Wijeweera. It is in this backdrop that Gamini together with Alex (also an ex-JVPer and 
JS and ACPC activist) and a few of their political colleagues who survived the terror 
period initiated a discussion on their future political strategies.  
 
 
7.6.3 The beginning of the SCC: enter the NGO 
 
The group wanted to revive its political work but with a different strategy. The new 
strategy was to set up an ‘NGO’ that became known as the Study Centre for Change 
(SCC).28 The aim of SCC was “to do research on the Sri Lankan socio, economic and 
political situation, experience of people’s movements, development of capitalism in Sri 
Lanka, the influence of multinational companies” (Aware29 1996:8). For this purpose, 
Alex and Gamini established a link with Red-CFA through some of their NGO friends 
(more details on this in the next chapter). In the meantime, the group formed their 
political group called the Awareness Circle (AC).30 Its theoretical organ was the 
publication Aware. AC was considered a pre-party organisation.31 Its main objectives 
were: 
 

• To defeat, ideologically, politically and organisationally, all forms of forces that 
are working against the Marxist-Leninist world view and forge links with national 
and international tendencies. 

 
• To lay the theoretical foundation and the course of action for a revolutionary party 

by theoretically defeating all political tendencies working against Marxism and 
Leninism at the national level. 

 
• To build a national level pre-revolutionary-party based on the above theoretical 

foundation. 
 

• While giving priority to ideological work, to nurture a revolutionary 
consciousness among those who are engaged in the struggle of workers, peasants, 
students, women and other oppressed groups and to win over the sophisticated 
sections of the above activists based on theoretical clarity.  

 

                                                                                                                                                  
years from 1987 to 1989. For details, see C.A. Chandraprema (1991). Sri Lanka, the Years of Terror: The 
J.V.P. Insurrection, 1987-1989. Colombo: Lake House. 
28 A pseudonym.  
29 A pseudonym of the journal of the Awareness Circle, the political group created by Gamini, Alex and 
some of their comrades  
30 A pseudonym. 
31 The original term used by SCC is poorwa paksha sanvidaanaya in Sinhala. An explanation can be found 
in SCC literature: In order to build a real revolutionary party based on Marxist-Leninist philosophical 
foundations, a pre-party organisation was expected to play a crucial role in understanding and analysing the 
forces against which the party is fighting and the nature of the class forces so that political strategies can be 
formulated accordingly. This was a time-bound role and AC was expected to play that role. SCC n.d.:21. 
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• Without hindering the above tasks, to jointly work based on a principled stand 
with leftist and democratic forces to fight against the Sri Lankan and international 
bourgeoisie (SCC 1996:5) (translated from the original text in Sinhala). 

 
The group differentiated their NGO organ and the political formation in the following 
manner: “Building or maintenance of revolutionary organisations cannot be done through 
NGO aid. The revolutionary organisations should be nurtured by people through the 
support of the local and international and other sources of income in line with principles. 
Therefore, Awareness Circle is different. It is a political organisation. It should have an 
independent fund and we established that. Our well-wishers who live abroad helped us 
initially” (SCC 1996:8).  
 
 
7.6.4 Early work 
 
The early works of SCC, as seen in 
reports sent to Red-CFA, included an 
in-depth analysis of the Left 
movement of Sri Lanka (Sri 
Lankaawe wame viyaapaaraya – 
wishleshashanaathmaka 
praweshayak, May 1992) and an 
analysis of the JVP. SCC used these 
publications as resource material for 
the seminars, workshops and 
discussions they held in different 
parts of the island. These seminar 
topics included: working class of the 
21st century and oppressed national 
struggles, the true face of 
privatisation in Sri Lanka, the 
national question and the problems 
of up-country Tamils, elections, 
nationalism and the left (in the run-
up to the December 2001 elections), 
the national question and a way to a 
solution: war or peace, and against 
the proposed US-Sri Lanka Military 
Cross-Servicing Pact. The workshop 
topics were on the same line as seminars on such topics as the ethnic problem and the 
responsibility of people’s organisations, how to strengthen our capabilities as activists, 
the role of people’s organisations today, awareness building and problems of 
organisational practice, what is to be done in the present situation, how we understand the 
women’s question correctly and how do we get involved in the present peace process. 
 

 
Box 7.1: Key publications of SCC 

 
• An investigation into JVP politics (1991) 
• An analytical introduction to the left movement in 

Sri Lanka (1992) 
• The origin, evolution and politics of the JVP 

(1993 and 1995) 
• After the assassination of President Premadasa 

(1994) 
• Reproduction of a book written by Dr. Kumari 

Jayawardena on Scientific Socialism (1995) 
• A collection of short stories – on themes related 

to experiences of activists in working among 
farmers, trade unions, ethnic issue, etc. (1996) 

• Translation of a Marxist classical writing on 
Contradiction and Practice in Social Change by 
Mao Tse-tung (1997) 

• On the Ethnic Issue (1997) 
• A collection of articles on Privatisation and 

people’s struggle (1997) 
• Translation of Pierre Jelly’s How Capitalism 

Works (1997) 
• Globalisation  
• Globalisation – the new face of capitalism (1999) 
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SCC’s work, such as workshops and seminars, were carried out in Kurunegala, 
Polpithigama, Wariyapola (Kurunegala District), Bingiriya (Puttalam District), 
Aralaganwila (Polonnaruwa District), Kahatagasdigiliya (Anuradhapura District), 
Kegalle (Kegalle), Panadura (Kalutara District) and Ambalangoda (Galle District). These 
happened to be areas where Gamini and Alex’s ex-JVP, ACPC and Janatha Sangamaya 
comrades either lived or used to have connections. In almost every above location there 
were at least a couple of their comrades from old networks.  
 
SCC’s work was carried out by a small group. In addition to Alex and Gamini, a few 
people worked as staff. SCC drew a lot of strength from a group of people who would do 
work for them either voluntarily or for a modest honorarium. Again, the great majority of 
these people came from the old JVP, ACPC and JS networks. Only a few people who 
were not part of these networks collaborated with SCC. But they too had strong political 
histories and convictions. Salaries that staff received were very meagre, possibly the 
lowest that one can see in NGO salary structures. 
 
 
7.6.5 Key milestones  
 
In the run-up to the 1994 election, like many other politically sensitive NGOs, the 
Awareness Circle was actively engaged in campaigning for a change of government. For 
the Awareness Circle, defeating the UNP was an immediate priority. But it was not naïve 
enough to disregard the fact that the result of defeating the UNP was to pave the way for 
another capitalistic party, the SLFP, to come into power.32 In early 1998 AC was 
instrumental in forming the Jathika Prjathanthrawaadi Viyaapaaraya, the National 
Democratic Movement (NDM). This was a broad-based political movement. AC played a 
major role in the NDM. Alex was released from the AC to work for NDM as its 
organising secretary. The NDM was a forum for leftist political parties, activists and trade 
unionists. Though Awareness Circle played a key role in forming NDM, it wanted to 
allow the NDM to have its own independence. But at the same time, the AC always tried 
to promote its ideology within the NDM.33 The NDM objectives included: 1) campaign 
and build awareness among the masses against imperialistic, capitalistic approaches in 
general and privatisation in particular while seeking alternative development strategies 
that suit Sri Lanka, 2) strive towards finding a democratic solution to the ethnic problem 
that is acceptable to Tamil, Muslim and Plantation Tamil communities, and 3) protest 
democratic and human rights so that ethnic and class based struggles of workers, 
peasants, fishers, women, youth and students can be promoted (SCC 1998b). 
 

                                                 
32 However, it was a matter of choosing the lesser evil between the UNP and SLFP (in Sinhala: ‘wedi 
napurata erehiwa adu napura thoraa geneema’). The latter, according to Aware’s analysis, didn’t have as 
strong a capitalistic basis as the UNP. Moreover, the SLFP in its entire history has always depended on the 
support of the leftist parties to come into power. It inherits a certain political goodwill in relation to its 
stance against imperialism. The SLFP is not as determined and ruthless as the UNP in pushing the 
capitalistic agenda (SCC 1994). On this basis, Aware campaigned against the UNP in the elections and 
advised people to vote against the UNP. 
33 Interview (Int. 79). 
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7.6.6 Mid-1998-99: New Left Front 
 
The Nawa Waamaanshika Peramuna, New Left Front (NLF), was formed in mid-1998. 
The Awareness Circle was one of the organisations that initiated the discussions among 
various leftist political parties to come together as a joint force.34 The NLF was formed to 
campaign against imperialism, war and racism. Another objective was to find a solution 
to the nationalist struggle in the North based on the right of self-determination.35 The 
NLF contested the provincial council elections in April 1999 and fielded common 
candidates from the constituent parties and organisations. Alex was the candidate for the 
chief minister of the Wayamba Provincial Council.36  
 
By late 1999 a crisis emerged in the National Democratic Movement (NDM). Many 
people became frustrated about its work and had discussions with the AC. Later, they 
resolved to form another organisation. Alex was given the responsibility of drafting a 
constitution and the political statement. Gamini was expected to formulate the plan of 
action and the course they should take under the new organisation. A congress was 
convened in February 2000 to form the Purogaami Janathaa Sanvidhaanaya (PJS), the 
Pioneer People’s Organisation. Gamini became the secretary while Alex worked fulltime 
for PJS. The Awareness Circle was meant to become non-existent with the formation of 
the PJS but it never happened.37 PJS too was fraught with crises. Internal democracy was 
questioned. Branches became inactive. The Council of Secretaries (Lekam Mandalaya) 
meetings were not held regularly. In November 2000 Gamini made a critique about the 
PJS and suggested a restructuring process. In the meantime, ideological differences 
between Alex and Gamini surfaced, mainly on the issue of the ethnic conflict.38 The two 
became distant from each other politically. By the end of 2001, Alex took over the 
journal Aware as he was registered as the owner of publication. Alex’s group retained the 
name ‘Aware’ while Gamini’s group became known as ‘Beware’.39  

                                                 
34 The constituent members of the NLF were: the Nawa Sama Samaaja Party (NSSP), United Socialist 
Party (under the leadership of Siritunga Jayasuriya), New Democratic Party (secretary: E. Thambiah), 
Muslim Liberation Front (secretary: Mujiber Rahaman), National Democratic Movement and the 
Awareness Circle.  
35 Aware, Vol. 1/No. 3, December 1999/January 2000. 
36 The NLF received about 1.5% of votes. Only one candidate, Wickramabahu Karunaratne, the NSSP 
leader, was elected. Towards the end of 1999 the NLF became dysfunctional due to differences between the 
constituent parties. SCC 1999b. 
37 “But we didn’t have consensus on this. So we decided to do a formal dissolution of the Awareness Circle 
and inform our membership. But this never happened. In fact I should be held responsible for that as I was 
the Secretary of the Awareness Circle”. SCC n.d.:24 
38 To quote Gamini: “When differences were appearing, I wrote an article on the “National Problem in Sri 
Lanka, Marxists and LTTE” to be published in Aware. But they didn’t publish that. I wanted an internal 
dialogue but they postponed it for months. After about half a year, they wrote an article, “The Ethnic 
Problem in Sri Lanka and National Liberation Struggle” to counter my position. In reply to this, I wrote 
“National Liberation Movements, Tamil National Movement”. Int. 79. 
39 A pseudonym.  
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7.7 Workers’ Solidarity (WS) 

7.7.1 Jude: a brief profile  
 

Jude was born in 1953 in Negombo. Having been brought up in a Catholic family, 
Jude initially wanted to become a priest. He entered a seminary school. But in 
1971 Jude gave up the idea of becoming a priest and pursued studies in a secular 
school. During this time, he was influenced by a charismatic teacher, an ardent 
supporter of the SLFP, who used to discuss politics with students. In 1973 Jude 
started working in a government department. By this time, he initiated many 
social and welfare activities in his village. He formed a youth organisation in the 
area and gave leadership to it.  

 
In 1977 Jude was drawn into election campaign work in the Negombo area for the 
Left Alliance40 and developed links with the LSSP activists in his electorate. In 
1979 he became a member of the NSSP, a breakaway group of the LSSP. Later, 
Jude became the party’s branch secretary for Negombo, district secretary and a 
member of the Central Committee. He was also a member of the Trade Union 
Bureau. From the mid-eighties, Jude became actively involved in workers’ issues 
in the Free Trade Zone (FTZ). Very soon he became a known personality in trade 
union circles in the country. 
 
In 1991 Jude contested the local government elections through the NSSP and was 
elected as a councillor of the Negombo Municipality. In the run-up to the 
elections in 1994, he held different views from his party. This made him maintain 
some distance from it. However, the links were not completely severed. Despite 
the differences, Jude was nominated by the party to contest the local government 
elections in 1996 and the provincial council elections in 1999. He lost both. 
 
Jude started appearing for cases of employees in Labour Tribunals.41 Very soon, 
he became a popular LT practitioner and as a result many employees from the 
FTZ and outside sought his services to appear for their cases. 

 
 
7.7.2 The pre-history (1977-93) 
 
Jude continued his political work with the NSSP as well as the social work in his village 
while doing his government job. In 1983 he assisted a study on the Katunayake Free 
Trade Zone. In the same period, he formed the Women’s Forum (WF), with the 
assistance of some NSSP members. The Women’s Forum carried out various social 
service activities in the area. Some of the members of the Women’s Forum joined 
                                                 
 
40 The Left Alliance was composed of the LSSP, CP, People’s Democratic Party (with a few members who 
broke away from the SLFP), Democratic National Front (led by Dharmasekara who broke away from the 
JVP), and People’s Liberation Front (led by Mahinda Wijesekera, an ex-JVPer). 
41 Labour Tribunals allow non-lawyers to appear on behalf of employers/employees. 
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factories of the Katunayake Free Trade Zone, the first of its kind in Sri Lanka, which was 
located close to where Jude and his colleagues were based. In 1985 Jude compiled a 
collection of articles and poems written by FTZ workers – titled ‘Workers’ Solidarity’42 –
with a group of five people. In 1989 a young FTZ woman worker was interdicted from 
the job because she wrote a poem (later published in a national newspaper) about the 
harsh life of women workers in the FTZ. A protest campaign was launched against the 
factory by a few groups including the WF. This was the first ever protest campaign 
conducted in the FTZ (WS 1993). In the same year, the first-ever strike in the FTZ took 
place at the Korea-Ceylon Shoe Manufacturing Company. Again, Jude and his colleagues 
of the Women’s Forum were behind the strike. 
 
On 27 October 1989 a worker from Floral Greens, a FTZ factory, who tried to form a 
trade union, and a para-legal worker (who was representing the former) were abducted. 
Later their burnt bodies were found. It was alleged that they were killed by the factory 
management with the help of the police when the two men were returning from the 
factory after attending a domestic inquiry. Such killings were a common occurrence in 
the so-called bheeshana-samaya, the terror period. The life of Amara, the young partner 
of the slain factory worker came under threat because she disclosed information about 
possible killers and demanded an inquiry into the killing. Amara was looked after by the 
Women’s Forum. Amara herself has been a worker in the FTZ. Very soon, she too 
became engaged in the work carried out by WF. Jude and other colleagues gradually 
started giving legal assistance to the workers who lost their jobs, who faced inquiries, etc. 
The JVP’s violent insurgency and the equally if not worse counter-violence campaign of 
the government in the late eighties prevented any group from being active in the FTZ. 
Many workers from the FTZ were disappeared or killed. Jude and his colleagues, 
therefore, had to maintain a low profile during this time.43  
 
In April 1992 there was a wave of strikes in FTZ factories such as T.K. Fastner, Floral 
Greens and Terry Lanka. During this time, the Women’s Forum formed the ‘victimised 
workers union’ to agitate against the factories that had fired many workers for taking part 
in the strike. In the same year, Amara invited 43 organisations and organised a protest 
against the FTZ’s unofficial law that prohibited distributing leaflets around factories. The 
police used tear gas, shot in the sky and baton-charged to disperse the agitators. Amara 
was taken into police custody together with two others.  
 
In 1993 the Women’s Forum renamed itself as Workers’ Solidarity (WS). The Workers’ 
Solidarity was formed with 12 FTZ workers and a few members of the Women’s Forum 
(WS 1993). The main aims were: increase awareness among the workers, campaigns to 
implement the main five demands, build up the movement of WS, build up solidarity 
between three free trade zones and solidarity at national and international levels (WS 
1993). Soon after its formation, WS launched a campaign – the October 27th Campaign44 

                                                 
42 A pseudonym.  
43 Jude’s association with the NSSP was another factor. Many members of the NSSP became targets of the 
JVP. 
44 October 27th is the date that the Floral Greens’ worker, Amara’s husband, and the para-legal worker were 
killed. The campaign was launched at the same place where they were killed and burnt. A picket-line, a 



The outlines of trajectories 

 157

– to fight for five demands: right to form trade unions in the FTZ, minimum salary of Rs. 
3,000, justice for the disappeared, justice for the people working for factories that were 
closed down, and demands regarding health, food and lodging.  
 
 
7.7.3 1994 Transition: from activism to donor-funding 
 
In the run-up to the parliamentary elections in 1994, Britto’s links with the NSSP became 
strained because he was not comfortable with a position that the party took.45 Following 
the change of government, a wave of strikes took place in the FTZ. WS was in the thick 
of these strikes and subsequent legal interventions. At the same time, WS started 
mobilising members and supporters to its work.46 A membership drive attracted 86 new 
members. The total became 127. The plan was to enrol 1,000 members in 1995 
(WS1995a). 
 
In mid-1995 WS established links with Green-CFA (more details will follow in the next 
chapter) and has been funded by them since then. In November 1995 a contract was 
signed to grant Dfl 52,000 for a period of two years (December 1995-December 1997). A 
couple of young women who were fired from FTZ factories joined as staff to help Jude 
and Amara. A part of Jude’s home was used as the office of WS. In 1996 WS continued 
its agitation and legal aid work.47 At the same time, WS experienced difficulties in getting 
adjusted to the new chores of working with a donor:  
 

What we think about the past six months: everything has been made easier, for our work, 
thanks to the funds we received. But it is not so easy to get adjusted to a fund and work. 
A group like us, who [were] involved mostly [in] day-to-day struggles of the workers. 
When [we] started to work with future plans and targets, we find [found] it difficult to get 
adjust[ed]. We think [that] we faced this difficulty in the last six months. Planning, 
evaluating, paperwork and keeping accounts and adjusting the programmes were new 
things and we actually found it difficult. (WS. “Progress Report from November 1995-
June 1996”, 6)  

 

                                                                                                                                                  
protest march and religious ceremony were held. This attracted a large crowd. Many NGOs extended their 
support to WS and attended the activities of the campaign. 
45 In Jude’s words: “In 1994 some of us believed that people like Vasu [Vasudeva Nanayakkara] and Bahu 
[Wickramabahu Karunaratne] should enter the parliament through the People’s Alliance. Vasu liked the 
idea but Bahu didn’t. We were with Vasu who later broke away from the party. We believed that the NSSP 
should be represented in the parliament at one level and at the other level we could engage in our struggle. 
The ultra radicals in the party didn’t agree with us, they later tried to forge links with the JVP. At that time 
they believed that Somawansa Amerasinghe would come back and have a meeting in Nugegoda and that 
they would invite Bahu to deliver a speech. These things made us to drift away from NSSP”. Int. 74.  
46 During this time, WS made an intervention against assaulting the workers of Korea-Ceylon, Browns, 
Creations and Polytex; maintained contacts with 21 boarding houses, 52 factories; and represented 196 
workers in Labour Tribunals and 48 in Labour Offices. WS 1995a. 
47 In 1996 Jude and Amara were arrested and produced in courts for supporting a strike in a Samsung 
factory. In May both got beaten up by the police for organising a march on May Day (the government 
banned May Day marches that year). 
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However, very soon WS got used to the new style of work. Gradually, its budget swelled 
with the recruitment of new staff, with new costs such as the purchase of motor bicycles, 
conducting of workshops, seminars, etc. At the same time the unrest in the FTZ was 
settled: “A wave of strikes came out just as the government came into power in 1994. We 
did everything to be with the workers. But since November 1995, we were involved in 
only very few struggles. So we had a chance of involving in our planned programmes” 
(WS 1996:1). In mid-1997 WS opened an office in Katunayake. In December 1997 WS 
formulated their second proposal titled “Promotion of Workers Rights in the Free Trade 
Zones”. Green-CFA approved this proposal and agreed to grant Dfl 289,000 for the four-
year period from January 1998 to December 2001.48 This was an increase of 
approximately 150% of the budget they had received in the initial phase.  
 
In January 1998 WS moved to a permanent office and workers’ centre in Amandoluwa. 
This resulted in an expansion of staff. By 1999 many internal conflicts arose between 
some new recruits and the founders. In the same period, JVP activists in the area 
infiltrated and tried to take over WS. As a result, the work got disrupted. An attempt was 
made to introduce some changes by way of a restructuring process but it failed to make 
any headway. Some staff persons were sacked on disciplinary grounds. However, the 
conflict worsened. This necessitated the closure of the office and centre in Amandoluwa 
temporarily in September 1999. Following the closure of the office, JVP activists took 
over the centre as well as the name of WS. They ran a legal aid centre for the FTZ 
workers. 
 
By January 2000 WS tried to reorganise itself under another name. They opened a centre 
in Kurana. By this time a few activists from the NSSP joined as staff. The new staff 
started a trade union called FTZ Employees Union with 316 members. The committee of 
the trade union included FTZ workers and WS members. At the end of 2001 WS heard 
Green-CFA’s decision to withdraw its support in 2003 (more on this in the next chapter). 
In the meantime, the new staff members who came from the NSSP were at loggerheads 
with Jude and Amara over ideological and strategic issues relating to WS’ work. In 2003 
the NSSP-linked staff group took over power as Jude voluntarily stepped down. Very 
soon, the work of the new group got disrupted due to internal conflicts. By the end of the 
2003 the organisation stopped functioning. 

7.8 Sri Lanka Fisheries Network (SLFN) 

7.8.1 Christy: a profile 
 

Christy was born in 1963 in Sandalankawa, a town in the Kurunegala District. 
Having done his schooling in Negombo, Christy entered the University of 
Peradeniya in 1985. While at the university, Christy became the president of the 
Newman Society, the Catholic student union. With such engagements, Christy 
developed an inclination for what he calls ‘justice work’. During the closure of 

                                                 
 
48 Letter from Green-CFA to WS, 6 February 1998. 



The outlines of trajectories 

 159

the universities in 1987-89 (during the second insurgency of the JVP and the 
counter-insurgency by the government), Christy worked closely with an NGO in 
the Gampaha District. This organisation, started by a Catholic priest, was highly 
influenced by liberation theology and Paulo Freire’s ideas. Christy and his 
colleagues received threats from the JVP as well the police and army. Some of 
Christy’s colleagues were killed. During this time, Christy and his colleagues 
formed an association of the parents of university students to pressurise the 
authorities to open the universities. The Catholic priest and his staff helped 
Christy and his colleagues a lot. Christy still recalls how the priest influenced 
their thinking. The JVP was very strong in the University of Peradeniya. Although 
Christy and his colleagues opposed the arrival of the Indian Peace Keeping Force 
(which prompted JVP action) due to their orientation with the Catholic Student 
Movement and association with the NGO in Gampaha, they stood for a political 
solution too. Because of this, the group received threats from the JVP. At this time 
Christy was representing his batch in the Action Committee.49  
 
Christy graduated from the university in 1990 with a B.Sc. honours degree. After 
graduation, he worked in the university as a research assistant and assistant 
lecturer till 1991. A group of new recruits including Christy were selected for 
post-graduate studies. Some of Christy’s contemporaries are Ph.D.s now. Says 
Christy: “My professor made use of me but didn’t take serious steps to advance 
my career. So I was fed up with the academic life. A priest whom I knew in 
Peradeniya encouraged me to take up a job in the social sector”.  

 
 
7.8.2 Pre-history  
 
Christy found a job as a training officer in the Catholic Social Organisation (CSO)50 – one 
of the post-Vatican II products – in October 1991. As part of his new job, Christy started 
a research project in 1992 on the fisheries sector. It was initiated by a network of 
organisations promoted by a group of Catholic donors. The process of the research and 
the findings prompted forming an organisation called the National Concern for Fisheries51 
(NCF) under the auspices of the Catholic Social Organisation in 1993. NCF functioned as 
a research and advocacy network and produced many policy and advocacy oriented 
publications such as: Towards a Sustainable Fisheries Development (1994), The Impact 
of Blue Revolution – Prawn Farming (1995), Fisheries: A Net Loss for the Poor (1995), 
and Towards a Sustainable Development of Fisheries (1996). NCF also made specific 
interventions such as a study report on reorganising the inland fisheries industry to the 
minister of fisheries (1995) and lobbying work against the Fisheries Act No. 2 of 1996. 
Initially, NCF started organising fisher people in coastal and inland fishing areas in 
Gampaha and Puttalam Districts. Gradually the work was expanded to the districts of 

                                                 
49 Student Councils were not functioning at that time. “Action Committee” was an alternative student body dominated 
by the JVP. 
50 A pseudonym. 
51 A pseudonym. 
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Matara and Galle (1994), Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, Kurunegala, Kalutara and 
Hambantota (1995). 

 
As the NCF addressed policy and advocacy issues that questioned the unjust structural 
aspects of the fisheries industry, the Catholic Church was not very happy with its work, 
specially the campaign against the Fisheries Act No. 2 of 1996, which, according to NCF, 
threatened the livelihoods of small-scale fishermen. This led to many conflicts within the 
Catholic Social Organisation that affected the work of NCF. Meanwhile, the director of 
the Catholic Social Organisation joined another church-related research organisation. The 
new director of the Catholic Social Organisation too got a lot of pressure from the 
bishops to abandon the work done by NCF. Therefore, as a compromise, the church 
allowed Christy to continue the work, but not under the Catholic Social Organisation. In 
1997 Christy left the Catholic Social Organisation and continued the work independently 
under the network of NGOs supported by a few Catholic donors. The new name given to 
NCF was the Sri Lanka Fisheries Network (SLFN). The research organisation was 
headed by Christy’s former director, who became a trustee of the new organisation.  
 
According to Christy, the trustee organisation soon became worse than the Catholic 
Social Organisation. It tried to control the new group financially. In June 1997 the 
organisation severed its links with the trustee organisation and opened a secretariat in 
Negombo. The publication work was continued. “The Code of Conduct for Responsible 
Fisheries” was published in June 1997. More and more counterpart organisations joined 
SLFN from the districts in Polonnaruwa, Puttalam, Trincomalee, Ampara and 
Kurunegala. By this time SLFN expanded its networking to regional and international 
levels. It became a founding member of World Forum of Fish Workers and Fish 
Harvesters (November 1997) and further developed its international linkages with the 
Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network in South Asia (September 1998); International 
Collective in Support of Fish Workers (ICSF); South Indian Federation of Fishermen’s 
Societies; Asian Health Institute; LIKAS, Philippines; and the Asia-Pacific Forum for 
Women, Law and Development. Lobbying and campaign work continued against the 
National Aqua Culture Development Authority Bill, the coal power plant project at 
Norochchalai that had the potential to affect fishing villages (1998), and for the release of 
innocent fishermen kept in foreign jails for violating the sea limits (2000). Gradually, the 
work of SLFN became visible and accepted by external parties. SLFN was awarded the 
Margarita Lizarraga Medal from the FAO for the translation and promotion of the Code 
of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries. SLFN was invited to be a member of the steering 
committee and planning process of the ADB’s five-year development programme in the 
coastal areas led by the Coastal Conservation Department. 
 
SLFN, being a network of fisheries organisations, is also heavily networked with other 
movements and organisations in Sri Lanka such as the Movement for National Land and 
Agriculture Reform (MONLAR); SAVISTHRI (a women’s network); Mothers’ 
Movement to Combat Malnutrition; Women for Social Justice; Janwabodha Kendraya; 
Organic Farming Network; Alliance to Protect National Resources & Human Rights; 
Movement for Defence of Democratic Rights; and SETIK, Kandy. 
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Initial funding came from Mission-Aid,52 which funded the fisheries project of the 
Catholic Social Organisation. Green-CFA came on board to support SLFN from 2002. 
Subsequently, Green-CFA approved the second proposal from 2005 to 2007. Although 
SLFN goes as an NGO, it functions through regional committees. The regional 
committees are not branches of SLFN; they are independent organisations. SLFN has 45 
animators in the field and 15 in the secretariat. In 2001 Christy became a member of the 
International Planning Committee (IPC), Rome. With the recognition of the SLFN’s 
commitment to the cause of the fishers, Christy was elected as the general secretary of the 
World Forum of Fisher People (WFFP) in November 2004. The SLFN secretariat at 
Negombo became the International Secretariat of the WFFP, which widened the network 
of 35 member organisations in 25 countries in the globe.  
 
With this I have come to the end of presenting the outlines of trajectories of the six case 
studies. Though I used a tentative format to present the cases, I did not strictly adhere to 
it, because the uniqueness of trajectories of the cases could not be squeezed into a 
uniform format. Therefore, I have given varying degrees of emphasis to different 
dimensions of their trajectories in order to bring to the surface the nuances of each case. 
In presenting the cases, I used a technique called ‘within case analysis’ (Eisenhardt 1995) 
in case study research methodology. The focus so far, therefore, was on separate cases. 
This is useful to get an in-depth understanding of each case. In the next section the 
analysis of the case studies is on a comparative level to discern ‘cross-case patterns’ 
(Eisenhardt 1995).  

7.9 Identifying trends and patterns of trajectories and leaders 

Having presented the outlines of trajectories of the six cases, this section makes a 
comparison across these case studies. The comparative analysis done at the first level is 
based on what was presented so far: the outlines of case trajectories and development of 
leadership. This chapter does not make final conclusions on the case studies. Rather, it 
identifies patterns and trends that will be fed into the analysis in the ensuing chapters, 
which take a comparative approach (cross case patterns) based on different facets of 
relationships between case study organisations and their donors. What follows below is 
an analysis around a few themes that I discerned in the case studies presented so far.  
 
 
7.9.1 Emergence of organisations – reflections of history? 
 
One striking feature we can observe in the case studies is the link between the emergence 
of organisations and socio-political trends – both global and local – that existed in the 
particular context and historical juncture. The first case study, PAC, emerged under the 
influence of Vatican II and was induced by the 1971 Insurgency. PAC’s emergence was 
part of a response that the progressive sections of the Sri Lankan Catholic Church made 
to the social unrest and tensions that led to the insurgency. OFPD emerged as a 
breakaway group of a Catholic organisation that was formed soon after Vatican II. In this 
                                                 
52 A pseudonym. 
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sense, OFPD carries part of the Vatican II legacy. What led Antony and his colleagues to 
form a breakaway organisation (OFPD) were not personal reasons or conflicts with the 
leadership, which is a common feature of breakaway NGOs. Rather, the reasons had to do 
with the vast changes that took place in the country at that time. The rise of ethnic 
tensions and communalism in the mid-eighties affected religious groups like the Catholic 
Church. There was pressure on the leadership of the church to bow to the thinking of the 
majority Sinhalese and the hostile attitude that the then government had towards Tamils. 
This was precisely why Antony and his colleagues lost their jobs when the plantation 
programme of the Catholic Training Institute was dismantled. Hence, what made them 
start a new organisation was almost engineered by externalities.  
 
FFP’s emergence at one level can be seen as an accident. It all began with the arrival of 
Adrie who was a complete stranger to Sri Lanka. In this sense, the emergence was not a 
direct product of the signs of the times. But what was the historical context that Adrie 
happened to come to Sri Lanka having ‘wandered around half of the world’? Adrie came 
to Sri Lanka in 1985, a few years after liberalisation. Why did Adrie decide to work in 
Nuwara Eliya? In spite of having the most salubrious climate in the country (it is called 
Little England) Nuwara Eliya is one of the most backward districts in the country. The 
main economic activity in the district, tea plantations, went through many changes since 
the introduction of liberalisation. The tea plantations, which were run by two public 
agencies (Janatha Estate Development Board (JEDB) and Sri Lanka State Plantation 
Cooperation (SLSPC)), were handed over to private companies in 1992. With this, the 
mechanisms that took care of the welfare of the plantation workers under the two state 
agencies were dismantled. A new semi-government body was set up to take partial 
responsibility for the welfare of plantation workers and their families. A new role for 
NGOs in the plantations was carved out in this context. FFP carried neither historical 
baggage nor strong ideological convictions like many other NGOs in Sri Lanka. It could 
therefore easily mould itself to play this role.  
 
By contrast, PAC revitalised its work in the early seventies at a time when the plantations 
were taken over by the government. At that time there was little or no role for NGOs to 
play in the welfare of the plantation workers. Hence, the role carved out for PAC took the 
form of advocacy. The immediate reasons that necessitated PAC to do what it calls 
‘action’ were related to the unexpected results of land reform and the outbreak of ethnic 
clashes in 1977. Though started as a temporary relief measure, PAC continued its work in 
the plantations after relief operations in the years that followed through the liberalisation 
period. This was partly possible because the privatisation of plantations created a void in 
the welfare mechanism. But given its ideological convictions and history, PAC could not 
play a mere gap-filler’s role wholeheartedly. Since 1977 PAC was living in this rather 
paradoxical situation. OFPD faced no such paradox. Though it came from a pioneer 
organisation that was ideologically and religiously driven, OFPD soon adapted to new 
conditions. Unlike PAC it had no qualms about the new role carved out for NGOs in the 
plantations.  
 
The emergence of SCC is directly related to the transformations that took place in the 
Left movement in Sri Lanka. Gamini’s personal history represents the story of the fall of 
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the old Left and the rise of a New Left, the proliferation of radical Left parties and the 
emergence of the JVP, which gave leadership to the 1971 Insurgency. Then his 
involvement with Janatha Sangamaya represents the persuasions of the Left in the post- 
1977 period, following the electoral defeat of the old Left and the release of political 
prisoners. Ironically, Gamini and his colleagues had to run for their lives when their 
erstwhile political party waged a violent insurgency in the late eighties. Having run from 
pillar to post to pursue their political projects under trying circumstances, Gamini and his 
colleagues finally had to ‘set up’ an NGO to do research. But in the process, they were 
not completely distracted from their habitual political activity.  
 
The emergence of WS too is related to the liberalisation policies introduced in 1977, and 
to the defeat and the weakening of the Left. But here a new dimension can be seen. The 
trade unions faced the same fate as the Left parties in the post-1977 period. Trade unions, 
which were a strong force in Sri Lanka, became almost paralysed with the crushing of the 
1980 general strike by the UNP government. By this time, the emergence of Free Trade 
Zones, another key change introduced to the liberalised economy, bred many social 
problems. Free Trade Zone factories, by and large, did not recognise trade unions or 
allow the workers to unionise themselves. Coming from the NSSP, a breakaway party of 
the old Left in the post-1977 period, Jude and his colleagues tried to find an innovative 
way to safeguard workers’ rights in this new situation. However, the government change 
in 1994 after the 17-year rule by the UNP created a different political balance as well as a 
relative calmness in FTZ factories. In addition, Jude’s relationships with his political 
party became strained. He became somewhat distant from party politics. Jude and his 
comrades organised themselves around Workers’ Solidarity and forged links with a donor 
agency to ‘fund them’ in the above context.  
 
SLFN’s emergence happened in a transition period that ushered in the PA government in 
1994, after the 17-year rule by the UNP. In the discussion on NGOs in Sri Lanka 
(Chapter 5), I discerned a pattern of donor interest created by the euphoria on prospects 
for peace and the new-found democratic space after a period of repressive rule and 
monolithic political culture. Donor agencies with Catholic background came together 
under a network called CIDSE to create a common forum to channel funds to Sri Lanka. 
The Catholic Social Organisation, where Christy worked, was a main mover of the Sri 
Lankan forum, which was called the People’s Forum Development Alternatives 
(PeFDA). Particularly, the then director of the Catholic Social Institute was instrumental 
in setting up PeFDA and he became its chairperson. The National Concern for Fisheries 
(NCF) was a constituent member of PeFDA, while other constituents came from 
organisations working on the issues of agriculture, plantations and women. Therefore, 
NCF’s emergence should be understood as a result of a larger development. PeFDA was 
essentially an attempt made by a coalition of NGOs who relentlessly worked to defeat the 
UNP. Having brought the PA government into power, PeFDA constituents tried to 
exploit the new-found democratic space to make transformations in the respective areas 
they work. Initially, the strategy was to influence the policies of the government that they 
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brought into power.53 This was a different form and strategy as far as the relationship 
between NGOs and government was concerned. Table 7.4 summarises the trends 
discussed in this section and the emergence of case study NGOs. 
 

Table 7.4: Contextualising the emergence of case study NGOs 

Period  NGOs in SL Sri Lankan context 
50s mid   Independence 
50s late  Innovation: Sarvodaya, CWF, Devasarana 1956 Change 
60s early    
60s mid    
60s late  Radicalisation of CWF, Devasarana New Left Groups 

Influence of Vatican II 
70s early PAC 

established 
(1972) 

Response to 1971, Vatican II: CSR, CRM, 
Satyodaya, Tulana, MARGA 

Insurgency 1971 

70s mid    
70s late  Response to Left’s defeat, new govt.: 

SSA, IWP 
Proliferation of NGOs 

UNP govt. 
Defeat of the Left 
Liberal Economy 

80s early  Fall-out from 1980 strike 
MDDR 
Response to ethnic conflict 

1980 strike 
Ethnic conflict 
Privatisation 

80s mid FFP 
established 
(1985) 
OFPD 
established 
(1987) 

Response to ethnic conflict & refugee, 
human rights 
 

Refugees, conflict 
Privatisation of tea 
estates 

80s late  NGO work disrupted due to violence, 
threats 
 
PAFFREL election monitoring 

Insurgency 1987-89 
Counter-insurgency 
NGO Commission 

90s early SCC 
established 
(1991) 

NGOs recommence work Relative political 
calmness 

90s mid SLFN 
established 
(1993) 
WS 
established 
(1994) 

Janasaviya NGO boom 
New entrants: NPC, CHA, CPA, 
PAFFREL  
Post-1994 NGO boom 

Janasaviya 
1994 PA govt. 
Reformed Liberal Phase 
Govt. peace programme 

90s late  Govt.-NGO tensions 
Disillusionment 
Internal problems  

Wayambe election 
War-for-Peace 

00s early  Peace/Development NGO boom 
FCE, Berghoff, AED, FLICT 

2001 UNF govt. 
2002 Cease Fire  
Reformed Liberal Phase 

                                                 
53 In fact, Christy’s predecessor at the Catholic Social Institute left the job to join the Ministry of Fisheries, 
which came under Mahinda Rajapakse (the current president of Sri Lanka), who had close liaisons with 
NGOs. Many NGO personalities were given jobs in his ministry and projects under the ministry.  
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7.9.2 Pera-bhavayan and Jaathaka of NGOs: the previous forms and guises 
 
Understanding organisations as dynamic processes rather than things (Hilhorst 2003) was 
underlined in the chapter on methodology. The trajectories of the cases indicate that they 
have had many forms, guises or, to use a Sri Lankan popular expression, pera-bhavayan 
(previous lives – based on the concept of reincarnation in Buddhist thinking) before 
becoming what they are now. This is particularly the case with organisations with 
political backgrounds. This section analyses the different guises of pera-bhawayan of the 
case study organisations under different historical contexts and how the previous lives 
have affected the life that they live now.  
 
The Women’s Forum (WF) was the first mechanism through which Jude started his work 
in the Free Trade Zone. Then the Women’s Forum worked very closely with the political 
party NSSP. At a later stage, the Women’s Forum metamorphosed itself into the 
Workers’ Solidarity (WS). In the last two years of its existence the WS functioned as a 
trade union under another name, as a group of JVPers snatched its centre as well the 
name. OFPD’s case is different. It is not a typical breakaway group where staff members 
would leave the organisation with an intention of starting a new organisation to do similar 
work. This is a common pattern in NGOs. The OFPD group emerged as an off-shoot of 
its previous organisation, which abruptly stopped the plantation programme. OFPD in a 
new guise continued to work with the groups it had formed before. The field-level staff 
more or less remained the same.  
 
SCC had lived many lives before it became SCC. The life history of Gamini indicates the 
multiplicity of political groups, organisations and movements that he had been part of. 
First he was with the CP (P). Then he was part of another political group that later 
worked with Kalyananda Thiranagama’s group, Gini Pupura. In the late sixties he joined 
the JVP. With other JVP dissidents, Gamini then worked under the banner of Janatha 
Sangamaya and All Ceylon Peasants’ Congress. In the early nineties Gamini and his 
colleagues formed the SCC (the NGO) and Awareness Circle (an alternative political 
group). Irrespective of the different names of these organisational forms, the group and its 
political ideology that ran as a thread through different organisational strivings basically 
remained the same. Put differently, the different organisational reincarnations that 
Gamini associated with were driven by a common interest, which was revolutionary 
politics. If we try to understand SCC as an organisation we see only part of its reality. 
Rather it should be seen as a process and a metamorphosis. 
 
SLFN too has had many guises. Its first guise was under the Catholic Social 
Organisation. But the fisheries initiative came up at the tail end of the 17-year UNP rule. 
Fisheries and agriculture sectors suffered many blows after the introduction of liberalised 
policies. SLFN’s first life emerged as a direct response to this. The second (under the 
Catholic Research Organisation) and third (the independent one) lives were largely 
determined by organisational issues.  
 
Though FFP and PAC functioned under a single organisational banner, the content and 
strategy of their respective organisations went through different orientations. Initially, 
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PAC was a research organisation at one level and a Christian base community at the other 
level.54 Then gradually it took the form of an advocacy cum community development 
organisation. FFP bore features of a charity in the initial years. Gradually it became a 
professional community development organisation. 
 
The common trend we see here is the existence of ‘previous lives’ in one way or the 
other. The politically oriented groups display a myriad of previous lives that are 
connected to each other. Their previous lives depicted various political projects carried 
out under different banners under different historical circumstances. NGOs with little or 
no political links seem have few previous lives. They have had their previous lives in the 
forms of different work styles and work areas. They have functioned under a single 
banner but have gone through changes in relation to their work. One of the main Buddhist 
texts is the Jathaka Tales,55 a collection of 550 tales about how Buddha, before reaching 
his last life as Prince Siddhartha, lived through 550 successive lives in which he behaved 
justly and generously, accumulating merit during each life, until finally reaching 
Enlightenment. In some of his lives he is born as a human, while in others he is an 
animal, such as a deer or an elephant. Similarly, when understanding the Jathakaya, the 
genealogy of NGOs, it is essential to understand their pera-bhawayan, the previous lives. 
Though they have not lived through as many lives as 550, their manifold pera-bhawayan 
aptly depict the enlightenment that they have been striving for – political change.  
 
 
7.9.3 The omnipresence of NGOs: multiple engagements  
 
In this section I discern another striking feature of the NGO case studies presented. I used 
an analogy from Buddhism – pera-bhavayan – in the previous section. In this section, I 
use another such analogy from the Judeo-Christian tradition, omnipresence, which is 
God’s ability to be everywhere at a certain point in time. In the methodology chapter, I 
explained my understanding of organisations as coalitions of fragmented groups and 
interests (March 1962, Cyert and March 1963) rather than those rallying around a 
unifying goal. I also viewed organisations as many things at the same time (Morgan 
1986) with chameleon-like character (Wedel 2002). Hence, I find the analogy of 
omnipresence useful to organise my analysis of NGOs presented under the case studies. 
The following paragraphs explain how some NGOs have displayed their ability to be 
many things at the same time 
 
SCC and WS have not only had previous lives, but have also lived many lives at the same 
time. In the case of WS, it was an NGO as far as its relationship with the donor was 
concerned. At the same time it functioned as a trade union by safeguarding the rights and 
interests of the workers and organising agitations against employers. WS’ key staffers 
were active members of the NSSP. Jude held many positions in the party. He contested 
three elections representing the party. Jude’s colleague, Amara, too held many positions 

                                                 
54 Christian base communities were started in Latin America along with the popular church and liberation 
theology. They were originally started as autonomous religious groups formed to serve the spiritual needs 
of poorer members of Latin American society.  
55 Jathaka in Sanskrit means the birth or genealogy of a being.  
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and responsibilities in the party. There were many other staffers who were also active 
members. It is interesting to note that they invited the party leader, Dr. Wickramabahu 
Karunaratne, to declare open the new offices of WS whenever they moved their office to 
a new building. The group also invited the party leader and some party stalwarts to help 
them resolve some organisational problems and conflicts. Why did they invite the leader 
of a political party to declare open an organisation that is commonly known as an NGO? 
Why didn’t WS invite a donor representative instead? This shows that WS was a classic 
case of being ‘many things at the same time’ (Morgan 1986).  
 
SCC’s case is more complicated. SCC was the NGO set up by Gamini and his colleagues 
to do research and awareness-raising work. At the same time, they started the Awareness 
Circle as a ‘pre-political party’. ‘Aware’ was the name of its theoretical journal (niyayika 
sangrahaya). After awhile, the Awareness Circle formed political alliances with many 
other groups. Gamini’s colleague, Alex, was released to be the organising secretary of the 
new political alliance, the National Democratic Movement. Before, he contested the 
provincial council elections as a common candidate of the political outfit that AC formed, 
the New Left Alliance. Interestingly, it was the same group that did this all! How could 
we then understand SCC as a single organisation? 
 
Most Christian denominations, following the theology standardised by the Nicene 
Creed,56 expand upon the concept of omnipresence in the form of the Trinity, by having a 
single deity made up of three omnipresent 'substances' or 'persons' that are said to be 
Three in One. Similarly, the NGO (SCC), the pre-political party (Awareness Circle) and 
its theoretical journal (Aware) cannot be understood as three different persuasions by 
Gamini and his comrades; they are ‘three-in-one’. This was also the case of WS as the 
NGO, trade union and political project. Therefore, understanding NGOs only as NGOs 
obscures the many lives they live and their multiple engagements in different places at 
the same time.  
 
 
7.9.4 Leaders as a reflection of political currents 
 
The role NGO leaders play has been well documented in literature on NGOs (Hailey 
1999, 2000, Hailey and Smillie 2001, Siddique 2001). These studies, especially in Hailey 
and Smillie (2001), show how NGO leaders respond creatively to the shifts in the 
environment in which they function and steer their organisations strategically. My 
treatment of NGO leaders takes a slightly different approach. I see NGO leaders as 
reflections of political currents of different times. In line with this approach, in this 
section, I locate those profiles of leaders and life stories, diverse generations, socio-
economic backgrounds, political ideologies and leadership styles in a broader historical 
context. I use Table 7.5 to guide the analysis that follows. 
 
Fr. Patrick, the eldest among the leaders of case organisations, represents a generation 
who grew up partly under British rule. Those who belonged to his religion (Catholic) and 
                                                 
56 The Nicene Creed is the most widespread Christian statement of faith. The original Nicene Creed was 
first adopted in 325 at the First Council of Nicaea, which was the first Ecumenical Council. 
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ethnicity (Burgher) were largely a privileged section of people under British rule. His 
middle-class cum urban upbringing, the long stays in Europe for studies, being influenced 
by the progressive political currents in Europe, proficiency of languages and high social 
status were hallmarks of the many ‘progressive leaders’ of Fr. Patrick’s time. Though not 
linked to party politics, Fr. Patrick wholeheartedly embraced socialist ideology. His 
convictions and thinking were deeply influenced by Marxism and liberation theology. 
Progressive politics during Fr. Patrick’s early activism were dominated by the old Left. It 
was natural that he had strong links with those party leaders, some of whom in fact 
attended the Marxist-Christian seminars that Fr. Patrick organised in the early seventies. 
 
Antony and Gamini represent the second generation of leaders. They were born in the 
independence period, the late forties. By the time they became adolescents, Sri Lanka 
was fraught with many problems in socio-economic and political realms. Particularly, the 
economy was in bad shape. The old Left’s gradual shift to coalition politics, the divisions 
created in Leftist parties, and their inability to come to grips with new challenges and 
understand the aspirations of the younger generation made the generation of Gamini take 
to new political streams, which later became known as the New Left. Many of them took 
to revolutionary politics. Gamini was a classic epitome of this generation: he came from a 
Sinhala, rural, peasant background. He was educated in a Madya Maha Vidyala in 
Passara and later in the University of Peradeniya. Gamini’s life history vividly shows 
how he was attracted to socialism while at school, became active in university politics, 
experimented with a few New Left groups and finally became a leader of the JVP. But 
why did Antony not charter this course of politics? Antony came from a Tamil plantation 
background. Plantation Tamils are a section of people who have been oppressed for many 
centuries. Even today many plantation workers live substandard lives. However, Antony 
came from a relatively well-off Tamil family, his father being a clerk. But for various 
reasons there was no expression of radical politics from plantation youth.57 Trade unions 
attached to Leftist political parties instilled some radicalism but they were a very small 
minority. The NGO-like efforts in the late sixties and the seventies were therefore indeed 
a fresh form of mobilising people. Many of these efforts came from progressive religious 
groups. The formation of the Catholic Training Institute was one such initiative. Antony’s 
introduction to social action happened within this strand. Some of his former colleagues 
were influenced by the emergence of the LTTE in the mid-eighties.58 But Antony and the 
group that remained with him who formed OFPD made a deliberate effort to maintain an 

                                                 
57 It is difficult to elaborate this point here in a compressive manner. But in short, some reasons could be 
the very nature of the plantation system that functions as a highly regulated enclave, the dominance of trade 
unionism in the plantation and the relatively low levels of education in the plantation sector. For detailed 
accounts of the plantation sector, see Paul Casperz (2006). A New Culture for a New Society: Selected 
Writings 1945-2005. Kandy: Satyodaya; and Ron Rote (1986). A Taste of Bitterness: The Political 
Economy of the Tea Plantations in Sri Lanka. Ph.D. Thesis. Amsterdam: Vrije Universiteit. 
58 In the OFPD case, I mentioned a colleague of Antony who was kept in custody under the Prevention of 
Terrorism Act. The reason for his arrest was that he was in possession of a portrait of Velupillai 
Prabharakan, the leader of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). Another former colleague of 
Antony who was working in the plantation programme of the Catholic Training Institute, P. 
Chandrasekaran, joined the trade union Ceylon Workers’ Congress. Later he formed his own trade union. 
After 1994 Chandrasekaran functioned as a MP and has held many ministerial portfolios. He made several 
visits to areas held by the LTTE to broker a dialogue between the rebels and the government. 
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apolitical identity. As mentioned in the case study, OFPD staff refused invitations from 
political parties to be fielded as candidates for elections. 
 

Table 7.5: Contextualising the emergence of leaders 

Period Milestones of leaders Sri Lankan context 
40s late Fr. Patrick studies in India Independence 
50s mid Fr. Patrick studies in Europe  
50s late  1956 change: nationalism  
60s early   
60s mid   
60s late Gamini enters university 

Gamini joins JVP 
Emergence of New Left Groups 
Influence of Vatican II on Catholic 
Church 

70s early Fr. Patrick starts PAC 
Antony gets trained in social action in the 
Catholic Training Institute  
Gamini takes part in 1971 Insurgency, 
imprisoned 

Influence of Vatican II on Catholic 
Church 
SLFP, CP & LSSP govt. 
Nationalisation of plantations 
Insurgency 1971 

70s late Nihal enters university, joins NSSP 
Gamini is released from prison, forms JS 
Jude joins NSSP 
Nihal joins PAC as staff 

UNP govt. comes to power 
Defeat of Left 
Emergence of NSSP 
Introduction of the Liberal Economy 

80s early Gamini active in JS 1980 strike 
Ethnic conflict aggravated 
Privatisation  

80s mid Adrie comes to SL 
Antony gives leadership to retrenched 
CTI staff 

Refugees, conflict 
Privatisation of tea estates 

80s late Kumara enters Technical College 
Christy enters university, takes part in 
student politics 
Gamini and his political colleagues under 
threat from JVP, goes underground 

JVP Insurgency 1987-89 
Counter-insurgency 
NGO Commission 

90s early Gamini and his friends who survived look 
for new opportunities for political action 
Kumara gets a job in FFP 
Christy gets a job in Catholic Social Orgn. 
(CSO) 

Relative political calmness 

90s mid Jude’s strained relationships with NSSP, 
starts WS 
Kumara gets promoted as section head  
Christy becomes staff of the new fisheries 
project at CSO 

Janasaviya 
1994 PA govt. 
Reformed Liberal Phase 
Govt. peace programme 

90s late Kumara gets promoted at deputy team 
leader of FFP 
Christy starts his own NGO - SLFN 

Wayambe election 
War-for-Peace 

00s early Adrie leaves Sri Lanka and FFP 
Kumara gets appointed as team leader of 
FFP 

2001 UNF govt. 
2002 Cease Fire  
Reformed Liberal Phase  

 
 
Nihal and Jude – who were born in the mid-fifties – became active in politics around 
1976. Both actively participated in political activism against the UNP before and after the 



Chapter 7 

170 

1977 election. By this time, the New Left was virtually non-existent after the brutal 
crushing of the JVP insurgency and imprisonment of thousands of political activists from 
the JVP and other New Left groups. The old Left had no attraction to Nihal and Jude 
though the latter was drawn into the 1977 election campaign with LSSPers in his area. 
Though coming from a different geographical location and religious group (Nihal a 
Buddhist from Kandy and Jude a Catholic from Negombo) it is interesting to see how 
these two young men got attracted to the NSSP, a breakaway group of the LSSP. Both 
held positions in the NSSP and continued to be active in party work while continuing 
their work in NGOs. It seems that the NSSP emerged as a political space for young 
people in the late seventies against the backdrop of the defeat of the old Left and the 
virtual absence of the JVP as many of its leaders were imprisoned.  
 
Christy and Kumara were born in the early sixties. They grew up as adolescents in the 
post-1977 period, which was marked by a complete defeat of the old Left and weakening 
of the trade union movement. The prominent radical Left parties existing in the early 
eighties were the JVP and NSSP (by this time, the JVP had reorganised itself after the 
release of its leaders from prison in 1978). However, by the mid-eighties, the JVP gained 
more political clout due to its large membership compared to the NSSP. Both the JVP 
and NSSP were proscribed in 1987 following the Indo-Lanka Pact. During this time the 
JVP heightened its second insurgency. Thousands of young men and women of Christy 
and Kumara’s generation joined the JVP as active cadres of its second protracted 
insurgency from 1987 to 1989. Christy did not join the JVP but Kumara considered 
joining it. However, by the time both Christy and Kumara assumed leadership positions 
in NGOs, they were not actively engaged in any form of political activism. Kumara, as he 
admitted in an interview, now favours liberal politics. By the time Kumara and Christy 
became active in NGOs in the early nineties, the JVP (which was the most active in the 
Left political stream) was virtually eliminated by the counter-insurgency of the 
government. A very few leftovers of the old Left were represented in Parliament as part 
of the coalition government. There was no vibrancy in the parties they represented. There 
was a split in the NSSP over joining the PA and this weakened the clout that the party 
had. Though both Christy and Kumara were politically sensitive people, the period that 
they assumed leadership in NGOs represented a barren Left. Hence, unlike other leaders 
they were not driven by larger political forces. Kumara and Christy became leaders at a 
time when the balance of political activity tilted from Left to liberal politics of NGOs.  

7.10 Concluding remarks 

The aim of this chapter was to present the outlines of trajectories of case studies as a basis 
for further analysis and reference in the ensuing chapters. Though concrete conclusions 
were not drawn here, I discerned some trends and patterns in case study organisations. 
The six organisations had their origins in different historical junctures, starting from the 
late sixties. A clear link was found between the political economy of the different 
historical junctures and the emergence of organisations. Another pattern I observed was 
what I called pera-bhawayan, previous forms and guises of NGOs. This suggests that we 
cannot understand the ‘present life’ of an organisation in isolation. Instead, the 
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understanding of the previous forms and guises is absolutely necessary to understanding 
the ‘present life’, as there is a great deal of ideological and personnel ‘falling out’ from 
one life to another. Another feature I discerned in case studies is the multiple 
engagements or ‘omnipresence’ of NGOs, which suggested that organisations can be 
many things at different places at the same time. Some case studies clearly displayed this 
feature. The organisations act as many things and assume different identities in different 
contexts. Therefore, a single identity obscures many other parallel lives that organisations 
live. Lastly, I discerned a pattern between the emergence of leaders and the ideologies 
and political currents at different historical junctures. This suggested the same link we 
observed in organisations; leaders are reflections of socio-political histories. These 
tentative conclusions and observations will be further discussed in detail in the next 
chapters in which I delve deeper into different relational dimensions and dynamics 
between SLNGOs and CFAs. As the title of this chapter says, what I presented so far 
were the ‘outlines’ of trajectories and an analysis of some features of them. In the next 
chapter, I build on the outlines and patterns identified by looking closely at how these 
organisations conceive and maintain relations with Dutch CFAs.  
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8.   PHASES AND DYNAMICS OF RELATIONSHIPS 

Those days we didn’t consider getting money from donors a sin because we could  
also give some money to our political party. 

Leader, WS  
 

In the West you eat breakfast at a particular time but a fellow in the village eats 
when he is hungry – that is only if he has got something to eat. 

Founder-leader, PAC 
 

We don’t want all that lengthy analysis starting from the collapse of the Soviet bloc; we just want to know 
whether the nutrition situation among children has changed with our funds or not. 

 Desk Officer, Blue-CFA 
 

Julie kemathi uththara api denawaa - we give answers that Julie likes to hear. 
Leader, WS 

 
I wouldn’t come to that level. But I suppose that’s the way that you got to survive now. 

Founder-leader, PAC 
 

8.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I presented the trajectories of the six cases followed by a 
discussion on patterns and features of trajectories. The outlines of trajectories covered the 
details of the organisations’ origin and evolution. Limited reference was made to each 
organisation’s relationship with its donors. However, the outlines of trajectories did not 
take a closer look at the relationship between the case study NGOs and CFAs. This 
chapter provides an in-depth discussion on the relations between the two. Here, the focus 
is on the different phases that the relationships go through and the dynamics at play. 
Therefore, this chapter seeks to answer the following question: “what are the nature and 
dynamics of relations between CFAs and SL NGOs”, with the emphasis on “who drives 
the relationship”. 
 
This chapter is organised as follows. First there is a brief theoretical discussion on phases 
of IOR as the basis for analysis. The theoretical discussion makes a link to the discussion 
in Chapter 2. Then I present the case studies under three themes. These themes are drawn 
from the section on theory relating to phases of IORs: 1) awareness and exploration, 2) 
expansion, build-up and maturity, and 3) decline and dissolution (Dwyer et al. 1987). At 
the end of each theme, I flag issues and questions for further discussion in the next 
chapter. Unlike in the previous chapter, I do not present the cases separately. Here, I 
present the relevant parts of case study organisations around the three themes. This 
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approach allows a comparative analysis by identifying cross-case patterns (Eisenhardt 
1995). At the end of different activities under each phase, I identify the distinct patterns, 
trends and power issues of different phases of IORs between Sri Lankan NGOs and 
Dutch CFAs. In the end, an overall analysis is made. 

8.2 Phases and dynamics of relationships 

In Chapters 2 (Theory) and 3 (Methodology), I stressed the importance of capturing the 
variation and dynamism in IORs. Such an exercise requires an understanding and analysis 
of different phases of the relationship and attendant dynamics. In other words, our focus 
here is on the process of the relationship. The structure of relationships is relatively well 
theorised in inter-organisational relationships. The important aspect is the process and it 
is this aspect that is least known (Ring 1996). We know much less about how inter-
organisational networking relationships are built, developed and dissolved (Ebers 
1997:13). The objective of this section is to provide a brief theoretical discussion on the 
process of relationships, with a particular focus on phases and dynamics of relationships. 
 
The life-cycle approach is a common tool used to understand and analyse the processes. 
The life cycle concept is a ‘cradle to grave’ approach to view processes and 
organisations. They resemble life cycles seen in humans such as birth, infancy, 
adolescence, growth, maturity, decline, and death. The life-cycle approach is well 
established in organisation theory literature. The works of Quinn and Cameroon (1983), 
Greiner (1972), Lavoie and Colbert (1978), and Kimberly and Miles (1980) suggest that 
changes in organisations follow a predictable pattern characterised by development 
stages. Stages or phases are defined as a sequence of events that describe the changes 
along the time horizon and a hierarchical progression that is not easily reversible (Greiner 
1972). The oft-quoted life-cycle model of Greiner (1972) consists of five stages of an 
evolution of organisations that are prompted by a crisis at each stage: creativity (crisis of 
leadership), direction (crisis of autonomy), delegation (crisis of control), coordination 
(crisis of red tape) and collaboration (crisis of general growth). Korten’s Generational 
model1 (1987, 1990) and Elliot’s Model2 (1987) use a life-cycle approach to explain the 
different phases that NGOs go through in their evolution.  
                                                 

1 Korten identifies four generations as stages of an NGO’s evolution. First Generation: Typically involved 
the provision of relief and welfare services for beneficiaries often characterised by an apolitical approach 
where the NGO is understood as the doer. Second Generation: Characterised by community development, 
which entails a bottom-up, project-based, empowerment approach where the NGO is seen as the mobiliser. 
Third Generation: Begins to focus on systems development where the more systemic causes of poverty 
affecting a group within a society are identified and an advocacy approach is often adopted to generate 
policy and practice change to tackle the systemic causes of poverty. Here, the NGO is characterised as the 
catalyst. Fourth Generation: Begins to focus on movement building and alliance building. This approach 
is characterised by linking local drivers of poverty and marginalisation to global institutions and processes. 
A feature of the fourth generation work is often a rights-based approach to development where the NGO 
role is seen as activist/educator. Korten 1987, 1990. 
2 The work of Charles Elliot (1987) saw the historical change in NGO activity as somewhat similar to 
Korten. Elliot discerned three approaches that evolve over time: welfare approach (delivers services, 
concerned more with relationships than empowerment), development approach (ultimate goal is the 
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The main limitation of the above models for this study is that they explain the evolution 
of organisations as discrete entities. Though organisations are part and parcel of this 
study my main focus is on how they act together. Literature on life cycles of IORs is 
relatively scarce. However, an influential article by Dwyer, Schuur and Oh (1987) on 
inter-organisational relations in the realm of marketing maintained that ongoing 
relationships develop according to a predicted series of events occurring in a fixed order. 
In their understanding of life-cycle theory, the relationships begin with a phase of 
awareness, followed by acceleration of the relationship through succeeding phases of 
exploration, expansion (build-up) and finally commitment (maturity). In some cases, 
organisations enter a phase of decline, with the eventual dissolution of the relationship. 
The nature and dynamics of each phase can be summarised as follows (Table 8.1): 
 

Table 8.1: Phases of Relationships and Dynamics 

Phase Nature and dynamics 
Awareness • No transactions occur but at least one actor considers the other a feasible 

exchange partner 
Exploration • Communication begins, transaction begins, exploring prospects of forging 

a closer relationship 
• Neither side wields significant power over the other as neither depends on 

the other or feels committed to the arrangement  
• The exploration phase may be lengthy, as both sides gauge and test each 

other, but it is easily terminated, as no one has much to lose 
Expansion 
(build-up) 

• Reaches this phase if exploration proved fruitful  
• Relationship properties get built up. Each side makes investments and 

takes risks that will build barriers to exit and create incentives to 
cooperate. Communication increases significantly. Conflict is kept in 
check. Norms develop. Commitment to the relationship develops. Trust 
builds up 

Commitment 
(maturity) 

• Relationship deepens and gets consolidated  
• Relations properties reach a peak 
• Relationship is stable 

Decline 
(dissolution) 

• May be unilateral reflecting a mounting dissatisfaction on one side  
• Typically leads to a negotiated dissolution 

 Adapted from Dwyer et al. 1987 
 
Literature on IORs in the realm of cooperation identifies the following sequential phases: 
pre-networking, relationship building, solidifying/network formation and development 
(Hewitt 2000:63). This is quite similar to the model of Dwyer et al. (1987) in terms of the 
different stages but does not discuss the relational dynamics.  
 
The limitation of the life-cycle approach is that it suggests too much linearity in the 
evolution of relationship evolution. Jap and Anderson (2003) challenged Dwyer et al.’s 
predicted paths that are characterised by stability and progression with “unexpected 

                                                                                                                                                  
improvement of the capacity of a community to provide for its own basic needs), and empowerment 
approach (poverty the result of political process so communities to be enabled to enter those processes).  
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paths” characterised by instability and regression.3 A similar critique is made by Lain and 
Liang (2001). They argue that the assumption of a ‘relationship life-cycle’ fails to address 
the inherent variability and unpredictability of relationship evolution. In other words, 
what they all say is that there’s no one predictable path. The different paths that Anderson 
and Jap (2003) describe can happen in two other patterns of life cycles, which are 
iterative and recursive life cycles. This is quite similar to what Harriss (2000) asserts in 
the realm of cooperation. He says that managing partnerships is an incremental and 
iterative process (Harriss 2000:273). In the same vein, Ebbers asserts that cyclical 
development involves an on-going, repeated process of negotiation of mutual 
expectations, commitments for future action, and execution of commitments (Ebers 
1997). Therefore, I do not use the three phases as a necessary predictable path that the 
relational trajectories will follow, but rather as a tentative analytical framework to present 
the case studies. Such a treatment accommodates deviations from the predictable path and 
the iterations and recursive patterns of life cycles. 
 
Decline and vilification 
Much of the attention on inter-organisational research has been focused on the 
development and build-up of relationships. Less frequently mentioned are the downside 
and risks of relationships. There is little systematic understanding of the breakdown of 
IORs. Jap and Anderson (1998) shed some light on the subject. They discerned relational 
dynamics and properties of IORs in the decline phase. They tried to understand this by 
comparing decline with build-up (Table 8.2):  
 

Table 8.2: The difference of relational dynamics between build-up and decline 

Build-up Decline 
requires two parties, each making an effort requires only one party to provoke a breakdown 
involves creation of a shared history involves managing the effects of a shared history 

that has already been built 
is focussed in joint growth and closeness is concerned with individual survival and distance 
involves unambiguous announcements of 
intention to invest in and expand the 
relationship 

involves subtle, ambiguous attempts to undermine 
the relationship. 

occurs in a context that is mutual, effortful 
and relatively transparent 

has the opposite properties 

Adapted from Jap and Anderson 1998: 6 
 
The popular notion and belief is that dissatisfaction of a party stems from not realising the 
desired outcome of the relationship. But empirical evidence suggests that the causes are 
more complex and multifaceted as opposed to the popular notion (Graziano and Musser 
1982). Decline is more likely to be due to internal than to external forces (Jap and 
Anderson 1998:6). The organisations may be oblivious to the potential relational decline 
in the initial stages (Wietzel and Jonsson 1989). Lorange and Nelson (1987) identify 
some initial observable signals of decline. They are replacement of substance with form, 
scarcity of clear goals and decision benchmarks, and loss of effective communication 

                                                 
3 Jap and Anderson’s work was about performance implications of the life-cycle theory by Dwyer et al. 
(1987). 
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(Lorange and Nelson 1987). Jap and Anderson (1998) present another important 
observable signal of decline, which is vilification. It is the ascription of bad faith 
(accurate or not) to a counterpart. Vilification is not the equivalent of conflict or distrust, 
although vilification may be an important antecedent for both. The vilification process is 
a creeping phenomenon; it takes time before its adverse effects are observable within the 
dyad (Jap and Anderson 1998:2). How do organisations respond to vilification? The 
common notion is that the constructive response is the best way to resolve the differences 
as the dissolution of a relationship would inflict damage to both the parties. But the 
findings of research of Olson, Roese and Zanna (1996) suggest the exact opposite of the 
above: the parties tend to reciprocate the negative behaviour. Decline is seen as a 
dynamic process of creeping disenchantment. The process is latent in the early stages, 
and over time, subtly undermines the relationship, poisoning the relationship and 
facilitating its subsequent demise (Wietzel and Jonsson 1989). 
 
The objective of this section was to have a brief theoretical discussion on phases of IORs. 
The life-cycle approach was used as an analytical framework. I encountered the difficulty 
of using the life-cycle models of Greiner (1972), Korten (1987, 1990) and Elliot (1987) 
because their focus is on organisations as discrete entities. The focus of this study 
demanded a life-cycle approach on IORs. Hence, I drew inspiration from a model 
developed by Dwyer et al. (1987) and identified the phases of 1) awareness and 
exploration, 2) expansion, build-up and maturity, and 3) decline and dissolution as a basis 
to present the case studies. A brief discussion was made on the dynamics involved in the 
phase of decline and vilification as such issues are not adequately addressed in IOR 
literature. With this basis, the case studies will be presented in the ensuing sections. They 
will be presented along three themes that represent the phases identified.  

8.3 Phases of relationships I: awareness and exploration  

In this section I present how case study NGOs and their respective CFAs go through the 
first phase of their relationships – awareness and exploration. I present the case studies 
under two topics. Firstly, I discuss how the link between the NGOs and CFAs is 
established. Secondly, I explore the nature and degree of awareness of CFAs and NGOs 
about each other. I then analyse the experiences of case study organisations at the phase 
of awareness and exploration at the end of the section.  
 
 
8.3.1 Establishing the link with donors 
 
Establishing a link with a donor (or donors) is a key step in building up a relationship. It 
is the first step of a long journey that NGOs will walk with potential and then actual 
funders. Terms such as ‘NGOs’ and ‘donors’ were not heard when Fr. Patrick started 
PAC in the early seventies. He was totally unaware of what nowadays are called donors 
as well as the availability of aid for the kind of work he wanted to do: 
 

When I started PAC in 1972, I hadn’t actually the foggiest idea of getting aid. We started 
in a small way. I didn’t know that aid was available. Then what happened was in 1975 
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when we started working with the plantation workers who were being asked to leave the 
estates. A senior Jesuit priest who was in Kahawatta area – he was very concerned about 
the plantation workers – even without asking me, cabled Oxfam and said here this chap 
Patrick is doing a lot of work with these people, why don’t you send him some money 
because he has no money. So Oxfam sent me, I remember, 5,000 Pounds. It was a lot of 
money at that time. With that we were able to do quite a lot of work. That was the 
beginning of my contact with these foreign donors in 1975. Then after that SHARE4 
heard about it. They said this chap is also a priest so we must do something. They came 
here and talked with me. That’s how it all began. (Int. 71) 

 
Yellow-CFA came on board as a donor of PAC at a later stage. In the late seventies, 
Yellow-CFA appointed a representative, a Dutchman, to work in Sri Lanka. Henk5 
worked very closely with the existing counterparts and forged links with many budding 
groups and organisations who later became Yellow-CFA’s counterparts. Henk worked 
closely with organisations engaged in tea plantation work. He was working on his 
doctoral thesis on the same subject. Henk used to make frequent visits to PAC for 
discussions with Fr. Patrick who was considered an authority on tea plantations. Fr. 
Patrick recalls how the frequent visits of Henk laid the foundation for a long-standing 
funding relationship:  
 

Henk was very friendly with us. He wrote his doctoral thesis on tea plantations by 
looking at a lot of my notes. We were really good friends. We were really like partners of 
the same job. Henk was the last resident representative here. Yellow-CFA found that he 
was very friendly with everybody here. … In fact, it was Henk who came up with the 
suggestion that we should put up a seminar hall, which was later funded by Yellow-CFA 
in 1980. (Int. 71) 

 
Jude’s activism started in the eighties when donors and aid were becoming known. 
Therefore, he realised the possibility of getting some money for what his group wanted to 
do. But still, getting in touch with a donor and establishing a link was no easy task. In the 
eighties the NGOs were not that established, so donor money came in rather easily:  
 

Those days there were a lot of magazines about donors. It was my hobby those days to 
send aerogrammes to these donors. I can’t remember the name but I wrote to one donor, a 
project called ‘fresh fish for the workers’. We buy fish directly from the fishermen and 
we sell those fish to the workers for a reasonable price. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I 
found about Rs. 150,000 in my bank account one day. That donor also helped us to 
publish our newsletter initially but they never wanted a report from us. (Int. 74)  

 
This was Jude’s early experience with donors. About a decade after the above experience, 
in 1994, one of Jude’s friends introduced him to a representative from Green-CFA. This 
was the first time that Jude met a donor as all this time he had only made contact with 
them through ‘aerogrammes’! Jude recalls the day he met the representative of Green-
CFA. 
 

                                                 
4 A pseudonym. 
5 Pseudonym of the representative of Yellow-CFA in Sri Lanka. 
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Miss Mariet came and met us. Having listened to our story, she said that Green-CFA 
could support us. She wanted us to come up with some activities and a budget. With the 
greatest difficulty, we made a budget for Rs. 200,000. At that time we had a policy of not 
accepting a salary higher than a FTZ worker. We felt very bad even to ask for a budget of 
200,000. We had no clue about making budgets at that time. We were so nervous while 
making the budget [in Sinhala: api vewula vewula budget eka heduwe]. I think Amara 
and I took two days to write the budget. At that time we had no idea of travel expenses, 
we used to go by bus. So it is with great reluctance we came up with the figures. We 
couldn’t believe our eyes when Miss Mariet made some pen strokes here and there on the 
paper and made the budget to Rs. 900,000. (Int. 74) 

 
This shows how naïve Jude and his colleagues were when they started the work. Perhaps 
it is this naïveté which gave Mariet a positive impression about WS. She too recalls the 
first day she met Jude, Amara and others: 
 

I was so touched by the way I was received. I was on my way to the airport. I think they 
had called me and I couldn’t find any other time. They had a whole dinner ready and the 
atmosphere was very friendly. It wasn’t like a project officer coming but like a friend 
coming to help them. You also feel the difference as a project officer in the way people 
approach you. Sometimes people are very careful in what they say, fearing that the funds 
will stop. That’s the cautious way of doing things. But with WS, it wasn’t the case. They 
shared everything with me. (Int. 21)  

  
Gamini and his colleague Alex did not have direct links with donors. But they had links 
with a pioneer-Protestant NGO where they used to assemble for Jantha Sangamaya and 
All Ceylon Peasants’ Congress meetings after they were released from prison. One of 
Alex’s brothers who was also imprisoned for taking part in the 1971 Insurgency joined 
this organisation (supported by Blue-CFA). The other brother of Alex, a trade unionist, 
who was fired with thousands of workers who took part in the 1980 strike, formed a 
human rights group that was funded by the Yellow-CFA. Alex’s brothers maintained a 
close rapport with the CFAs and their counterpart agencies in Europe. Gamini and Alex 
had been active in politics in the seventies and social movements in the eighties but their 
knowledge and familiarity of donors were limited. They knew the availability of donor 
funds, but had no idea as to how they should access the donors: 
 

We met Marco, he asked us to send a project proposal. We got to know Marco through 
the leaders of the Awareness Centre6 whom we knew well. By that time they had been 
getting a lot of money from Marco’s organisation. We tallied well with Marco’s 
thinking.7 And we felt that there is space in Red-CFA for our kind of work. There were 
allocations for two fulltimers in the budget and their monthly allowance was Rs. 2,000 
per month. Our NGO friend laughed at us. He wanted us to make it at least 3,000. We 

                                                 
6 A pseudonym. This organisation was one of the oldest and most long-standing partners of Red-CFA. 
Though the Awareness Center was considered a secular organisation, its leaders came from a Catholic 
background. In fact, its founding leader was initially a candidate to be a nun and then opted to teach in a 
Catholic institute. Later she worked in an organisation set up by the Catholic Bishop’s Conference 
following Vatican II.  
7 Marco – a pseudonym – himself had joined the seminary to become a priest but later chose to remain a 
layman. 
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didn’t want to make this a living. We only wanted to get some support for our work. It 
was the Awareness Centre8 that forwarded our proposal to Red-CFA. (Int. 78)  

 
This shows the role of the existing partners working as gatekeepers in the eighties. They 
not only played the role of a broker but also advised the newcomers as to how they 
should get into the act of NGO-ing. 
 
SLFN was formed in the late nineties. By that time the aid and donor discourse had taken 
root in Sri Lanka. People knew about donors and how they operate. By this time NGOs 
had produced many staff persons who were familiar with the donor constellation. Christie 
was one of them: 
 

The training unit at my first workplace was funded by MISSION.9 Siebert10 was the Desk 
Officer in charge. He had a good understanding about our work and about me personally. 
Even in my second workplace, fisheries work was supported by MISSION. When we 
broke away from my second workplace, MISSION gave us funds for the years 1998-99 
as a test. We worked very hard in that year. Then we were given another 3-year grant till 
2002. Then another 3-year grant was given for 2003-2006. During this time Green-CFA 
supported us. I knew them through MISSION. They started funding us from 2002 to 
2004. We have sent another proposal from 2005 to 2007. (Int. 77)  

 
OFPD’s story is somewhat similar to that of SLFN. Members had worked before in an 
NGO that was funded by the same donor. Then, several broke away from their first NGO 
to set up OFPD: 
 

During our Catholic Training Institute (CTI) time, I met the Desk Officer of Red-CFA. 
Our chairman also joined the discussion as he knew Red-CFA well as he was the admin 
secretary of CTI. The Red-CFA representative was also well known to Fr. Patrick11 who 
recommended us. (Int. 73) 

 
Swiss-Support,12which funded FFP in the initial years introduced Yellow-CFA to FFP. 
Kumara’s first workplace was also supported by Swiss-Support. Therefore, Kumara had a 
fairly a good rapport with it. Yellow-CFA maintained a close link with Swiss-Support. A 
Sri Lankan programme officer of Swiss-Support later became the consultant to Yellow-
CFA.  
 
NOVIB, HIVOS and CORDAID have no formal policy on identification of partners. The 
following table (Table 8.3) summarises what they (now) do in practice.  
 

                                                 
8 A pseudonym.  
9 A pseudonym of a European aid agency with a Catholic background. 
10 A pseudonym of a MISSION Desk Officer at that time. 
11 Founder-leader of PAC. 
12 A pseudonym.  
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Table 8.3: How CFAs currently forge initial links with SNGOs  

NOVIB  HIVOS CORDAID 
Identification missions 
commissioned by 
NOVIB  

From own initiative e.g. 
culture study 

 

Through consultant Through consultant Through consultant 
Introduced by existing 
partners 
 

Referrals from existing 
partners 
 

 

  Through Dutch contacts 
(sister organisations) 

  Through CIDSE contacts 

Source: interviews with Desk Officers of the above CFAs and various internal documents, 
brochures 

 
 
8.3.2 Awareness about the donor  
 
The previous subsection discussed how the case study organisations forged links with 
CFAs through other parties. Overall, the awareness that NGOs had about their respective 
donors was minimal. In many cases, the decision to forge a link with a particular CFA 
was prompted by the pragmatic need of securing funds. If the relationship took place with 
no preference on the part of the Sri Lankan NGO, the next concern was whether the two 
parties were familiar with each other. The majority of the six Sri Lankan case study 
organisations were not familiar with CFAs but they had some clue. This idea is reflected 
in what Christy says about SLFN’s familiarity about its donor: 
 

We could get an idea by looking at the partners Green-CFA helped such as WS,13 which 
had a political background. First, our interaction was with the consultant. She was the 
connecting point to Green-CFA. She was very helpful. We had a difficult time with the 
organisation, which acted as the custodian of finances. Negative publicity was given on 
us. But she trusted us. We appreciate that a lot. She was very helpful in the formulation of 
our project to Green-CFA. (Int. 77)  

 
Here the glue is the consultant and the existing partners, not the written policies of the 
Dutch CFAs. The familiarity and getting to know each other happens as they work 
together. This was common to many case study organisations. The response of Antony 
and Kumara to the question whether they had an idea about the vision, mission and 
policies of Red-CFA suggest that they happened to know because they worked in the 
same area: 
 

We had no idea at all about Red-CFA’s vision, etc., other than the fact that they funded a 
plantation organisation. (Int. 73) 

 

                                                 
 
13 Also a case in this study. 
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Not so much in the beginning, but we got some information from them. We were aware 
of the gender policy of Yellow-CFA. We were not up to the mark. And both parties knew 
about it. But we had an agreement as to how we should develop it. (Int. 75) 

 
 
8.3.3 Analysis on establishing links and awareness 
 
PAC was started in a period before the donor-SNGO phenomenon took root in Sri Lanka. 
In the early years of its work, PAC mobilised no donor funds. In a way, there was no 
need for a donor as the activities in the early years required little money. The building 
and the stipend for Fr. Patrick were made available by the church. Monies needed for 
publishing PAC’s news bulletin were raised by seeking individual donations.14 On the 
other hand, in those days donor money came rather easily. The donors often took the 
initiative to offer money. It was Yellow-CFA’s representative who suggested that PAC 
should build a seminar hall, and this was the beginning of a funding relationship that 
lasted for more than two decades. This could be understood as the early model of link-
making: the donor taking the initiative and the approval of money taking place in a rather 
informal manner. The NGOs that belonged to this generation displayed some common 
features: they did not have a huge budget because the scale and nature of work did not 
demand large amounts of money. Major parts of their income came from their own 
sources such as church contributions and membership donations. The staff budget was 
small as many people worked on a voluntary basis. The situation was different when 
OFPD and FFP started their work in the mid-eighties. By this time, Sri Lankan NGOs had 
gradually started to proliferate. Donors were approached by many NGOs for funds. With 
this the earlier pattern of donors approaching NGOs or donors taking the initiative 
changed. More and more NGOs started approaching donors for funds. By the time SCC 
(1991), WS (1994) and SLFN (2002) commenced their work, the donor-SNGO discourse 
was firmly rooted in Sri Lanka. However, SCC and WS were amateurs in NGO-ing as 
their prior engagements had been in political and trade union work. 
 
The early practice of donors in making new contacts took place through their existing 
partners. This was made through their ‘natural-partners’ or constituencies such as church 
groups. Essentially, the admission of new partners was based on character-based trust 
(Zucker 1986) and homophily (Blau 1967). One could discern a particular hierarchical 
pattern here. The leaders of senior and large NGO counterparts played the role of a 
gatekeeper. Those who founded the pioneering organisations in the fifties, sixties and 
seventies played this role. Through them, the new organisations approached the donors. 
In fact, many newly admitted partners continued to depend on the gatekeeper in receiving 
advice, writing reports and proposals and sometimes even drafting letters. In a way, this 
practice of the gatekeeper cum NGO leaders was encouraged by donors for two reasons. 
Firstly, these leaders acted as a medium of trust. Secondly, the senior NGO leaders could 
be treated as de facto consultants or representatives for donors. The gatekeepers in the 
early years had certain common features. They all had an excellent understanding and 
close bonding with the donors. The understanding and bonding was based on reputation, 

                                                 
14 An early budget of PAC: Donors 1- 19: Rs. 125.75; Donor 20: Rs. 15.00; Donor 21: Rs. 10.00. PAC 
Bulletin, July 1973. 
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trust and personal integrity (Zucker 1986). In addition, common ideology, and shared 
political and religious convictions (Kamsteeg 1997), between donor and senior NGO 
leaders served as factors that gave the latter the role of a gatekeeper. The knowledge of 
English was key to playing the gatekeeper role. However, what donors thought and 
expected in the seventies and eighties was very different from that from the nineties. The 
language of donors was not jargonised and fraught with technicalities. PAC’s leader was 
a classic gatekeeper in the eighties and early nineties. He had all the attributes to become 
a gatekeeper: being educated in Europe he was at ease with donors. His radical thoughts, 
intellectual finesse and charisma were stuff that was current in the aid discourse in the 
seventies and eighties. It was, therefore, natural for donors to have him as a de facto 
gatekeeper, promoter and consultant. 
 
However, in more recent times (specifically from the mid-nineties) there has been a shift 
in gatekeepers. The recognition and respect for the senior leaders on the part of the 
donors eroded gradually with the onset of professionalism since the nineties. Consultants 
– individuals or consultancy firms – emerged as a new breed of gatekeepers. In the 
current practice of identifying new partners, donor guidelines show a common feature: 
the use of their consultants. CFAs’ respective consultants in Sri Lanka have been a key 
factor in forging new partners in the last few years. This is the emerging trend in relation 
to identification of new partners. A common feature of the consultants of CFAs who are 
based in Sri Lanka is that they have been ex-staff of international NGOs. Familiarity with 
the donor system and being conversant with the donor language seems to be a major 
factor that attracted this new breed of gatekeepers.  
 

 
Box 8.1: CFA Local Consultants’ Role 
 
The Yellow-CFA had a resident representative in Sri Lanka in the eighties. Red-
CFA had a part-time consultant in the late eighties. Blue-CFA did not have a 
representative or consultant in Sri Lanka. Green-CFA and Yellow-CFA 
appointed Sri Lankan consultants to assist the Desk Officers in 1996. At a later 
stage, Red-CFA and Yellow-CFA work was carried out by the consultant 
appointed by the latter. But in early 2000, having reviewed the role and 
contribution of the consultant, Yellow-CFA concluded that the decisions relating 
to grant making should not be and cannot be delegated to a consultant as it is the 
core business of Yellow-CFA. Therefore, it should be part and parcel of the work 
of the Yellow-CFA’s Desk Officer. Only logistical support is expected from the 
consultant (Int. 43). Since 2002, Red-CFA retained his services. In 1996 Green-
CFA appointed a Sri Lankan consultant to assist the head office staff and support 
partners in Sri Lanka. This consultant continues until now. 
 

 
 
Though the gatekeeping role has shifted from leaders of senior and large NGO 
counterparts to consultants, a corresponding change has not taken place at the donor 
level. The Desk Officer or the programme officer still plays a crucial role as the boundary 
spanner and gatekeeper at the donor’s end.  
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The rationale for consultants is that they should play a relatively impartial role in 
facilitating the relationship between donors and NGOs. In practice, this would not always 
be the case. Consultants, however professional and objective they may be, do not 
function in isolation. Their personal and career histories, their religious, class and ethnic 
backgrounds, their political and ideological convictions, as well as their familiarity with 
certain geographic and ethnic segments of the country, could determine or influence their 
choices. They could always bring in the ‘networks’ they are familiar with or promote if 
there is no proper system of checks and balances at the donor level. If the donor is 
entirely dependent on the consultant and has no other channels to check on the 
recommendations of the consultant, then a consultant can wield a great deal of power as a 
gatekeeper cum boundary spanner.  
 
The familiarity and knowledge about each other is very low at the early stage of the 
relationship. The NGOs of our cases had little or no knowledge about CFA policies. All 
they knew were the possibility of accessing funds and others who have been funded by 
the particular donor. The latter ascribes a particular identity to a CFA, on the basis of its 
counterparts. In other words, the counterparts mirror the identity of a donor. This was 
specially the case when CFAs had a particular specialisation of work or nature of 
counterparts. For instance, NOVIB in the eighties had an identity as a human rights 
supporter and promoter. ICCO and CORDAID had Protestant and Catholic identities. 
However, as was explained in the section on the history of CFAs in Sri Lanka, these 
identities became blurred in the late nineties, when they diversified their work areas as 
well as the partner portfolios. In the lack of a clear discernible specialisation on work, 
groups or area, the emerging identity link seems to be that of the local consultant who has 
taken over the reigns of a gatekeeper.  

8.4 Phases of relationship II: Build-up and maturity  

The maintenance of the relationship between NGOs and CFAs takes place under unique 
circumstances. The two organisations and their personnel function from two different 
geographical locations. The appointment of Sri Lanka-based consultants and 
representatives has bridged this distance to some extent. But largely, the relationship 
remains distant. Therefore, a salient feature of the relationship is that it happens in a 
distant and remote mode. The Desk Officer concerned is often responsible for many other 
organisations in the country. She/he may be handling several countries. Therefore, the 
time and effort that can be afforded to one counterpart is rather limited. On the other 
hand, the NGOs too are busy with their activities. Often, the relationship maintainer, the 
boundary spanner of an NGO, is its leader. In many cases, he/she is also engaged in many 
other tasks in the organisation. Therefore, the time that can be allocated to relationship 
maintenance is limited from the Sri Lankan NGO side too. Hence, relationship 
maintenance takes place in an infrequent and fragmented manner. A relationship 
characterised by such distance and remoteness has to invariably depend on periodic and 
momentary measures and actions to keep a tab on how the relationship is progressing. I 
discuss below four such mechanisms and actions: 1) Reporting, 2) Field Visits, 3) Partner 
Consultations, and 4) Evaluations. 
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8.4.1 Reports and reporting  
 
Endless production of documents is perhaps a hallmark of the development industry. This 
could be perhaps because the results that the development industry strives to achieve 
cannot be easily seen. Therefore, the process of working towards results is documented so 
that a reality that is difficult to see can be constructed textually in the form of reports. 
Often, the need for these reports is stressed by donors. The ‘information’ in the form of 
reports, studies and evaluations is what the donors expect in exchange for the financial 
and technical resources they provide to the NGO (Ebrahim 2005).15 Therefore, reports are 
said to be one of the key concerns for donors. Not sending the reports, not sending them 
on time, and the low quality of reports are some of the ‘symptoms’ given by CFAs as 
well as other donors for strains in a relationship. 
 

 
Box 8.2: Reporting requirements and guidelines of CFAs 
 
NOVIB 
Progress Reports (with narrative and financial sections) need to be submitted 
once a year. Reports must be submitted within three months after the end of the 
project year. Annual accounts need to be accompanied by an auditor’s report, to 
be submitted within five months after the end of the project year (NOVIB 
2002:3-4). 
 
HIVOS 
Annual Reports with a narrative, audited accounts and plan for the next year 
need to be submitted. The reports should be submitted within six months after 
the closure of the implementing organisation’s financial year (HIVOS 2002c:3).  
 
CORDAID 
Progress Reports in narrative form need to be submitted every six months and 
once a year. The format and guidelines are given by CORDAID (CORDAID 
2002b). Financial Report and audited statement of accounts to be submitted once 
a year. Format and guidelines differ according to the budget: less than 175,000 
Euros, less than 375,000 Euros, above 375,000 Euros (CORDAID 2002b). 
 

 
Among the case study organisations, three organisations have shown these ‘symptoms’. 
WS is said to have had ‘chronic’ problems in this regard (Int. 25). A desperate letter 
written by WS’ leader to the Green-CFA programme officer a few days before the latter 
went on year-end Christmas vacation shows the nature of this issue: 
 

                                                 
15 The exact model that Ebrahim (2005) presents is an input-output model. The donor provides the inputs 
such as funds, expertise, technical advice, funding trends and networks to the NGO. In return the NGO is 
expected to provide outputs in the form of reports that convey information on easy to measure outputs 
(infrastructure built, funds spent, village organisations created) and hard to measure outcomes (level of 
community organisation, environmental/social/economic impacts of intervention). These outputs would go 
as inputs to the funders as they need such information to raise funds from their own back-donors. Ebrahim 
2005:71-73. 
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I received your letter before, carrying the sad news about not releasing funds until the 
reports are sent. … At the moment we are actually in trouble. We have run out of 
everything [meaning funds]. We are hoping and praying that the balance should reach us 
at any moment. The problem is so great now. We would like to settle loans we borrowed 
from our friends. So please try to do something before Christmas. Let me take this 
opportunity to wish the Green-CFA staff a happy Christmas and a happy new year. Give 
our love to Mariet [previous programme officer] also. So hoping you become Santa16 
and help us. (Letter, 16 December 1997) [emphasis added] 

 
Green-CFA took a sympathetic view towards WS. It tried to convince the counterpart 
how important it is to send reports on time. CFA suggested that its consultant would help 
to ‘develop’ skills of the counterpart in report writing: 

 
WS is an activist organisation with little experience in professional reporting. English 
language skills are weak. Nevertheless, WS does now seem to understand the importance 
of punctual reporting. The guidance of the consultant in Sri Lanka regarding the quality 
of the reporting will continue to be necessary in the foreseeable future. (Green-CFA, 
“Organisation Assessment of WS by Green-CFA, Quality of Reporting: 2-3”, 4 February 
1998)  

 
The file maintained by Red-CFA for SCC provides evidence of the long delays in 
sending in reports and accounts by the latter. However, the delays had not been a serious 
issue to Red-CFA as explained by Gamini: “Once we got a letter [from Red-CFA] saying 
that they will not send us the last instalment until we send the audit report. After a while, 
we found that money has been transferred to our account even without sending the audit 
report!” (Int. 79) 
 
Some case study organisations that send reports of good quality on time as expected by 
donors say something common: Reports are useful for themselves and such exercises 
help them to have an assessment about themselves. For instance, SLFN came to the 
following conclusion:  
 

To a great extent, reports are useful to make an assessment of ourselves. For instance, we 
had a one million target in our signature campaign but we could get only 300,000. We 
had to mention this in our annual report. They asked us to report the actual against the 
target. I liked this – our other donor MISSION doesn’t do this. But Green-CFA reporting 
requirements helped us to judge ourselves. We had an internal discussion on this, 
focusing on as to why we could not achieve a certain target. (Int. 77) 

 
For OFPD, reports are not only useful but also an inspiration for the organisation and its 
staff:  
 

                                                 
16 It is interesting to note that a SNGO sees a donor as Santa Claus who brings nice presents. In fact, at 
ICCO’s international partner consultation held in Noordwijk in November 2002, the Sinterklaasdag (Santa 
Claus Day) was celebrated. ICCO’s project director was dressed up as the Sinterklass while two co-workers 
were painted as Zwarte Pieten (Black Peters, the funny-looking blacks who accompany Sintersklaas). Gifts 
were given to all the participants who represented ICCO’s counterpart organisations from all over the 
world. The Dutch celebrate the Sinterklassdag on 6 December every year. 



Phases and dynamics of relationships 

 187

The reason why we take so much pain to prepare the reports is because we want to 
convey that the work has been done with a lot of dedication, so much spirit and so much 
love for people. If a report from here cannot reflect that, then it’s a dead report. Spending 
time on reports is really worth it because that really reflects the work of our staff. It is 
also an inspiration for them. (Int. 73) 

 
The same sentiment is shared by FFP, which sends bulky reports with many details, 
charts and analyses. 
 

We are the main user of all these documents. The main stakeholder and client of all these 
works is FFP. We share these reports with the donors and other stakeholders too.  

 
We use planning as an internal learning tool. Our progress reports have more information 
than what the donors want. But that additional information is useful for us, for instance, 
the detailed budgets of CBOs. (Int. 75) 

 
While FFP says that the reports are useful for themselves, WS makes an interesting 
comment on the usefulness of reports to themselves and the quality and reliability of the 
information given in reports: 
 

Reports … were they useful for us? No, not in the way we wrote them. It is me who 
wrote them. I first look at the actual budget. Then, I get the work plan. Now when I 
compare the two, with regard to some budget items we have not even spent 20% but at 
the same time we have done a lot of things not in the work plan. So we adjust. These 
kinds of reports are not worth even five cents for us [in Sinhala: eh wage vartha walin 
apita satha pahakinwath proyojanayak nehe]. But if we wrote the truth in our reports we 
could have done a good analysis about ourselves. (Int. 74) 

 
Whilst accepting the legitimacy of donors to ask for reports, the former leader of PAC 
makes a rhetorical argument, reflecting on experience with another Dutch donor: 
 

Once … [a programme officer] made a fuss over a delay [of a report] of three months. I 
wrote to her saying that in the East we measure time not by duration but by experience. 
She got very angry. She said I understand that but we have to work to a time framework. 
I apologised and said that it was a half joke. In the West you eat breakfast at a particular 
time but a fellow in the village eats when he is hungry – that is only if he has got 
something to eat. (Int. 71) 

 
PAC’s founder leader is aware of the kind of reports that bring in donor money 
uninterruptedly. But he has reservations about such fancy reports with photos, charts and 
boxes. Knowing well the reports sent by OFPD, whose office is located in a small room 
in PAC premises, the founder-leader of PAC opines about the OFPD style of reporting that:  
 

I wouldn’t come to that level. But I suppose that’s the way that you got to survive now. I 
won’t sell my soul for that. I want to maintain my own independence and my own 
analysis. Not that I thrust it down the donors’ throats. (Int. 71) 

 
The current leader of PAC tries to understand the gap between itself and the donor. For 
him, it is not a gap created by skills (lack of English language skills and ability to draft 
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reports). Rather it is an expectation gap. He questions whether this gap can be bridged. 
The current leader of PAC reflects on an experience with a Dutch donor: 
 

Nel17 used to tell me this. When she asked a report about a nutrition programme funded 
by them, Fr. Patrick sent a long report starting from the collapse of the Soviet bloc, etc., 
etc. Nel says – we don’t want all that lengthy analysis we just want to know whether the 
nutrition situation among children has changed with our funds or not. The irony is that 
both are correct in their own right. But unfortunately there is no point where both Fr. 
Patrick and Nel could meet. (Int. 72) 

 
Yellow-CFA has made remarks in many instances about the quality of reports by PAC, 
suggesting that the reports lack quality (see more details in the section on withdrawal in 
the next section). The PAC founder-leader’s interpretation is that the tension over reports 
has arisen because of the attitude and style of Desk Officers. His response to the question 
on why Yellow-CFA says that his (PAC’s) reports do not live up to the quality standards 
they expect: 
 

The problem is with Wilma [Desk Officer]. She is asking all kinds of small questions. 
When you answer one, she gives another three four questions. And they ask these 
questions in bad faith. I don’t mind you [me the interviewer] telling this to them. (Int. 71) 

 
It’s not the content of the report that matters … if you are considered bad then your 
reports are bad too … and it is because of the Desk Officer factor. (Int.71) 

 
However, the founder-leader of PAC admits that reporting is a legitimate and acceptable 
requirement: 
 

I don’t object to that at all. They need those progress reports in order to really be in 
partnership. Certainly they would like to know what we are doing – it’s natural. Asking 
reports is legitimate. (Int. 71) 

 
 
8.4.2 Analysis on reports and reporting 
 
The above accounts of our case study experience and views on reports and reporting 
suggest that the case study organisations belong to three strands: 1) those who are not 
sending reports – the ‘neglecters’ – either because they have no skills to do it or they are 
busy doing other things. They do not attach a lot of importance to reporting and hence 
neglect sending reports on time. WS and SCC by and large belong to this strand; 2) the 
‘adherents’, those who furnish exactly or in excess of what the donors expect and claim 
that it is useful to them. OPFD, FFP and SLFN represent this strand; 3) the ‘resisters’, 
those who are not doing it in the way the donors want. These organisations resist and 
challenge the reporting regime, though they acknowledge the legitimacy of reporting. 
PAC belongs to this strand.  
 

                                                 
17 A pseudonym of a CFA Desk Officer. 
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The so-called high quality reports have certain common features. Firstly, they are sent on 
time. There are no inordinate delays in furnishing the reports. They are brief reports in 
not-so-good English. The context analysis is either absent or very short or in ‘bullet’ 
form. A lot of boxes, charts and figures are given. Case studies of ‘success’ stories are 
presented throughout the report. A special feature is an appendix of photo copies of 
newspaper cuttings about the work of the NGO and a ‘gallery’ of photographs of 
different activities of the organisation. The idea behind this visual presentation is a 
response to the donors’ pressure of ‘proving’ what they do. A great deal of quantitative 
details can be seen: 1,000 booklets, 35 goats, 20 workshops, 50 children. In essence, 
these reports are exactly what donors want to receive: short and precise information about 
how the money was spent against the pre-planned budget lines, the deviations (if any) and 
the outcomes of the activities. 
 
The title of OPFD’s progress report for the period September 1999-August 2002 was “We 
Are a Results-oriented Organisation”. This is how OFPD reported its human rights 
programme:  
 

• Subject: Human Rights Program 
• The problem: Among the people of the plantation 65,000 in the Nuwara Eliya District 

and 150,000 all over the country are without NICs (national identity cards) 
• The cause: Non availability of birth certificates, corruption at various levels, the difficult 

procedure and the deep-seated unawareness among people 
• Objective: Ensure issue of NICs for all people of the plantations. Create wide awareness, 

bringing pressure on authorities. 
• Period: Sept 1999-August 2002 
• Plantations covered: (a list given) 
• Activities: Conducting awareness programmes, Conducting awareness mobile service, 

Conducting card issue programme, Mass lobbying 
• Results achieved: 19,814 national identity cards issued, 12,304 birth certificates found, 

Mass scale awareness created, … News items and feature articles in the national dailies 
• Future projections: Totally eradicate the curse of non-availability of identity cards 

among the people of the plantations in the next five years. 
• Indicators: No of persons without NIC decreased, Better awareness about obtaining 

NICs, Recognition of OPFD’s activities. 
• Supporting documents: Reports on awareness programme, mobile programme, List of 

names, Photographs, Feature articles in national press 
 
Those who don’t send ‘good’ reports (from the donors’ point of view) are often not 
punctual in sending them. The form and substance of reports are also very different. 
There is a lengthy description and analysis of the socio, economic and political context in 
the reporting period. This serves as the main component of the report. The rest is a very 
brief description of the activities they have implemented and not implemented during the 
period concerned. There are hardly any charts, tables and photos. Particularly, reports by 
PAC are written in fluent English.  
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Box 8.3: “Expressing the Happiness of Success” 

 
As you are probably well aware about the FFP community development process 
in the plantation sector, we have already achieved certain concrete achievements. 
Even though we have huge success from CBOs, here we are proud of explaining 
the unique achievements of one of the two CBOs. … The two CBOs have 
entered the withdrawal stage and it was decided to withdraw from them by the 
end of December 2003. At this important stage they came up with the annual 
calendar for year 2004 by their own effort. We allow them to work 
independently after the withdrawal and they have proved that that they can do so. 
This is what we expect and we have achieved it. … We hereby enclose two 
calendars from each CBO and we are always willing to share our success and 
happiness with you. (Letter from FFP, 15 December 2003) 
 

 
 
It is indeed interesting to learn how organisations not only adapt to donor requirements 
but also master the craft of writing what exactly the donors want or in excess of that. 
Among our case organisations, such organisations happen to be the ones with relatively 
weak or average English language skills. The reports are replete with grammar and 
spelling mistakes. The so-called low quality information supplier among our cases, PAC, 
happens to have staff with excellent English language skills. In fact, PAC resisted the 
very idea of distilling information in the style that donors require. The comment about Fr. 
Patrick on OPFD-like reports – “I wouldn’t come to that level. But I suppose that’s the 
way that you have to survive now. I won’t sell my soul for that. I want to maintain my 
own independence and my own analysis” – tells us that he knows that this is the kind of 
reports that can bring money. But he refuses to write such reports. 
 
The claims by NGOs about the reports being very useful to them as learning tools can be 
questioned. One of the difficulties I encountered in archival research work in Sri Lanka is 
the accessibility of reports and documents from NGOs. They were either misplaced or 
there were no copies. However, there were stacks of such reports and documents sent by 
Sri Lankan NGOs lying in the partner files and archives of CFA offices in the 
Netherlands. In some cases, it seems that the ‘only’ copy of certain reports can be seen in 
the Netherlands! The accessibility of these reports to the rest of the staff is another 
question because there is a culture of secrecy in NGOs. Often, reports and budgets are 
kept under lock and key in safes.18  
 
                                                 
18 I have a vivid memory of an NGO with whom I had a discussion about its budget as part of an 
assignment of a donor. I wrote a summary of the budget on the whiteboard – it was a select group 
consisting of the leader and a few senior staff – for convenience. When we broke for lunch and were 
leaving for another room, the leader pushed the whiteboard to a small storeroom nearby and locked the 
door. When I asked why, the leader’s response was: ‘By allowing these things to be seen by all and sundry, 
we ask for unnecessary trouble’. In another NGO office I have seen a fax machine being kept in a glass box 
with a lock in the leader’s room. Before the proliferation of email communication, the fax machine in NGO 
offices was a sacred object kept in the leader’s office (or in some cases, in the residence of the leader!), 
mainly because it is primarily meant for receiving messages from the donor. 



Phases and dynamics of relationships 

 191

The CFAs attribute the sub-standard reports or the inordinate delays of sending them to 
lack of skill in the English language and report writing. The degree of fluency in English 
varies in our sample of case studies. Except for the PAC’s founder-leader who was 
educated in the English medium, all other leaders were educated in the vernacular. While 
some can write reasonably good reports, others can at least articulate well, though there 
are plenty of grammar mistakes. If the quality of reports is attributable to fluency in 
English, then PAC’s reports should be considered the best by donors. However, the 
grading it has got for its reports is below average.  
 
A closer look at the tensions over reports and reporting (delays, low quality) illustrates 
that the issue is not the reports per se. The quality of so-called quality information is 
questionable. At best, most of the information can give an idea of the activities or 
outputs. What’s presented as impact is often unclear and vague. Consider the following 
extract of the report of SLFN (see Box 8.4) whose reports are generally commended by 
its donor, Green-CFA:  
 

 
Box 8.4: Questioning the goodness of a ‘Good report’ 
 
Income generation programme 

• Activity: Coir machine provided 
• Organisation: xxxxxx 
• No. of persons: 05 
• Result: Provided five coir machines for five members as a loan scheme. 

This is a revolving loan scheme among the community members. 
• Impact: Providing coir machines helped the community members to 

release from the machine owners’ exploitation and earn reasonable 
income from the coir productions. 

 
SLFN. “Progress Report 2000-2001”, 59 
 

 
 
The activity and result are more or less the same. The impact makes a big claim but does 
not say anything about the exploitation before and how it was challenged by the project 
activities. The information about ‘reasonable income’ remains vague and ambiguous 
without any substantiation. I am not arguing here for a case to substantiate with facts and 
figures and means of verification. What the above example stresses is the nature of so-
called informative and good quality reports. Box 8.5 explains how such reports are 
assessed by the relevant CFA. What matters is the overall report, not the hard facts. 
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Box 8.5: CFA’s Conclusion about a ‘Good Report’ 
 
Conclusion  
A short but comprehensive report 
The progress report contains 
• a summary of the report which highlight the core activities and the context 

where SLFN has to work on and the reasons of some variance. 
• The political and economic context from the fisheries perspective 
• Developments in the internal organisation including development of its 

member organisations 
• A logframe presentation of planned vs. actual results of activities including 

clarification of variations 
• Result analysis of programme and activities/lessons learnt and findings of 

external evaluation of May 2002 
• Analysis of its relationship with other stakeholders including foreign 

organisations 
• A good photo overview of some of its activities 
 
Progress report is approved 
 
Green-CFA. Rapportage – conclusies en aandachtspunten, 28 July 2003 

 
 
 
It is doubtful whether the Desk Officers, who are already burdened with multiple tasks 
and work a limited number of hours (most work three days a week), actually thoroughly 
study these reports or read them at all. During my archival research a sarcastic remark by 
an administrative staffperson of a CFA who saw me behind piles of reports sent by NGOs 
was: ‘how nice, at least these reports are going to be read by someone’. The content of 
the reports of counterparts summarised in Dutch is even more ambiguous and vague. 
Often such summaries can be seen in ‘kenschets’ that are submitted to the Ministry by the 
CFAs. In my efforts to understand these ‘kenschets’, I used to consult the secretaries of 
Desk Officers. The answer I got from one secretary was: “Even being a native speaker, I 
don't always find them very clear”. Therefore, what is most important is the acceptance 
and adherence to the ‘reporting regime’ and not so much the quality of reports per se. 
This is what we understood as acquiescence in our theoretical discussion on outcomes of 
IORs. Acquiescence is closely linked to power. One would accept another’s conditions 
either voluntarily or due to the relative power that the other would exercise. In our cases 
we found the CFA concerned has the power to control the capital resources.19 Therefore, 
acquiescence on the part of the receiver is influenced by the fear of losing funds, and 
reports have very little to do with reporting. Instead, this has to do with the exercise of 

                                                 
19 Exceptions are not ruled out here. A very small number of powerful NGOs can exert influence on donors. 
For instance, when Yellow-CFA decided to station a representative in Sri Lanka, the leader of Yellow-
CFA’s biggest counterpart rejected the idea. The Yellow-CFA appointed a country representative but he 
was not expected to scrutinise the work of the concerned NGO. He was only advised to pay courtesy visits. 
The relations were maintained between the leader of the NGO and The Hague. This shows the power that 
the NGO as well its leader wielded in the late seventies. Int. 44.  
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power and the response in terms of resistance or acquiescence. Hence, I understand 
reports and reporting as a ‘regime’ in development cooperation rather than a mere 
requirement to send reports.  
 
 
8.4.3 Field visits by CFA staff 
 
The so-called field visit or a duty trip of a programme officer is the main opportunity for 
the two parties to have a direct, face-to-face communication. For the most part, the 
donors see what they support through paper realities (Hilhorst 2003), i.e., through reports. 
But the field visits are an opportunity to ‘see for themselves’ the organisations the donors 
have been supporting as well as the work carried out by them.  
 

 
Box 8.6: Duty trips and field visits by CFA staff 
 
NOVIB’s policy is that every partner should be visited at least once a year. In 
practice, NOVIB, HIVOS and CORDAID staff make 1-2 field visits to Sri Lanka 
every year. The typical duration of a visit for each organisation: NOVIB 10-21 
days, HIVOS 14-21 days, and CORDAID 14 days. In the case of NOVIB and 
CORDAID, the programme officer and finance officer (not always) make field 
visits, while in HIVOS it is only the programme officer. Occasionally, the heads 
of the regional bureau, policy staff and other experts visit the partners. Time 
spent with each partner ranges from two hours to half a day to a full day. 
Guidelines are given for CORDAID staff for duty trips and how to report back. 
The programme officers of other agencies too file a report on their field visits. 
 
Source: Interviews with CFA staff and various internal documents 
 

 
 
Our case study organisations have had varied experiences of field visits. But the majority 
question the usefulness of a field visit, given the way it is practiced now. The SCC’s 
experience with its donor Red-CFA for nearly 15 years is the following:  

 
During this whole period they [Red-CFA] have made only a couple of visits to us. And 
even that’s for about 30 minutes. Sometimes they come to Sri Lanka but don’t have time 
for us. Perhaps it’s because our budget was too small. (Int. 78)  

 
OFPD’s experience is no different from SCC though it has been visited regularly. OFPD 
expects more from a field visit and is obviously not happy with what it gets now: 
 

Even if they [donors] come to office, they spend maximum an hour or two. The 
discussion is rushed as they are in a hurry to visit another organisation. Every time they 
came, it appeared to be so. Every time, they suggest that the process should be changed 
but it never happened. (Int. 73) 
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WS’ experience and thinking is similar but it goes a step further and raises questions 
about the quality of the dialogue taking place between it and the donor. Here, unlike the 
above case study organisations, WS does not pin the blame on the donor only. Instead, 
WS makes a self-criticism:  
 

Once in a while they come here to meet about 20, 30 organisations. During that time they 
run here and there like mad dogs [in Sinhala: pissu ballo wage ehetai mehetai 
duwanawaa]. They spend about half a day with us. They ask a few questions from us. In 
most cases, we give answers that Julie [name of the then programme officer] likes to hear 
[in Sinhala: Julie kemathi uththara api denawa]. That’s what we did. Normally the 
discussion takes place in a rush. So if you are clever enough you can give the right kind 
of answers and get the money. This is what happens in many cases. (Int. 74)  
 

The experience of FFP is entirely different from the rest. They are very positive about the 
process and outcomes of field visits by a programme officer of their donor: 
 

They spend a day or two with us. Half of the time, we spend visiting the field. First we do 
a review of our organisation in order to update the donor on the developments on our 
part. Then we go into a detailed discussion in the areas of funding. We allow them to 
raise questions about our work, and we make it a point to express our views on such 
matters. Then we take them for a field visit, then after the field visit we have another 
discussion to hear their comments and suggestions on our work. The visits to field work 
with the donor help us to convince them on any point we want to put forward. For 
instance, if we want to make an adjustment to our operational plan which is different 
from our master plan. We also allow time to make clarifications on financial reports, 
audit reports. This is a very good way of communication rather than email. (Int. 76) 

 
Do Sri Lankan NGOs make visits to donor countries? This happens very rarely. From our 
case study organisations, only PAC’s founder-leader and the current leader have visited 
the office of the Yellow-CFA. The founder-leader of PAC had been invited by Yellow-
CFA to attend one of its partner meetings held in the Netherlands in 1993. Nihal, the 
current leader, has visited the Yellow-CFA office to discuss matters relating to a partners’ 
meeting of PAC. At that time, Nihal was studying in a European university. If the timing 
of the field visit coincides with the receipt of application of new counterparts, the Desk 
Officers normally visit such applicants. However, since the visits are infrequent and the 
time in visits is limited, initial identification happens either through the consultants and/or 
what is presented on paper.  
 
 
8.4.4 Analysis of field visits 
 
The visits are short and less frequent. At best, Desk Officers get an impression about 
what is being done. However, the face-to-face interaction serves an important role in 
sustaining the relationship (Mawdsley et al. 2002). For the NGO that is being supported, 
the field visit by the CFA is an opportunity to show off the work it has been carrying out. 
Specially the ones with field operations would love to take the donor around to show 
what they have been doing and arrange meetings with the so-called ‘beneficiaries’. The 
leaders who articulate well in English would prefer to have long chats with the Desk 
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Officers. This is again to impress, prove and convince the CFA about the ‘good’ work 
they have been doing. The face-to-face interaction is also used to negotiate with the CFA, 
often about the next phase of support, or an expansion of work on a special project. 
Leaders of NGOs make use of the presence of the CFA to put pressure on the latter.20 The 
big counterparts go to the extent of controlling the entire stay of the Desk Officer: “They 
come and pick you up from the airport, bring you to a hotel and provide you with a car. 
They want to control your whole stay in the country. You have no more freedom to do 
other things. Sometimes I say, take the car – I don’t need it today and I need to be on my 
own” (Int. 42).  
 
The programme officer plays the role of a judge in the field visits. At one level she/he 
makes judgments about her/his own decisions that were based on a project application or 
a recommendation of a consultant. The notes of Desk Officers in their duty trip reports 
are mostly on the lines of confirmation or disconfirmation of their prior impressions 
formed on the basis of project documents. This is clearly reflected in the reports they 
write about field visits. Recommendations as to what the donor should do next with the 
partners are often conceived during the field visits.  
 
There is also an element of adventurism and tourism in field visits. In the interviews with 
Desk Officers I noticed that they enjoy the long trips to remote areas and conflict areas. 
In my conversations with Desk Officers about their recent field visit, common remarks 
made with some pride were that “I went to Jaffna” or “I met with some militants”. The 
clever NGO leaders are aware of this trend among donors. Though the time is short, the 
Desk Officer is given a ‘package’ of adventurism and tourism in addition to the work 
proper. I have observed the trouble that NGOs take to organise field visits: arranging a 
flower-garland, making an exotic Sri Lankan meal, or the sophisticated Colombo-types 
taking the Desk Officer to a meal at the Galle Face Hotel,21 a cultural show, excursion to 
an ancient temple or a rain forest on the way to the ‘field’. The personal photographic 
albums of Desk Officers I have seen are full of such adventure/tourist photos.  
 
Why do certain counterparts get extensive attention and others very little in field visits of 
Desk Officers? This is an issue to be probed further. From the accounts before, a pattern 
can be discerned. Generally, the visits are very short, ranging from two hours to half a 
day. Only FFP claims that it got two days from the Desk Officer. SCC in its nearly 15 
years of relationship had had only a couple of opportunities to meet with the Desk 
Officer. For instance, why were the Red-CFA Desk Officers not interested in visiting 
SCC in their field visits? Is it because SCC was an organisation whose work and ideas of 
its leaders could not be understood by the CFA concerned? And why did the Yellow-
CFA Desk Officer spend 1.5 to 2 days with FFP? Is it because FFP was an ideal partner 
that had everything that a donor would expect? Is the time and attention paid to 
counterparts dependent on the reputation that the CFAs can derive from their 

                                                 
20 A Desk Officer of Red-CFA cited an example of one of its partners who brought a huge crowd to the 
hotel where she was saying when the CFA and the NGO had tense relations about the continuity of support. 
The Desk Officer asked the leader whether he brought the crowd to threaten or impress her. Int. 11.  
21 A hotel built in 1864 during colonial times, which is favoured by many tourists for its old charm. 
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counterparts? These questions arising from this discussion will be addressed in the 
ensuing chapters. 
 
 
8.4.5 Forms and quality of communication  
 
The common forms of communication between CFAs and their counterparts are: email, 
letters (despite email this still continues), faxes (used only to convey urgent messages), 
telephone calls (very rare) and field visits. The frequency and speed of communication 
between the two parties has increased with the introduction of email. Other than SCC, all 
case study organisations have email facilities in their respective offices. SCC 
sends/receives email through an email account of another NGO located close by.  
 
Among the case study organisations, PAC is the most enthusiastic and vociferous 
communicator by way of letters and email. Correspondence by PAC on common issues 
with its donors, including Yellow-CFA, is well maintained in the archives of PAC. Both 
Fr. Patrick and Nihal have access to many international publications through which they 
follow the trends and issues in development aid and donors. Therefore, they have shown 
eagerness to learn more and sometimes question the donors about such issues. PAC has 
also been a very enthusiastic and serious correspondent on policy and advocacy related 
updates sent by their donor, the Yellow-CFA. In one instance, when Yellow-CFA’s head 
informed its counterparts that it would launch a new campaign under the theme ‘one 
world’, which rejects the idea of the ‘third world’.22 PAC was quick to react. It challenged 
Yellow-CFA’s thinking23 and wanted to have a dialogue with Yellow-CFA on this issue. 
Though PAC has been very serious in discussing these issues with Yellow-CFA, the 
response from the latter has been lukewarm. Typically, the response, as seen in the 
correspondence files, would be an acknowledgement in a line or two and sometimes no 
responses at all.  
 
The NGO leader’s language skills, (now) IT skills, and the perceived distance between 
the NGO leader and the programme officer of the CFA are major determinants that 
facilitate a smooth and frequent communication. PAC’s former leader belongs to a 
generation of Sri Lankans who studied in the English medium. In addition, he had also 
studied in European and other foreign universities for long periods. Nihal, his successor, 

                                                 
 
22 “We should get rid of the idea of the ‘Third World’. There is only one world. In which each person has a 
right to education, enough food, healthcare, respect and freedom of expression; in short the freedom to be 
able to develop”. Extracts from the circular sent by the Yellow-CFA director to its counterparts worldwide, 
27 March 2001. 
23 Nihal’s letter of 30 April 2001 addressed to the overall head of Yellow-CFA asserted that: “It could be a 
disastrous move to “get rid of the idea of the Third World at this juncture. There is not only Third World 
but also a ‘Fourth World’ emerging, that is the women and the minority in the Third World. When a Fourth 
World is emerging because of the unfair conditions imposed by the WB/IMF and G7 (that is, First World) 
on the Third World, it is not logical and ethical to ‘get rid of the idea of the Third World’. We cannot think 
that there is a ‘One World’. If we take this stand, we assume that there no injustice, unfair relationships and 
link between the First and Third World, which is utterly wrong and misleading”.  
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did a post-graduate diploma and a Master’s degree in Europe. He travels abroad 
frequently. All this increases their ability to communicate with their donors easily. 
 
Jude is the only staff person of WS who can write in English. Therefore, the entire 
responsibility of written communication with the donor rests on Jude’s shoulder. 
Listening to Jude makes one think communication is hampered only because of the 
constraints in language:  
 

I think we are the weakest when it comes to that [communication]. The lack of time may 
be the reason. Or the lack of skills. But it’s not an excuse as we could have done it in 
Sinhala and get it translated by giving some 1,000 bucks to someone. (Int. 74) 

 
In the case of SCC, the correspondence is limited from both sides. The substance of 
communication takes a minimum form. Communication is claimed to be smooth between 
FFP and its donor, Yellow-CFA (Int. 43). Letters/email from FFP take a somewhat 
formal style, according a lot of respect for Yellow-CFA. But the letters are very long, 
detailed and informative. FFP’s enthusiasm for work and eagerness to discuss things with 
the donor is clearly reflected in its communications.  
 
 
8.4.6 Analysis on forms and quality of communication 
 
When there is an element of informality in communication it seems to help parties to 
improve communication and the relationship. SLFN’s correspondence is different from 
others. The email from Christy is not that frequent but the content carries some friendly 
and informal accent. He also discusses common issues that are not directly related to its 
work with Julie, the Desk Officer. The email from Julie in response carry the same 
accent. Christy’s English writing skills are as not good as those of Fr. Patrick. But Christy 
writes with some confidence treating the CFA in a very informal and friendly way. 
 
The English writing skills of the OPFD leadership are on the same level as SLFN’s 
leadership. But OFPD communications – letter and email – carry a formal accent. The 
letters are strictly confined to ‘business’, on what they do. Their communications display 
a great deal of respect and gratitude to the CFA. The perceived distance between the two 
parties seems to be very wide. PAC letters and emails differ in their substance in different 
periods. A common thread that runs through the correspondence of PAC in the seventies 
and eighties is the ideology and convictions that donors and PAC shared. Such a 
character in communication can be observed till 1994. For example, in 1994 Fr. Patrick 
wrote a letter of appreciation to the overall head of Yellow-CFA: 
 

Thank you for the very beautiful and instructive 1995 Yellow-CFA calendar. It will help 
us to remember how much we owe to your partnership with persons like those at Yellow-
CFA at present, particularly Annie and Viveca. … ‘the time had come to leave the policy 
of charity behind’ [a quote from the calendar]. I couldn’t agree more, but would continue 
and move on towards justice and sustainable approach. (Letter, 12 December 1994) 
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However, this form of communication changed in the nineties. The letters and email not 
only became less friendly but also antagonistic. PAC has always expressed its frank and 
honest views with donors. It challenged the donors in many aspects of their work. This 
style of communication is very rare among Sri Lankan NGOs. The following letter 
(written in response to a general letter on ‘getting rid of the term ‘third world’ as it is 
obsolete and irrelevant now’ sent by the overall head of Yellow-CFA) is one example of 
the open and frank communication during the period when the relationship was gradually 
decaying.  
 

The donors must not be donors, but partners. They donate the money. Honest receivers 
(and of course unfortunately far from all are honest) donate energy, work, sweat and 
labour for allowances that bear no comparison with allowances paid in donor 
organisations. Who donates more to the cause of liberation and true development? 
 
Personally I smiled sadly when donors wrote to me (when I was in charge at PAC) that 
they were going on holiday from such a date to such a date to various countries. Who 
among the PAC allowance/salary receivers can afford to spend even a weekend holiday 
with their families a few miles distant from their home? This worried me greatly, even 
though I personally have not received an allowance, not because I am in any way better 
than my colleagues, but for certain specific circumstantial reasons. 
 
Finally, may I make some remark about the evaluation? A Yellow-CFA-sponsored 
evaluation is going on and I am told it is going to cost Yellow-CFA nearly Rs.500,000. 
When PAC budgeted for such overall evaluation when I was in charge we asked for only 
Rs. 50,000 to pay evaluators, typing costs, etc. I would never have been able to pay the 
evaluators Rs. 9,000 (US $100) per day without causing turmoil among my PAC 
colleagues who on an average do not receive Rs. 9,000 per month! Isn’t that a difference 
between the First World and the Third World? 
 
So that is my response to your thought-provoking letter. And now it’s my turn to ask you 
for a reaction to my response. (Letter from PAC founder-leader, 2 May 2001) 

 
I found no reply to this letter in correspondence files maintained by PAC or Yellow-CFA.  
 
 
8.4.7 Partner consultations and policy dialogue 
 
While bilateral links are maintained through correspondence and field visits, what are 
called ‘partner consultations’ are held to have conversations on broader policy issues on a 
collective basis with the counterparts of a particular country or region. Sometimes, these 
consultations are also held at the international level. Partner consultations are held to 
discuss a range of issues that affect the work of both parties. NOVIB and ICCO could 
boast of long traditions of partner consultations. NOVIB used to hold partners’ 
consultations at national, regional and international levels. In Sri Lanka, until around 
1999, national-level consultations were held regularly. Since then, they were replaced by 
bilateral discussions (Int. 43). HIVOS started convening partners’ consultations from 
2002 (to introduce the new country policy). HIVOS’ 2004 consultation was on ‘results 
measurement’. CORDAID has held only one consultation in Sri Lanka for its 
counterparts. 
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The NGO leaders expressed mixed feelings about these consultations and policy 
dialogues. For Nihal of PAC, this is an important issue that should be taken up when 
discussing partnership: 
 

That’s where the real problem lies. That’s where I realised how strongly this whole thing 
is donor driven. Initially, the donors were very liberal when their mandate was wide. So, 
any of our concerns or issues could be accommodated within that wide frame work. But 
later they had a very narrow framework in which they could not accommodate many of 
our concerns. We discussed some of those issues but I think it was an artificial 
discussion. Once, Yellow-CFA had a discussion with their partners in Colombo. We were 
told that they found a new approach where human rights and development work could go 
hand in hand. I told them that you are telling us a hell of a story. It was we who were 
doing this kind of thing all this time. But at that time you said we should not mix things 
up and asked us to treat them separately. So we did like that. But now you come up with a 
different story. I made a strong critique of their approach. She didn’t answer my 
questions I think she admitted my point by not defending. (Int. 72) 

 
FFP, which is usually less critical about donors, has some strong sentiments about the 
quality of the dialogue: 
 

It’s true that our relationship with Yellow-CFA was a smooth one. But being smooth is 
useless if we can’t influence their policy. If our relationship was strong why couldn’t we 
influence their policy? Although there is flexibility in some of their work, we have seen 
the rigid and bureaucratic nature. Perhaps it’s their organisational culture. At the Desk 
Officer level there is flexibility, but the policy seems to be very rigid. There is no space 
for dialogue in policy matters. (Int. 75) 

 
OFPD is optimistic about the consultation process. According to OFPD, its donor, Red-
CFA, had consulted it on policy changes. Says Antony: “Yes! A draft was sent to us. And 
they had a two-day consultation. All partners were invited. We had the chance to discuss” 
(Int. 73).  
 
Is partner consultation and policy dialogue a preserve of the donors? Is it only the donors 
who could initiate such consultations and dialogues? These are some of the questions that 
are left unanswered by CFAs. Generally, SNGOs do not make any effort to question this 
or initiate a discussion. One exception is PAC, which took the initiative to convene a 
partners meeting to have a dialogue with the donors. The result was an outright turning 
down of the invitation by SHARE24 leaving no space for further conversation. The 
following communications between PAC and SHARE give evidence of the kind of 
response to initiatives taken by receivers for dialogue with donors.  
 

We also discussed certain practices now warmly recommended to social organisations in 
the Third World countries by donor agencies: PRA, RRA Logical Framework Approach, 
Institutional Development and Organisational Strengthening. In our careful opinion, these 
practices both de-radicalise and demoralise. SHARE whose solidarity and idealism so 
much inspired us before 1990 seems, most sadly to us, to be among these donor agencies. 
We hope we are wrong. … To explain our anxieties and hear directly your kind 

                                                 
24 A European aid agency that co-funded PAC with Yellow-CFA and others. 
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responses, we suggest that we all meet together with others such as, all partners of 
SHARE on Sunday 15 November 1998 at 10.30 a.m. … Kurunegala, Sri Lanka. (Email 
from PAC founder-leader, 7 September 1998) 

 
What incredible arrogance! I fear that we shall be unable to meet with you on 15 
November. (Email from SHARE head of Asia, 7 September 1998) 

 
A pity we cannot have the meeting on Nov 15. John replied earlier and accused us of 
“incredible arrogance”. I wonder where John saw arrogance. Furthermore, he thought the 
meeting was to be with PAC. It was to be with SHARE’s existing and former partners 
and was to be held in Kurunegala. Those asking for the meeting were persons who valued 
the partnership with SHARE and most of them were Christians committed to the struggle 
for justice in Christ’s name. At least assure John that no one wanted to be arrogant. We 
have to continue to be friends and partners. (Email from PAC to SHARE programme 
officer in charge of Sri Lanka, 18 September 1998) 

 
 
8.4.8 Analysis on partners’ consultations  
 
The partner consultations, though initiated at the will of the donors, give the opportunity 
to have some form of exchange of views between a group of NGO representatives and 
their donors. In principle, partner consultations allow discussions for counterparts to 
voice common concerns about their work, broader issues that they as well as the donor 
should address and clarify the policies/procedures of donors. Potentially, partner 
consultations could be used as a forum where the NGOs can act as a formidable force, 
based on their collective strength to negotiate a common issue with their donor. However, 
this happens very rarely in practice. The majority would try their best to convince the 
donor how great their work is, leaving little scope for collective action. Partner 
consultations often become arenas for ego battles of a few heavyweight NGO champions 
while many, including the donor representatives, become mere onlookers. However, the 
light-weight NGO leaders would make sure that they are present. It is very rare for NGO 
leaders not to show up at these meetings as their absence would be considered a lack of 
respect and seriousness by their donors. Hence, a leader of an NGO supported by Green-
CFA said in his interview that they would attend these meetings no matter what.25 
 
There have been some exceptional situations in partner consultations where NGO leaders 
have had the guts to challenge or in some occasions ridicule the CFA representatives. 
One such example was Nihal, the current leader of PAC who challenged the Desk Officer 
and head of the bureau at a partners’ consultation when they announced Yellow-CFA’s 
new approach, which brings together development and rights issues. I quoted before what 
Nihal said in this regard. The other example was the leader of the Civil Rights 
Movement, a pioneer human rights organisation. She sarcastically asked the CFA 
representatives: “Is it only now that Yellow-CFA has picked up this approach, which has 
already been hacked by many for many years? But still we appreciate your efforts of 

                                                 
25 His Sinhalese expression was “baapalaa, punchi-ammalaa aawama mona wedak thibunath damala 
gahala api enawaa”, literally meaning “when aunts and uncles are around we come to see them just leaving 
behind the most pressing work we have”.  
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learning – it is better late than never!!”26 Perhaps such embarrassing experiences in public 
meetings have influenced the Yellow-CFA to abandon the partner consultations in the 
late nineties and resort to a rather tête-à-tête approach in its exchanges with counterparts 
in Sri Lanka. While Yellow-CFA abandoned its tradition of partners’ consultations, Red-
CFA and Green-CFA started to convene partners’ consultations since early 2000. 
However, these consultations were largely used as forums to ‘announce’ the new policies 
or procedures of CFAs.  
 
We clearly see the power at play in partners’ consultations. A partners’ consultation 
becomes a partners’ consultation only when it is convened by donors. Though CFAs were 
not involved, PAC’s experience shows how a donor resisted its initiative of convening a 
partners’ meeting to discuss some common concerns. Therefore, partners’ consultations 
can be considered a prerogative of donors. We saw how and why NGO leaders attend 
partners’ consultations and their conduct in such meetings, their reluctance to act as a 
collective force. The exceptional case of challenging donors is a rare occasion where 
power play has been tilted towards the NGOs. But then again, these situations could have 
probably been the reason to abandon partners’ consultations towards the late nineties, 
which reinforced the power balance towards the donor.  
 
 
8.4.7 Evaluations: A learning tool, a weapon or a ritual? 
 
Evaluation in development cooperation is understood as a learning exercise (Ebrahim 
2005) and a ritual that legitimises the system (Tvedt 1998). It is used as a major tool in 
determining the continuity of a relationship. In principle, nobody opposes evaluations. 
The case study organisations acknowledged the need for and legitimacy of evaluations. 
But they questioned the ‘way’ the evaluations were being conducted, i.e., the design and 
process of evaluation. Antony’s observations are along these lines: 
 

I would say I am partly happy [about evaluations]. They should have devoted more time. 
It was a case of only one day in the office and one day in the field and that really doesn’t 
give the picture. Due to lack of time they came to some conclusions without proper 
investigation. They would speak to two or three women and conclude that our gender 
representation is weak. I think the purpose of the evaluation was to drop some of the 
partners of Red-CFA as they had lot of partners in the plantation areas. That’s why the 
evaluation was done in a hasty manner. (Int. 73) 

 
It should be noted that the OFPD evaluation was different from the usual one that focuses 
on a single organisation. The exercise that OFPD mentions was an evaluation of Red-
CFA partners working in plantation areas. SCC’s experience in its one-and-only 
evaluation in its entire relational period with Red-CFA is along the same lines: 
 

We suggested a few names of people who happen to know the donor side and also have a 
good understanding about us. We felt that it was very difficult for a total outsider to 

                                                 
26 Interview with Wimal Fernando, a participant at the above partners’ consultation. 
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understand the complications within ourselves. But our suggestions were not accepted. 
Finally their consultants did the evaluation. But they gave a fairly good report. (Int. 79) 
 

WS in its entire relationship (eight years) with Green-CFA did not undergo any external 
evaluation commissioned by the latter. The leader of WS while questioning the way 
evaluations are carried out, expressed his overall cynicism about evaluations.  
 

I have lot of reservations about the evaluations commissioned by donors. … They usually 
speak to other organisations. Now, if someone asks me, will I say something against 
another organisation to stop their funding? We will come up with a diplomatic and 
balanced answer. Evaluations are also done in a hasty manner. They are not serious 
exercises. (Int. 74) 

 
SCC too shares this cynicism, which extends to the entire Sri Lankan NGO-donor 
system:  

 
The truth is that the [Sri Lankan] NGOs take donors for a ride. The donors may also take 
their own higher ups for a similar ride. I cannot prove this but it could well be the case. If 
not why can’t they see the frauds of NGOs with all the evaluations and monitoring they 
do? Sometimes critiques from the grassroots are being conveyed to the evaluators. But 
the evaluators pay little or no attention to such matters. Their deal is mainly with the 
higher ups of the organisations. They mention briefly about the complaints but finally 
come up with an evaluation which is in favour of the higher ups. The evaluators don’t 
want to rock the boat. Once an evaluator met me as part of an (…) [a partner Yellow-
CFA] evaluation, having listened to my critique he said I am a communist! That was the 
only thing he had to say! … Evaluators only scratch the surface. (Int. 79) 

 
[Was the evaluation of any use to us?] By that time we have already realised some of our 
lapses and weaknesses. With or without the evaluation we have started a process to 
rectify them. The evaluation report is not a very in-depth one. Self critique is an integral 
part of our political orientation. So we usually have very in depth discussions on our 
work. Actually there’s no critique in the report. If we did the evaluation ourselves it 
would be a very rigorous and a merciless one. But on the other hand it will be self-
suicidal [in Sinhala: apima belle wela daa gannawaa wage wedak]. (Int. 79)  

 
However, FFP’s experience is different. It is positive about both the need for evaluations 
and also the way they are practiced. The deputy leader at FFP shares his experience on 
evaluations: 
 

Our evaluation process was carried out in a very democratic manner, they didn’t 
prescribe whom we should work with. They left the decision with us. We could have 
selected a local but we requested them to come up with some Asians. (Int. 75) 

 
What are the outcomes of evaluations? Though SCC had reservations about the process 
of the evaluation, they were happy with the outcome: 
 

It wasn’t a problem. We gave our support, we were happy about the report. If not for the 
report we wouldn’t have got money for the last two years. (Int. 78) 
 



Phases and dynamics of relationships 

 203

But Marian [Desk Officer of Red-CFA] didn’t accept the report as it is. What we 
understood from a discussion with us later, was that she’s not in agreement with the 
evaluation. Perhaps they expected a more negative report. (Int. 79) 

 
As was said about its experience in the process of evaluations, FFP is also positive about 
the usefulness of evaluations: 
 

Even at evaluations we tried to learn something new, that’s why we got external people. 
Our evaluations went very smoothly. During our last evaluation Yellow-CFA suggested 
another South Asian. Yellow-CFA asked us whether it’s okay to have (…) as she does 
very critical evaluations. We wondered why Yellow-CFA made special mention about 
being critical. We got to know from other sources that (…) does evaluations as an 
investigator, she doesn’t listen to others and she thinks that she knows everything, and 
it’s very difficult to get a positive report from her. But we still wanted to go ahead with 
her. We experienced some of these aspects of her in the evaluation (there was a conflict 
between her and the local evaluator also), but we are happy with the critical remarks she 
made, we took it positively. Her analytical report is beneficial both to the donor and FFP. 
(Int. 76) 

 
Having given a general view on the experience of case study organisations on 
evaluations, an extended case of an evaluation is presented below. 
 
 
8.4.8. 1 Evaluation of PAC 
 
PAC had had external evaluations at regular intervals since its inception in the 
seventies.27 These evaluations were mostly initiated by PAC itself. However, the last 
evaluation it had in May 2001 went through a rocky process. The process of evaluation 
and also the report brought about a barrage of communications – mostly allegations and 
counter-allegations – that brought up perceptions about each other that were not hitherto 
expressed. Hence, it warrants a special and detailed presentation for analysis. It is 
important to present some background information to put the case in proper perspective. 
The need for an evaluation was raised by Yellow-CFA in early 2001. During this time, a 
proposal for the period from 1 April 2001-31 March 2004 was sent by PAC to Yellow-
CFA as well as to other co-funders. The processing of this proposal was kept on hold in 
view of the evaluation.28.The evaluation took place in April 2001 and the report came out 
in June.  
 
From the very beginning, the evaluation process was replete with disagreements. There 
were disagreements and concerns about the Terms of Reference (ToR), the choice of 
evaluators and fees involved. Two Sri Lankans were selected as evaluators, one 
nominated by PAC and the other by Yellow-CFA. Finally, when the report came out, 

                                                 
27 1976, 1978, 1984, 1986, 1988, 1993, 1998. Yellow-CFA. Counterpart Description of PAC, 2 October 
2001. 
28 Wilma’s email of 26 April 2001: “We are not in a position to transfer the first instalment of the new 
project proposal. As you know this proposal is not yet approved and cannot be approved. The agreement 
was to conduct the evaluation first”. 
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there was no agreement as to who should respond first. Each party wanted the other to 
respond first. After a tug of war, Wilma, the Desk Officer of Yellow-CFA, gave in and 
made her initial comments: 
 

Strong points: The evaluation is well written. Aspects which came out as very positive 
are the participatory method in planning and implementing activities involving target 
groups, the extensive knowledge and understanding of the plantations and the people who 
live and work there. An important asset to PAC is the strongly committed team. 
Encouraging CBO’s to demand existing government services is as well a very good 
approach as all needs cannot be realised by NGOs. Taking up a broad range of activities 
based on the priorities set by the people got a positive remark by the evaluators. … To 
conclude I would like to mention that in my view the report is not challenging and/or 
questioning the choices made by PAC. It assesses existing activities and is not so much 
looking at more innovative possibilities in order to achieve maximum results with limited 
financial resources. In order to have a larger long-term strategic impact much has to 
improve, especially at management level. (Extracts from Wilma’s email to PAC, 10 July 
2001) 

 
This prompted an angry response from PAC. It went to the extent of dissecting Wilma’s 
letter into minute details and interpretations made on the same:  
 

Your response to the Evaluation Report which you have, we expect, circulated to all 
donors has 8 lines of Strong Points, 34 Questions and 32 Concerns which are also 
Questions and Misgivings. As a first response to your response, we think that your 
response regards not so much what the evaluators have said but what they did not say and 
what you believe they should have said. … We are now wondering whether you regret 
our suggestion of (…) [evaluator 1] as evaluator and even your own (…) [evaluator 2]. 
(Extracts from PAC email to Wilma, 15 July 2001) 

 
Wilma, who was at the receiving end, shares her thoughts with the evaluator who was 
nominated by Yellow-CFA. She explains her role, intentions and interpretation about 
PAC’s behaviour: 
 

Defensive, by giving my response I want to evoke a critical dialogue. My impression is 
that things with PAC are alright as long as you do not ask critical questions. For months I 
am corresponding with them on the new budget and answers just do not come forward 
which is frustrating. It does not show much of a transparent and learning attitude. It also 
has an undertone as if Yellow-CFA is not concerned about the poor but only PAC is! 
(Email, 17 July 2001)  

 
Wilma expressed similar sentiments even before the evaluation began. The following are 
extracts of Wilma’s email to another donor that is co-funding PAC. Again, she tries to 
clarify what her role and intension were: 
 

For me, I have no bad intention but forced myself to take a close look at it [PAC]. This is 
for me the momentum: evaluation and decision on next funding period. Therefore I spent 
time on the ToR and on contacting donors. PAC may explain this as a coup d’etat against 
them, which absolutely is not the case. But for me the evaluation will be the major 



Phases and dynamics of relationships 

 205

indicator for continuation, phasing out or a smaller contribution and that I have written to 
them. (Email, 8 March 2001) 

 
 
8.4.9 Analysis on evaluations 
 
The views of most case study organisations on evaluations express a clear scepticism. 
Though the need for evaluations is not disputed, the manner in which the evaluations are 
conducted is questioned. The evaluations are perceived as hasty and superficial exercises 
that are mostly done at the will of the CFAs. The case study organisations question 
themselves about how to take part in evaluations. This raises issues about those who 
promote evaluations as a learning exercise. From our cases only FFP sees evaluations as a 
useful learning tool and opportunity. For others, it is a motion that they need to go 
through to get their next instalment of funds. 
 
CFAs claim that evaluations are a means of learning. But in practice, a different set of 
means can be observed. One purpose is that evaluations are used to justify the 
continuation of funds. In that sense evaluations legitimise decisions to make future 
commitments to an NGO. The evaluations of FFP largely take this form. The second 
purpose is that evaluations are used as a means to introduce certain changes to the work 
or organisation. CFAs often maintain a close rapport with evaluators. By experience, they 
know the line of thinking of evaluators. When Desk Officers fail to exert influence to 
make certain changes in NGOs, the evaluation conclusions and recommendations are 
used as a basis to introduce changes. The major outcome of SCC’s evaluation included 
recommendations made on the production, marketing and distribution of its magazine. A 
closer scrutiny of correspondence between the Desk Officer of Red-CFA and the 
consultant suggests that this was desired by the Red-CFA. The third purpose is to use 
evaluations to discontinue support. Whatever the purpose, evaluations by and large serve 
the interests of donors. The statements such as ‘we learnt a lot from the evaluation’ or 
‘the evaluation was so helpful for us’, are often made in instances when the donor is 
willing to continue or increase funding. Such decisions are backed up by the positive 
recommendations of evaluations. This is nothing but lip service paid to learning. NGOs 
and donors hardly learn anything from evaluations that bring not-so positive outcomes.  
 
The extended case study on the evaluation experience of PAC shows the intense power 
play between the CFA and the SNGO from the design of the evaluation to the end. PAC’s 
experience bears witness to what Tvedt (1998) says: “The evaluation stage crystallises 
power relations within the aid channel, and the way it is conducted and by whom and the 
interpretation of the results will reflect power relations” (Tvedt 1998:89). It was a clear 
case of one organisation exercising power over another, resisting power and building 
coalitions of power. The latter was reflected in Wilma’s letters to the evaluator and 
another co-funder. By trying to explain her intentions behind the evaluation, Wilma tries 
to build a coalition of support that would justify her behaviour.  
 
However, the evaluations cannot be fully controlled by donors. The NGOs employ a host 
of tactics to make sure that the evaluators look after the interests of NGOs. The most 
common tactic is the nomination of an evaluator who is basically sympathetic to the 
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cause of the NGO concerned. By doing so, the evaluator who is nominated by the donor 
is countered to some extent. The evaluators too are unpredictable. As much as they can be 
influenced by the donors, the evaluators can also be influenced by the actual work carried 
out by the NGO or what the NGO leaders/key staff say about them and their work. The 
overall outcome of the evaluations of SCC and PAC, which were not in the good books 
of Yellow-CFA, became largely positive. The initial response of the Desk Officers to the 
evaluation drafts expressed reservations about the assessment of the evaluators. The Desk 
Officer of Red-CFA made the following comment when she received the draft evaluation 
report on SCC: 
 

Thank you for sending the draft evaluation report on SCC. … The overall impression is 
very sympathetic towards SCC. However, looking at the impact of its magazine, studies 
and educational activities, the impact seems to be very limited due to the very small 
number of people SCC is able to reach. Also to me, it is not clear in what ways these 
people use the information in their work, and more generally, to what extent SCC’s work 
contributes to a better understanding in society about the ethnic issue and the 
consequences of privatisation and globalisation. (Email from Red-CFA Desk Officer to 
the evaluator, 23 February 2001) 

 
The second example is taken from PAC. This is an exchange between the evaluator and 
the Desk Officer of Yellow-CFA upon completion of the evaluation. Before finalising the 
report, the evaluator sent an update email, and what follows is the response to it by the 
Desk Officer: 
 

[Evaluator] Much thanks for the PAC task as I enjoyed the work. The organisation is full 
of idealistic good people but needs considerable management advice and change to 
realise its full potential and make the donor contribution fully pay. (Email, 14 May 2001) 
 
[Desk Officer] Thanks for your email and I look forward to the evaluation report. Though 
your two lines on PAC make me fear that it is a very long way to go – if ever reachable 
with the current people and set up. But I will not draw conclusions before reading the 
report. (Email, 14 May 2001)  

 
This is not to suggest that the Desk Officers are obliged to accept anything that the 
evaluators say or that they should not have opinions about NGOs. What we see here is the 
following: Desk Officers have preoccupations and certain expectations about evaluations, 
but only react to the positive conclusions. This issue will be discussed in detail in the 
following chapter. 
 
Evaluations only look at one side of the relationship. The focus of the evaluation is about 
the NGO, how it implemented the agreed activities and fulfilment of obligations towards 
the donors. The evaluation practice completely ignores the donor’s role in the 
relationship. Don’t donors have obligations to fulfil towards the relationship? How does 
the organisational, policy and staff aspects of the donor affect the relationship? 
Evaluations turn a blind eye on these issues. Is it because the logic of evaluation takes the 
fulfilment of obligations by the donor for granted? Is it because evaluations are 
instruments of power within the system of structural asymmetries of domination? (Tvedt 
1998:89).  
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8.5 Phases of relationships III: decay, decline and death 

This section presents the experience of case study organisations towards the end of their 
relationship with their respective CFAs. Out of the six case study organisations, the 
relationships of four organisations with their respective CFAs came to an end during the 
period of my research. There were no discussions or signs of ending the relationships of 
OFPD and SLFN with their CFAs by the time I completed my fieldwork and writing. The 
relationships of PAC and WS came to an end in the period of my field work, while the 
decision to end the relationships of FFP and SCC with their respective CFAs was made 
near the end of the period. These experiences are presented as separate cases below to 
capture nuance of each experience. Table 8.4 gives the guidelines used by CFAs in 
relation to withdrawal of support.  
 

Table 8.4: Withdrawal Guidelines of CFAs 

 CORDAID HIVOS NOVIB 
Policy No formal policy. 

 
No formal policy No formal policy 

Time ceiling  No time ceiling – but 
in practice 2 terms of 
6 years 
 

Ceiling of 10 years. Exceptions 
allowed. 10+ partners if there is 
strategic value in continuing, 
innovative enough and adaptive.  
 

No fixed ceilings for 
funding periods 

Reason for 
withdrawal 

Shifts in policy, 
unsatisfactory 
performance, frauds 
or conflicts 
 

Shifts in policy, unsatisfactory 
performance, frauds or conflicts  
 

Shifts in policy, 
unsatisfactory 
performance, frauds or 
conflicts 
 

Period allowed 
when phasing 
out 

3-year advance notice 
will be given when 
phasing out 
 

When nearing the 10-year ceiling 
or before No standard time period 

Usually decisions will 
be conveyed to the 
partner about two years 
in advance 
 

Source: Interviews with CFA staff, various documents of CFAs 
 
 
8.5.1 PAC: the end of a 22-year relationship 
 
The withdrawal process of PAC happened in the aftermath of the controversial evaluation 
(explained in the previous section) in May 2001. By this time, PAC’s proposal for 2001-
2004 was under discussion at Yellow-CFA. While making a query on the proposal, 
Wilma gave an early warning about Yellow-CFA’s withdrawal from PAC in May 2002.  
 

Yellow-CFA is in the process of renewing its partner portfolio in Sri Lanka because we 
want to take up new challenges and agree in new relationships, even more now the 
current situation in Sri Lanka is changing fast. Yellow-CFA has supported PAC for ten 
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years29 and we have decided not to extend our funding relationship after December 2002. 
Ten years is a very long time and it is good for both parties to renew and refresh its 
relationships. (Email from Wilma to PAC, 6 May 2002)  

 
This led to an angry letter from PAC, which was awaiting the response of Yellow-CFA 
on the approval of the submitted proposal: 
 

In your email of 6 May 2002 I read with concern your statement that ‘we have decided 
not to extend our funding relationship after December 2002.’ This will cause immense 
difficulties for us. As you know, our 3-year period for Budget 2001-2004 was drawn up 
very carefully in the expectation that five Donors would be with us during the 3-year 
period. Hence, your unilateral decision to end funding in December 2002 seems to us 
unkind and even unfair. … A relationship that goes back to the excellent relations which 
PAC had through Fr. Patrick with … [head of Yellow-CFA in the seventies and eighties] 
and … [a past Yellow-CFA programme officer in charge of Sri Lanka] up to the time of 
… [Wilma’s predecessor] should not, I feel, end peremptorily. So please let me know 
about the availability of an appeal process. (Email from Nihal to Wilma, 28 June 2002)  

 
On 15 July 2002 the proposal for 2001-2004 was discussed by the relevant team at 
Yellow-CFA. Wilma circulated a memo30 to her team members in which she reiterated 
her recommendations: withdraw from PAC and make available some limited funds till 
March 2003. The decision taken at the team meeting was conveyed to PAC by Wilma on 
22 July 2002. Wilma’s letter reconfirmed Yellow-CFA’s decision to withdraw from PAC 
as from 31 March 2003. This letter contained another reason for the withdrawal, Yellow-
CFA’s dissatisfaction about the quality of information rendered by PAC. This letter 
earned another angry outburst from PAC. The letter directly accused Wilma as the cause 
for the deteriorating relationship.  

 
Finally, we repeat that it is most sad that relationship between Yellow-CFA and PAC 
have deteriorated so much after you took office. Since the day you were appointed, we 
never saw in you the hand of real partnership (which we saw in your predecessors up to, 
and including, Annie) but the slit eyes of a fault-finder and a self-righteous critic. Maybe 
you saw your role as one of Donor, not of Donor-Partner, and our role as one of Receiver, 
not as Receiver – Partner. In our eyes there is a big difference. …. 
 
Our response to the first part of your letter will follow. But we must say that we find it 
very tedious to reply to you because your way of writing is so unfriendly, almost 
hostile and nagging like a schoolmistress to a class of petulant children, and you 
seem never to want to be satisfied. We realise the new obligations placed on Yellow-
CFA by Yellow-CFA’s acceptance of large government funds, but that is no reason for 
you not to work in genuine partnership with us to meet these obligations. (Letter from 
Nihal et al. to Wilma, 25 July 2002) [emphasis added] 

 

                                                 
29 Annual Reports and Kenschets of Yellow-CFA indicate that it has supported PAC since 1980. This was 
also confirmed by the Yellow-CFA’s Desk Officer in charge of Sri Lanka during the early eighties. Perhaps 
the ten year reference comes from a separate funding cycle. 
30 On the subject Discussion for Approval, 11 July 2002: PAC 50199 P-3743. 
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While still digesting the Yellow-CFA’s decision to withdraw, PAC suffered another 
blow. Another long-standing donor (20 years), SHARE, too intimated that it would 
withdraw from PAC. 
 

However, over the last five or so years, the relationship between PAC and SHARE has 
not been particularly healthy or constructive. You may feel that this is the fault of 
individuals, but these individuals represent changing thinking at SHARE. SHARE 
has changed a great deal in the last few years, perhaps you feel for the worse. But our 
commitment to improve transparency and levels of accountability both to our supporters 
and to the communities whom we serve is one of our main priorities and has led to 
partnership which encourage mutual challenges, questioning and debate. Over the last 
few years, these debates with PAC have not been constructive ones. It seems that PAC 
is defensive of any line of questioning and views challenges and clarifications as 
unnecessary interference. 
 
The value we place on partnership is a fundamental premise of SHARE. If that 
partnership begins to deteriorate and we lose sight of that which we share, then we need 
to step back and assess the benefits of continuing the partnership. … 
 
I appreciate that this letter does not contain good news, particularly coming so soon after 
Yellow-CFA’s decision to withdraw. While I appreciate your distress at Yellow-CFA’s 
decision, I am sure you realise that these decisions are made over a period of months and 
independently of other agencies’ views. (Termination letter from SHARE, 9 August 
2002) [emphasis added] 

 
Following the two withdrawal decisions, PAC tried to mitigate the situation. The 
founder-leader tried to build an alliance to influence the Yellow-CFA’s decision. He 
wrote to a Dutch consultant who is linked to Yellow-CFA in an attempt to rope him into 
the fray: 
 

Confidentially, Yellow-CFA is seeking to stop funding of PAC in 2003. The trouble is, I 
think, that what we expect from donor partners is the partnership of solidarity while what 
they seem to want from us is project fulfilment according to what they dictate to us. Gone 
forever, so it seems, is the idealism of persons like … [a former Yellow-CFA director], 
… [a former Yellow-CFA programme officer in charge of Sri Lanka] and … [a 
programme officer of another European donor who supported PAC]. What we have now 
are Aid Mudalalis.31 I want to know (1) whether, if necessary, when the time comes, you 
will speak for us at Yellow-CFA, and (2) whether you agree that all aid agencies have 
changed a lot after they began to accept huge funds from government sources. (Email, 6 

September 2002) 
 
PAC’s grievance and consequent appeal for reconsideration32 was based on two grounds: 
1) Yellow-CFA turned down PAC’s request to help it enhance its capacity to compile 
                                                 
31 Mudalali is a colloquial Sinhala term meaning boutique keeper, seller or businessman. It is sometimes 
used with a tinge of derogation. In the Sinhala idiom a Mudalali bears the connotation of ‘bad guy’ and 
‘filthy rich’. The anti-NGO lobby in Sri Lanka uses this term freely: Peace Merchants (Saama-Mudalaali), 
NGO Mudalali (NGO shop owners). It is interesting to note that the same term is used by an NGO leader to 
describe its benefactor, the donor! 
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information as expected by Yellow-CFA. Therefore, it is unfair to penalise PAC for the 
poor quality in information; 2) the issue of retrenchment of staff following the withdrawal 
was not discussed in a spirit of partnership.33 Finally, the letter made the following 
comments and requests:  
 

As regards PAC seeking to develop new relationships, we appeal to you to consider that 
the relationship between Donors and Receivers (if not conceived in a true spirit of true 
partnership, the Donor making funds available, the Receiver more than giving back in 
terms of time, energy and commitment to the poor in terms of Yellow-CFA’s own vision) 
is asymmetrical. The Donor can easily find new receivers, the receivers not so, for 
obvious reasons on both sides. 
 
In the light of the above, we appeal to you (a) to extend funding at least till 31 March 
2004, which is the date for terminating our last 3-year Proposal, as Yellow-CFA is aware, 
(b) before terminating the relationship in March 2004 to assist us to put up a building 
next to the Seminar hall (which Yellow-CFA represented at the time … suggested to us 
and helped us to build) to accommodate 20 Seminar participants and political and cultural 
tourists (a suggestion made to us some years ago by Yellow-CFA itself) with a view to 
eventual self-financing on our part, and (c) to work out a strategy during 2003 to have a 
non-financial vibrant partnership between PAC and Yellow-CFA on equal terms after 
2004. This seems to us particularly necessary in the context of the present situation in the 
World and in Sri Lanka. (Letter from PAC, 25 March 2003) [emphasis added] 

 
Yellow-CFA’s response was made by the head of the South Asia Bureau though the 
grievance/appeal letter was addressed to the overall head of Yellow-CFA. While turning 
down the requests made by PAC, the letter asserted that:  
 

Yellow-CFA indeed has strict guidelines on reporting. For an organisation like Yellow-
CFA which has strategic development funding as its core-business, but at the same time 
works from a distance, high quality information is extremely important. It is one of 
the important ways for us to adequately monitor developments in the field. If such 
information, for whatever reason, is not provided, it is the duty of our staff to make sure 
that it will be available. As far as I understood from the staff this has been a difficult 
process: insufficient insight in financial affairs, incomplete answers to questions raised, 

                                                                                                                                                  
32 From Nihal, et al., to Yellow-CFA director, 25 March 2003. 
33 “We were always sorry that in recent years we appeared not to satisfy Yellow-CFA with the quantity and 
quality of information we provided. Until about 1995 Yellow-CFA expressed explicit satisfaction about the 
quantity and transparency of the information we provided and there is plenty of evidence about this in the 
pre 1995 correspondence between Yellow-CFA and PAC. After 1995 two things happened. a) There was a 
change of leadership at PAC which lead to much transitional re-organisation in fields such as report-
writing, as Fr. Patrick our founder and former leader, expressed a desire to be more free to do his research, 
writing and lecturing. b) Yellow-CFA’s requirements of information became more complex than they had 
been before, while PAC’s availability of qualified personnel to fulfil complex and detailed information did 
not increase (because we could not afford to employ new qualified personnel). By our letter of 5.11.2002 
we made a practical suggestion to help us to fulfil Yellow-CFA’s requirements in a way acceptable to 
Yellow-CFA. To this letter we received a very curt reply that such help as we requested was not possible. 
The growing unfriendliness of Yellow-CFA’s representative was evident again in the sentence about 
possible retrenchment quoted above. About this we submit that, we do not say that it should have agreed to 
help with the possible costs of any retrenchment, but that it should have discussed the problem with us in a 
spirit of partnership. This was not done”. Extracts from PAC’s letter, 25 March 2003. 



Phases and dynamics of relationships 

 211

not providing enough clarity about withdrawal of other donors to PAC, difficult 
communication about Yellow-CFA’s refusal to more than double its contribution, etc. In 
addition it turned to be difficult to start up a critical dialogue regarding the external 
evaluation – for Yellow-CFA such external views function as an important instrument to 
discuss developments. (Letter from Yellow-CFA head of South Asia, 6 June 2003) 
[emphasis added] 

 
No written response to this letter by PAC can be seen in the files. The answer to my 
question posed on this to PAC’s founder-leader was this:  
 

It was a very arrogant letter. I didn’t even reply. If I replied I would have written a very 
nasty letter to the fellow. I sent a letter to the director of SHARE asking an open forum 
about the relationship between donors and receivers. I got a reply – thank you very much 
for your letter we have noted its content. That’s all. (Int. 71) 

 
The current leader of PAC raises many issues about the way in which the withdrawal was 
handled by Yellow-CFA: 
 

The termination was very harsh. There can be so many reasons for a termination. There 
can be many reasons for me to get angry with you. But what if I get angry with you 
by giving an irrelevant reason? This is what I cannot accept. Yellow-CFA proposed an 
evaluation. The evaluation came up with both positive and negative aspects about us. But 
overall it was a positive one. But in the first place why was this evaluation done? My 
guess is that they expected a negative report on which they could say that they could stop 
funds. But why did they stop when the evaluation was basically positive? It seems that 
these two have no link with each other. … They take a unilateral decision and implement 
it. There is no consultation. (Int. 72) [emphasis added] 

 
 
8.5.2 ‘You are not telling us the whole truth’: the withdrawal episode of WS 
 
At the time of hearing the withdrawal decision, WS had been supported for six years 
(1996-2001). First, WS sent a two-year proposal but then Green-CFA requested it to 
prepare a four-year one. WS was expecting a decision on this. But the response from 
Green-CFA carried the bad news of a withdrawal after two years. 
 

The funding constraint at Green-CFA, operating in 42 countries and supporting a number 
of regional and worldwide networks, is worse than we expected. For Asia, it is even 
worse since EU funding application for Asia was rejected. … I have to cut more than Dfl 
380,000 from the Sri Lanka budget which was submitted in last September 2001. … We 
will support WS for two years more. I hope this will give you enough time to look for 
other funders. (Email from Julie to WS, 20 December 2002) 

 
In response to the above, WS appreciated the circumstances explained by Julie. However, 
it questioned whether it was the ‘real’ reason that was behind Green-CFA’s decision. WS 
expressed its reservations thus: 
 

At the beginning we were given the idea that Green-CFA will help us for ten years and no 
more. So we had a long term plan to go on our own from 2006. That was why we 



Chapter 8 

212 

increased our proposal to about 47 lakhs to have a full investment and to reach our targets 
in 2005. But they are all shattered now. … But with your decision we feel that you are 
not telling the whole truth, why Green-CFA are just brushing us off. If the only reason 
was that you have to cut SL budget about 380,000 then we will not make any requests to 
review your decision. Does our mission and vision go along with Green-CFA main 
themes? Did our under spending, the late reporting, or any other reason had any effect 
over your decision? We would like to know the truth so then at least we could try to 
correct those things in future. (Email from Jude to Julie, 13 January 2002) [emphasis 
added] 

 
Julie’s response did not carry direct answers to the main question raised by Jude. Rather, 
it conveyed some general reasons for withdrawals and a clarification on the ten-year 
ceiling.  
 

Aspects considered in making decisions and choices: Performance of partner: how they 
go about their part of the contract and the conditions attached to it, like reporting, results 
of the program/activities, relevance of program/activities in the SL context. All 23 
organisations in SL underwent and will undergo this process every time contracts are 
renewed or not renewed. Thus, the 10 year rule/10 year support is NOT a 
COMMITMENT but a POSSIBILITY for future funding. Ben [a former programme 
officer] has raised some of these points in his mails like punctuality of reporting, results 
of activities, financial matters etc. Please review Ben’s communications to you. (Email 
from Julie to WS, 16 February 2002) [emphasis in original] 

 
Jude seems not convinced by Julie’s reasoning as he said in the interview with me thus:  
 

The main reason they gave was that they have very limited funds. There is competition in 
the Netherlands for funds. The four became five and so on. The picture they tried to show 
us was that they are dropping us because they don’t have funds, but I don’t believe that it 
is the case. I believe that they didn’t tell us the real reason. I think they were not happy 
with our performance and our reporting. So they decided to stop funding. I don’t buy the 
argument that they don’t have funds, when they decided to cut funds for us they approved 
a four year budget for … [name of a NGO leader also supported by Green-CFA]. I think 
that they too didn’t have the courage to say why they really wanted to stop. But we would 
have preferred if they told us the truth. (Int. 74) 

 
 
8.5.3 End on a good note: the withdrawal from FFP 
 
At the end of 2003 Yellow-CFA decided to phase out from Sri Lanka with effect from 
2006 (Int. 43). Once this decision was taken, Yellow-CFA communicated the same to 
FFP. A detailed description was given to convince FFP on the circumstances in which the 
Yellow-CFA made such a decision:  
 

As you know for some time Yellow-CFA is in the process of changing its policies. We 
are almost at the concluding part of this process. This process has major consequences, 
not only for our Sri Lanka programme, Yellow-CFA reduces the number of core 
countries from 57 to 22. Sri Lanka does not classify according to the DAC criteria as a 
Least Development Country and will therefore not remain as a Yellow-CFA core country. 
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Sri Lanka has been selected to be a regional thematic country: initiatives in Sri Lanka can 
be supported if they clearly work on the basis of a regional perspective. As you know that 
is not the case for most of Yellow-CFA counterparts in Sri Lanka, including FFP. It is 
therefore, not expected that is able to continue its support to FFP for a long period 
of time. We have to adjust the portfolio and bring it in line with the new policy criteria. 
This is a difficult process that also will take some time. We will however, not stop our 
support abruptly, we always discuss phase out periods. In that context the interim year 
will considered already as the start of a phase out period. … I therefore suggest that FFP 
starts to seriously work on identifying new donors. (Email from Wilma to FFP, 9 October 
2003) [emphasis added] 

 
Clearly, the tone of this letter is much more friendly than, for instance, the letter written 
to PAC about the withdrawal. Here assurances are given to minimise the bad effects of 
the withdrawal. A relatively long period is envisaged (two years) as an interim period so 
that the phasing out could be effected gradually while measures were taken to have a 
smooth transfer. FFP leadership, however, appealed to Yellow-CFA to reconsider its 
decision:  
 

We appreciate Yellow-CFA for informing the partners about the adjustments and changes 
at Yellow-CFA. … As you are well familiar about the diverse poverty situation in Sri 
Lanka we would propose to re-consider Yellow-CFA about the criterions on 
categorisation [as a] least development country. For example, the plantation sector is far 
behind in the development aspects compared to the rest of the country. Although the 
average statistics give a reasonable image on development indicators, the reality variance 
in the local context is completely different. Therefore we request Yellow-CFA to go for 
further local context analysis and reconsider giving sectoral priority depending on the 
countries. However, we do agree that Yellow-CFA shall have a healthy withdrawal 
process [with] each partner. (Letter from Kumara, FFP, to Wilma, Yellow-CFA, 22 
October 2003)  

 
FFP only makes a humble request, not refusing to accept the donor’s decision or 
challenge the same. The way in which FFP leadership came to terms with the withdrawal 
decision was very different from other cases explained before. Here too, the organisation 
did not agree with the reason for the withdrawal. FFP expresses its thinking on the matter 
but did not make a dramatic protest (like PAC) or a serious questioning (like WS). 
Instead, it looked at the bright side of things, i.e., the measures that Yellow-CFA took to 
minimise the damage. 
 

We had a hope that Yellow-CFA would be with us for a long period. There was no 
indication of their withdrawal before. We couldn’t influence their decision. But they took 
a considerate decision on us. They have made an arrangement with a donor which is 
linked to them to support us from 2006 for two years as Yellow-CFA withdraws from Sri 
Lanka in 2006. Perhaps this is a new model that Yellow-CFA is trying. (Int. 75) 
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8.5.4 We were fed up with this relationship, anyway: An NGO withdraws from the 
donor 
 
Interestingly, SCC’s withdrawal decision was not taken by the donor. Instead, it was 
taken by SCC itself! SCC had been sensing the ‘signals’ from Red-CFA of a possible 
withdrawal. The ideas expressed by the leadership of SCC suggest that the decision was 
primarily taken by as a result of a growing dissatisfaction about itself: 
 

They never told us directly that they would stop funds. But right from the beginning there 
was a strong urge from us to stop this relationship at some point. We felt that we should 
get rid of this relationship, as it was a big hindrance to us. This dilemma wouldn’t 
have arisen if we functioned as a pure research and study organisation. The contradiction 
arose because of our political involvement. So we came to the conclusion that this 
institutional link should be severed. (Int. 78) [emphasis added] 
 
At the end of the day we got ourselves branded as NGO kaarayo,34 which is difficult for 
us to bear as politically oriented people. This disturbs our conscience all the time. … We 
are yet to send a report of our last year’s work. We hope to ask them to send us a little 
money for another year. If it’s possible after that we will work on our own. We will say 
that we are not going to keep on asking for money. (Int. 79) 

 
It is interesting to note that SCC’s decision to stop the relation is not linked to the kind of 
relationship that it had with Red-CFA. Its decision was prompted by the realisation that it 
was not only with the wrong partner but also in the ‘wrong’ place – i.e., being among 
NGOs rather than politically affiliated organisations.  
 
 
8.5.5 Analysis on withdrawals  
 
By the time Yellow-CFA made the decision to end its relationship with PAC, the 
relationship has already been severely strained and decayed. The evaluation only made 
many tensions come out into the open. The signs of decay mentioned in theory such as 
loss of effective communications, lack of clarity and agreement on goals and 
benchmarks, and discussion replaced by form rather than substance (Lorange and Nelson 
1987) all existed in the relationship. Hence, what happened in the last phase was the 
intensification and heightening of the tension and conflict. The PAC-Yellow-CFA 
relationship was also a classic case of vilification (Jap and Anderson1995). In the last few 
months of the relationship communication was marked by nothing but allegations and 
counter-allegations. Especially, PAC started accusing the Yellow-CFA, particularly the 
Desk Officer, in a direct manner. No effort was taken by either party to resolve the 
conflict. Both parties were in a defensive mood.  
 
The process of Green-CFA’s withdrawal from WS did not create bitterness between the 
two parties as was in the case with PAC and Yellow-CFA. However, WS initially did not 
accept the rationale given by Green-CFA for its decision to withdraw. There was a 
                                                 
34 Meaning NGO men or NGO chaps. The term ‘kaarayo’ has a derogatory connotation. A similar 
expression used in India is NGO wallahs. 
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dialogue between the two over this issue and to some extent there was a trend of 
vilification on the part of WS. But the Desk Officer did not reciprocate. The SCC case 
was a different experience altogether where the Sri Lankan NGO took the initiative to 
stop the relationship. The withdrawal from FFP occurred in the most harmonious and 
peaceful manner. The behaviour from both sides was different, when compared with 
other cases. The manner in which the Yellow-CFA conveyed its decision to FFP was very 
different. This is partly because the decision to withdraw from FFP had nothing to do 
with FFP; it was influenced by the changes that took place within the context of Yellow-
CFA. Yellow-CFA had not only given FFP two years’ notice of its decision to withdraw 
but also took many steps to minimise a possible negative consequence of a withdrawal. 
FFP received the withdrawal decision in a rather passive manner. It only raised the issue 
– in a gentle and mild manner – that the plantation sector is lagging behind the general 
development level of the country. There was no challenging or resistance on the part of 
the NGO.  
 
The cases of PAC, WS and FFP suggest that the withdrawal decisions were taken 
unilaterally by the CFAs. The decision to withdraw from FFP was prompted by the 
change of policy of Yellow-CFA. Green-CFA attributed the same reason for the 
withdrawal from WS. The stated reason of Yellow-CFA (prior to the change of policies 
on country focus) for withdrawal from PAC was that the former was not satisfied with the 
outcome of their relationship with PAC and they had been together for too long. These 
three decisions were made under very different circumstances. But the common feature is 
that there was no process of consultation and dialogue on the withdrawal. The decision 
was made first by the CFA and subsequently conveyed to the NGO. Though there is a 
grievance and appeal mechanism in place, it is very rarely used by counterparts. PAC 
made an appeal. Yellow-CFA’s grievance procedure stipulates the following: “The 
grievance should be first shared with the programme officer concerned or her/his line 
manager. If the partner is not satisfied with the outcome of the discussions with the 
above, a formal complaint can be lodged in writing to the Yellow-CFA’s general director. 
Within two weeks, a confirmation receipt of the complaint and Yellow-CFA’s proposal 
as to how it would handle the matter will be sent. The complaint will be processed within 
a month’s time. If the applicant is not satisfied with the way the complaint has been 
settled, one option would be an external complaints procedure” (Yellow-CFA 1999b). In 
practice, the stipulated time frame in the grievance procedure was not honoured. Neither 
an acknowledgement nor a proposal as to how the grievance would be handled was sent 
by Yellow-CFA. The response that came after nearly two and a half months was signed 
by the head of the bureau. The assumption behind entrusting such cases to the general 
director to ensure impartiality seems to have been violated because the head of the bureau 
was heading a team that made the decision.  
 
The decline phase brought many issues to the surface: contradictions, differences, 
reservations of CFA staff and NGO leaders about each other and their organisations, 
which were hitherto swept under the carpet for many years. This shows the inability of 
the two parties to produce one of the outcomes we identified in the theory chapter: the 
functional conflict (Cote and Latham 2004), i.e., the resolution of disputes in an amicable 
manner. We see here the CFAs’ prerogative to make decisions on the allocation of funds 
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clearly functioning as the base of power (Dahl 1967). The alternative argument that 
Ebrahim (2005) advances (information generated by Southern NGOs as the base of their 
power) does not hold true in our case studies. The grievance and appellate mechanisms in 
the decline stage are designed by the CFAs. It is difficult to expect fair play in a game in 
which the rules have been set by one player with little or no consultation with the others. 
The appeal made by PAC shows that the CFA concerned violated its own rules,35 and the 
higher ups of the organisation at all levels defended the decisions taken by the boundary 
spanner – the Desk Officer. Therefore, we see the power play of the CFA in the most 
visible form in the phase of decline. 

8.6 Concluding remarks 

The objective of this chapter was to capture the variation and dynamism of relationships 
between Sri Lankan NGOs and Dutch CFAs. The discussion therefore focused on the 
phases that the relationships go through and the resultant dynamics. The chapter 
answered the research question “what are the nature and dynamics of relations between 
CFAs and SL NGOs” with the emphasis on “who drives the relationship”. First, a 
theoretical discussion of the phases of IORs as a foundation for the analysis was made. 
Then three phases involved in IORs were identified: 1) awareness and exploration, 2) 
expansion, build-up and maturity, and 3) decline and dissolution (Dwyer et al. 1987). 
After that, case study data was presented along the above themes, explaining the process 
that NGOs and CFAs go through when they interact with other. Each theme was 
presented under separate sections explaining different activities and events involved in 
each phase and the dynamics that were at play. The discussion of each activity/event was 
followed by an analysis in which trends, patterns and power issues were identified.  
 
The early practice of CFAs in making new contacts took place through their existing 
counterparts. The leaders of senior and large counterparts played the role of gatekeepers. 
The new organisation approached the CFAs through them. From the mid-nineties 
consultants emerged as a new breed of gatekeepers. The familiarity and knowledge about 
each other was found to be very low in the awareness and exploration phase. CFAs 
clearly wield power when establishing the link. NGOs can approach the CFA but, at the 
end of the day, it is the CFA’s decision that matters. Therefore, we see a clear power 
differential here at the very conception of the relationship. The shift of the gatekeeper 
role from charismatic NGO leaders to consultants had further constricted the limited 
influence on CFAs’ decisions on establishing a link.  
 
The case studies clearly showed the lack of mechanisms to mitigate conflicts between 
CFAs and their counterparts, thus pushing the organisations to vilify each other, which 
would finally entail decline and death of relations. Conflict was identified as intrinsically 
linked to power. Various steps and events in the build-up and maturity phase were 
characterised by a power balance tilted in favour CFAs with NGOs having very limited 
                                                 
35 Inordinate delays in responding to the appeal, and the overall director who is expected to take over the 
appeal procedure, allow a role for a subordinate (bureau head) who is potentially biased as he/she was 
involved in taking decisions on PAC as team leader. 
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countervailing power. Therefore, power was identified as a key feature in IORs between 
CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs, which moulds the outcomes of relationships.  
 
The withdrawal process was found to be completely driven by CFAs. All decisions were 
taken unilaterally by CFAs, leaving little or no space for negotiation and consultation. 
The decline phase brings many issues to the surface: contradictions, differences, 
reservation of CFA staff and NGO leaders about each other and their organisations, 
which were hitherto swept under the carpet for many years. This shows the inability of 
the two parties to produce one of the outcomes identified in the theory chapter: the 
functional conflict (Cote and Latham 2004), which is the resolution of disputes in an 
amicable manner. We saw here the CFAs’ prerogative to make decisions on the 
allocation of funds clearly function as the base of power (Dahl 1957). The alternative 
argument that Ebrahim (2005) advances (information generated by NGOs as the base of 
power) does not hold true in our case studies. The grievance and appellate mechanisms in 
the decline stage are designed and administered by CFAs leaving little space for 
objectivity and fair play. Overall, we saw the power play of CFAs in the most visible 
form in the phase of decline.  
 
The presentation of relevant case study information along with the thematic discussion 
enabled us to discern cross-case patterns that in turn gave a comparative perspective. A 
common thread that ran through the different phases was the primacy of the interaction 
between the Desk Officers of CFAs and leaders of NGOs as boundary spanners. The 
active participation of both these groups of individuals whom we understood as boundary 
spanners seems to be a major driving force in different phases of IORs between SLNGOs 
and Dutch CFAs. The next chapter addresses this in an in-depth manner.  
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9.   DOS AND DO-ING1: 
AN INQUIRY INTO THE WORLD OF DESK OFFICERS 

Ben is very tall and he would literally stand out in any gathering. I am brown and I wear Sri Lankan-like 
clothes. I would not stand out. 

Julie, DO, Green-CFA  
 

But after three four years you will realise that it is not easy, you will also make the same mistakes and you 
will understand the circumstances in which your predecessor worked. Now I smile about it! That’s how it 

works. 
Jos, DO, Green-CFA 

9.1 Introduction 

A recurring theme that came up in the in the previous chapter is the role played by the 
staff of CFAs, commonly called the Desk Officers or programme officers. Some NGO 
leaders of case study organisations alleged that Desk Officers were responsible for the 
strained relationships, while others said that the success of the relationship was due to the 
conscientious manner in which the Desk Officers carried out their work. In both cases, 
the quality of the relationship was attributed to the nature and style of Desk Officers. The 
Desk Officer serves as the key boundary spanner from the CFA’s side, with the NGO 
leader being the corresponding counterpart. Chapter 7 discussed NGO leaders. Therefore, 
the analysis about relationships between CFAs and NGOs is incomplete with out an 
inquiry into Desk Officers. This chapter understands the background and orientation of 
Desk Officers, which influence their conduct, behaviour and dynamics in managing 
relations. The chapter answers the second research question that emphasises ‘who drives 
the relationship’, and the specific question “How do the individuals working in Dutch 
CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs drive relationships?”  
 
In the recent past, many accounts have been written by aid workers about themselves – 
The Despairing Developer: The Diary of an Aid Worker in the Middle East (Morris 
1991), The Selfish Altruist (Vaux 2001), and Another Day in Paradise (Bergman 2003). 
However, these studies are more to do with the ‘work’ the aid workers do and not so 
much on who they are. On the other hand, they are the ones ‘in the field’ or ‘in the line of 
fire’, as a title of a report suggested. But there is another category of aid workers who are 

                                                 
1 In the methodology chapter, I agreed with Hilhorst (2003) who suggested that NGOs should be 
understood as a process. Hilhorst used the term NGO-ing for this. Similarly, understanding the dynamics of 
Desk Officers involves understanding the process of ‘DO-ing’. Such an approach focuses attention away 
from official job descriptions and staff manuals to how DOs carry out their work in practice. 
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based in donor countries but shuttle once or twice a year between the head offices and 
countries where their support is being extended. This group of aid workers, commonly 
known as Desk Officers or programme officers, whose shuttling and liaising role involves 
no glamour and sensation (and possibly no risk either), does not get the same media 
attention as the ones in the field and in the line of fire. The lack of attention given to Desk 
Officers is also true to a great extent in academic work on this category of personnel. 
Exceptions are Baaz (2005), Crewe (1997) and Kaufman (1997). Baaz’s work on aid 
workers deals mainly with ones in the field. The work of Crewe (1997) and Kaufman 
(1997) stresses the neglect of academic attention on aid workers and emphasises the 
influential role they play in the development enterprise. 
 
A vast number of studies and continuing research exists on the leadership of Southern 
NGOs (for instance, Hailey 2000, Hailey and Smillie 2001, Siddiqui 2001). The 
enthusiasm and efficiency in producing knowledge about Southern leaders have not been 
matched by a similar venture about Northern leaders. This could be because, as Kaufman 
(1997) asserts, the analytical study of development relations tends to focus largely on the 
grassroots experience of the ‘other’. Research on the ‘self’, i.e., Northern development 
apparatus, is a rarity. These are the so-called ‘operators’2 (Mintzberg 1993) or boundary 
spanners (Tushman 1977, Alexander 1995, Aldrich and Herker 1979) of those 
organisations who play a decisive role among aid agencies. But very little empirical work 
has been carried out about this important category of actors who shape the industry in a 
significant manner. Thus, little or no theorisation has taken place about this category of 
workers. 
 
This chapter focuses on the link that was missing in the previous chapters – the role 
played by Desk Officers. Here, I take a closer view to understand who they are, where 
they come from and what they do. In this chapter, I argue that the Desk Officers’ role, 
conduct, behaviour and dynamics are immensely influenced by who they are and where 
they come from. This would add up to my overall argument – that will be established in 
the ensuing chapters – on the primacy of the role of Desk Officers in fashioning the 
relationships between SNGOs and CFAs. 
 
This chapter is organised in four sections. First, I discuss the nature of a Desk Officer’s 
role from an organisational point of view followed by a discussion on what development 
and anthropological literature says about donor staff. Second, I present and analyse the 
data I gathered from the survey conducted with 21 Desk Officers of CFAs and in-depth 
interviews I had with them. The emphasis in this section is on the features of Desk 
Officers, what they are and where they come from. Third, I take a closer look at selected 
areas of Desk Officers’ practice and dynamics. Fourth, I contrast the above discussions 
with current organisational systems in CFAs to assess if and how they can constrain the 
DOs.  

                                                 
2 This concept will be explained in the next section. 
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9.2 Understanding the role of a DO from an organisation theory perspective 

In the discussion on research framework, concepts and methodology (Chapter 3), I used 
the concept of boundary spanners to understand the role that NGO leaders and CFA Desk 
Officers play in maintaining the relationship. The objective of this section is to elaborate 
more on that at a theoretical level, specifically to understand the nature and dynamics of 
the role played by boundary spanners. I start the section by presenting a summary of what 
I said about boundary spanners in Chapter 3 so that I can continue the discussion from 
there. 
 
Boundary spanners are defined as staff or representatives of organisations who are acting 
assigned formal roles in which their task is to coordinate the actions of two or more 
interdependent organisations (Alexander 1995:118). The different roles that they play 
include communication (Laing and Lian 2001), gatekeeping (Tushman 1977), collecting 
and processing environmental information (Alexander 1995) and opinion brokering 
(Barden 2005). 
 
There is no universal definition or a standard job description of a Desk Officer (DO). One 
of the main tasks of a DO is to act as a link between donors and their counterparts abroad. 
The task involves everything from the identification of partners, formation of a 
relationship, maintenance of the relationship and the withdrawal. In addition, a Desk 
Officer would contribute, though in a limited way, to policy processes in CFAs. The core 
activity of a typical donor agency is to support counterparts abroad by disbursing funds 
and/or providing technical assistance. Mobilisation (acquisition) of funds is the key task 
that enables the core activity (disbursement of funds) and the latter is the raison d’etre of 
a donor. Basically, the work of DOs is to make sure that the funds are disbursed among 
the SNGOs that are considered for support. In this regard, the role of a DO assumes an 
importance in the overall activity of a donor organisation. In Mintzberg’s classic work on 
structuring organisations (1983), he identifies five types of staff categories that execute 
different tasks of an organisation as indicated in Figure 9.1.  
 

Figure 9.1: Internal influencing structure 

 
Chief Executive Officer 

(strategic apex) 
   
   Analysts     Support staff 
   (techno structure) 
 

Line Managers 
 
 

 
Operators 

(operating core) 
 

Mintzberg 1983:119-39 
 



Chapter 9 

222 

The Chief Executive Officer makes overall policy decisions and provides direction to the 
organisation. A second tier of staff called analysts provides the information and analysis 
to the strategic apex as well as others to facilitate policy and operational decisions. Line 
managers function as the link between the strategic apex and operators. The category of 
workers whom Mintzberg calls ‘operators’ plays a key role in an organisation. Says 
Mintzberg:  
 

Those people who do the basic work of the organisation – the input, processing, and output 
functions, as well as the direct support activities, associated with producing the products and 
rendering the services offered by the organisations. Operators include machinists and 
assemblers in factories, barbers in barber shops, doctors and nurses in hospitals, professors in 
universities and so on. Their job is to execute the final decisions of the organisation. 
(Mintzberg 1983:130)  

 
The nature and role of DOs are to a great extent akin to Mintzberg’s operators. Without 
them, the core activity of a donor, the disbursement of funds, would not be possible. Even 
quantitatively, the DOs in a donor agency constitute a significant number as opposed to 
other categories like policy and fund-raising staffs. Mintzberg adds another feature to this 
category by calling them ‘professional operators’ who not only play a key role in the 
organisation but also wield a lot of power within it: “Professional operators have an 
important basis of power – the possession of critical knowledge and skills. This means 
alone or in small groups, they must be given considerable discretion in their work, and so 
come to amass a good deal of power. This is enhanced by the fact that the professional 
operators generally provide a skill which is in great demand; resulting in a good deal of 
job mobility” (Mintzberg 1983:119-39).  
 
The operators who work in organisations such as CFAs play an additional role, i.e., 
boundary spanning. The above literature gives only a generic understanding of boundary 
spanners and operators. The work of Etzioni (1961, 1973) applies this to non-profits and 
adds a dimension not talked of by Mintzberg: the notion of co-ownership and 
compliance, which is a unique feature in the third sector.3 Etzioni asserts that the staff of 
what was called the third sector are driven through self-motivation rather than coercion 
(as done by government) or material incentive (as done by the business sector). The 
degree of involvement of government and business sector staff are considered alienative 
and calculative, respectively. This suggests that there involvement is at a minimum or 
low intensity. The third sector staff’s involvement is considered moral, which indicates a 
high intensity of involvement. This reinforces the point about the potential of staff power 
of those who work in the third sector. Identifying such specificities of boundary spanners 
of the third sector is important for better insight on DOs. The following section addresses 
the specificity of the boundary spanners and operators relating to this study by reviewing 
the development and anthropological literature on donor staff. 

                                                 
3 Fowler (1997) and Lewis (2001) use the work of Etzioni as a major framework to understand the 
specificities of the third sector. See Lewis 2001:56-58 for a detailed account.  
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9.3 The hidden world of DOs 

The personal dimension in the relationships between donors and SNGOs in the 
development industry is rarely discussed. Personal behaviour and attitudes of those 
engaged in development have been a neglected area of study. Such neglect obscures the 
reality that “policies, procedures and organisational cultures are determined by 
individuals, especially those in positions of power” (Chambers 1996:241). The Desk 
Officers are a crucial link in maintaining the link between CFAs and SNGOs. Saxby 
elaborates the scope of the role played by Desk Officers in maintaining such a link. I 
quote him at length below. 
 

Staff such as Desk Officers in donor agencies have particular privileges of power, 
however modest their salaries. DOs’ scope of work covers a large part of the interaction 
between the donor and recipient. Typically, they choose the donor’s counterparts and 
make recommendations and decisions about resource allocations among these 
counterparts. Programme plans, proposals and budgets are generated by staff, as might be 
expected; rarely however, are Southern voices and faces around the tables of boards and 
programme committees where the choices are made. Staff constitutes the primary, even 
exclusive, channels for information flowing among ‘partners’ in the South, institutional 
funders, private donors, volunteers and members in the North. (Saxby 1996:38) 

 
Hence, Tvedt (1998) argues that “one of the attractions of working for an NGO is 
precisely the possibility of exerting considerable influence, of being little kings or local 
strong men, not only taking decisions involving budgets of tens of millions of dollars 
outside ordinary bureaucratic checks and balances, but perhaps especially in being ‘the 
entrepreneur in the bush’” (Tvedt 1998:83). “The opportunity to exert personal influence 
is one factor which in some situations makes NGOs more flexible and responsive to 
changing circumstances than many large organisations. To be a local strong man in an aid 
context (in the home country the same individual is often a marginalised lower-middle-
class person) can, of course, also create the opposite relationship” (Tvedt 1998: 83). This 
clearly resonates with Etzioni’s interpretation of organisational and staff dynamics in the 
third sector discussed in the preceding section.  
 
Though some accounts have been written about aid workers – often by themselves – such 
literature focuses on their work in the field. What is missing in the bulk of literature is the 
inward focus and what is called the ‘black box’ of the donor agencies (Biggs 2003). 
There seems to be a “veil of secrecy and silence about the kitchen of donor agencies” 
(Crewe 1997). Hence, Crewe – who attempts to peep into donor kitchens – gives the title 
of her article “the silent traditions of development cooks”. As Crew says, what appears as 
secrecy amongst Western development agencies is probably more likely to be the 
tradition of silence being taken for granted (Crewe 1997:59). Due to this tradition of 
silence and secrecy the attempts to study the inner machinations of donors are not easy 
“since foreigners’ inputs are not usually monitored or evaluated, guessing at the 
accumulated value or impact is an exercise fraught with difficulties” (Crewe 1997:61).  
 
Apart from the tradition of secrecy and silence (Crew 1997) of donor agencies, it is not 
easy to understand DOs because of the dearth of theorising about this staff category. 
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Lewis et al. (Lewis et al. 2003) in an attempt to understand the organisational behaviour 
of donor agencies, identify a few key components related to donor personnel based on a 
model by Hawkins (1997): artefacts (e.g., the dress code), personal behaviour (how 
conflict is resolved and mistakes are treated), mindset and emotional ground (values and 
assumptions that inform and constrain behaviour, perception and emotions), and 
motivational roots (underlying sense of purpose that links – or disparages – the values of 
the organisation and the individuals involved) (Lewis et al. 2003:13). Lewis et al.’s 
criteria can be complemented with Kaufman’s (1997) personal experience, political 
commitment and technical training. According to Kaufman, the above factors coalesce to 
form a specific development discourse in which individuals think and set agendas for 
their operational activities (Kaufman 1997:129). Crewe (1997) advocates many more 
dimensions in any attempt to understand what she calls the developers: “Their 
(developers) practices must be watched within the context of their institutional affiliation, 
their gender, their nationality, their class and identity, for to sweep all expatriates into one 
pigeon-hole is as misleading as generalising about ‘locals’ (Crewe 1997:77). Baaz (2005) 
in her work about aid workers has focussed entirely on the relationship between identity 
of staff and development practice. 
 
The approach that Kaufman (1997) uses to understand donor staff is ‘paths to 
development’: how individuals came into organisations working on development issues. 
According to Kaufman, two paths are discernible: direct paths and circuitous paths 
(Kaufman 1997). Early exposure to other cultures and the class background of developers 
– largely middle class – are considered antecedents for taking up jobs in the development 
sector. ‘Conversion to development as a late cause’ and ‘professional accidents’ are 
characteristics of those who have had a circuitous path. The question of how individuals 
came into ‘development’ seemed to generate a range of responses that fell broadly into 
two groups, political and professional, with some overlap (Kaufman 1997). Some choose 
careers in development as a means of pursuing their political interests, NGOs being the 
perfect forum for a combination of the professional and the political and targeting 
development as the professional vehicle for playing out their political beliefs (Kaufman 
1997:112, 113). 
 
In this section I stressed that scant attention is paid in academic research on donor 
agencies’ processes and personnel. I referred to a few authors who affirm my view and 
note the silence and secrecy that characterise the donor agencies in allowing their internal 
processes to be investigated by external parties. Studying the personnel of aid agencies 
was understood as a useful way of unravelling the ‘black box’. A few important 
dimensions to be looked at when studying the staff of aid agencies were identified based 
on the work of Lewis et al. (2003), Kaufmann (1997) and Crewe (1997). I will use these 
dimensions as categories to analyse interviews held with the Desk Officers of CFAs in 
the next section. 
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9.4 Understanding the desk officers: Who are they and where do they come 
from? 

The analysis is based on in-depth interviews with 21 Desk Officers of the four CFAs and 
extended discussions and interactions with many of them during different stages of my 
field work. The interviewees have been in charge of Sri Lanka from the late seventies to 
date. The interviewees included 9 women and 12 men. Thirteen were still in service in the 
respective CFA during the fieldwork period while eight had left the organisation by then.  
 
Aspects of DOs are described in terms of their: 1) paths to development, 2) motivational 
roots, 3) mindset and emotional ground, 4) academic and technical training, 5) class 
background, 6) gender, and 7) nationality. 
 
 
9.4.1 Paths to development (ways of being ‘in the mud’): exposure to the South 
 
There is no unique and direct path to working in aid agencies (Kaufman 1997). Aid 
personnel come with different experiences and from varied circumstances. Based on 
interviews some patterns of where they came from can be discerned. I borrow the term 
‘being in the mud’ from Kaufman (1997). The term ‘mud’ is used to denote the different 
degrees of experience and exposure to the so-called field in the South. There are 
numerous ways of being in the mud: 1) barefoot in the mud (neo-missionary), 2) in the 
mud wearing boots (volunteer-experts), 3) in the mud with books (students), and 4) in the 
mud wearing sandals (explorers). These are explained below. 
 
 
9.4.1.1 Barefoot in the mud: the neo-missionary 
 
The path to CFAs for older Desk Officers displays a particular pattern. They all had been 
‘in the mud’ for long years before they took up work in CFAs. Three interviewees spent 
five to ten years in Southern countries prior to taking up job with CFAs. Victor4 had been 
teaching chemistry and physics in a South Indian school in the mid-seventies, while Tom5 
had been teaching mathematics in Zambia. Rob6 had worked in a Bangladeshi voluntary 
organisation in the seventies for nearly ten years. These people had worked for what they 
proudly call a ‘local salary’, claiming that there is an element of sacrifice or deprivation 
of the comfortable position they would have otherwise had as experts who receive a 
handsome expatriate salary7 or simply live in their own country where they are well 
looked after by the welfare system. Two out of three interviewees decided to live  

                                                 
4 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
5 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
6 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
7 Living in the mud is not always a sacrifice; it could also be a lucrative business. An aid worker from 
Germany who worked for a GTZ project in Sri Lanka shared with me the following: “We want to come to 
Sri Lanka after our marriage to save some money to establish our new life. So we stayed in a house a bit 
out of Colombo so that we can save a substantial amount allocated for housing. We cannot save with the 
salaries we get in Germany”. Personal communication, January 2005. Some have said the same thing in 
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Box 9.1: Henk 
 
Henk grew up in a wealthy family, but turned out to be idealistic at an early age. 
Some early roots of motivation came from the stories about how his parents had 
hidden Jews. Henk says “Christian education means to me: my own happiness is 
intrinsically related to other people's well-being. And: use your talents/qualities 
for the sake of mankind. Wealth is not one's absolute property but should be used 
in such a way that the human community also benefits (in Christian terms: "the 
Kingdom of God"). We receive whatever we have as a gift”. Henk received a 
Bachelor’s degree in business administration from the Vrije Universiteit, 
Amsterdam. He was preparing for a family business career. At the age of 24, 
Henk worked as a volunteer among victims of an earthquake in Turkish 
Kurdistan and after his return he fell ill, during which period he decided not to 
become fourth generation family company director but to "work for 
development". Henk returned to Virje Universiteit and got a Master’s in 
international economics and then Diploma in economic planning for 
development from the ISS, The Hague. At the same time Henk turned towards 
what he calls libertarian/emancipatory socialism. He was active at many levels: 
co-founded leftist parties, worked in church ecumenical think tanks, worked for 
the Club of Rome, which in Henk’s words “greened and radicalised his political 
analysis”.  
 
Thereafter he joined the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as a development policy 
adviser dealing with mutilateral coordination. Henk wasn’t happy: “At some 
stage I considered myself as "not consistent enough" (my own credibility was at 
stake ... for myself in the first place) working in a rich country, being a bright 
and wealthy man, attempting to advocate the cause of the "poorest of the poor" ... 
so I found myself a job in the South. At that time I could chose among five 
interesting job offers in Peru, Madagascar, India and the Cook Islands ... 
(luxury!). Anyway, what attracted me was the fact that I could work at a practical 
level, and would be able to "learn from the poor", as I called it. I needed some 
existential exposure!” 
 
The job was as a UNDP planner based in Colombo in a slum-dwellers’ housing 
project. In his free time Henk set up a programme to help the Bloemendaal slum 
area, having lived himself in Bloemendaal, one of the richest residential areas of 
the Netherlands. Henk left the UN, as in his words “I experienced insufficient 
commitment and genuine understanding and interest among my colleague 
"experts" for the people and culture of Sri Lanka, and also when I found out that 
other Sri Lankan colleagues were much better than myself ... what would be my 
value added to the country?” 
 

                                                                                                                                                  
crude terms: “I hate this country – but that’s why I’m here. The main reason that people accept a job in a 
place like this is so they can stash away money – and I’m stashing away a small fortune. Because it’s 
classified as a hardship post, I’m automatically on 25 per cent above the basic salary for my grade. In 
addition it’s a Muslim country, which means we work on Sundays – and that gets me another 25 per cent. 
My housing’s paid, food is cheap and there’s really nothing else to spend money on, so I’m building up a 
nest-egg.” UN aid worker, quoted in Graham Hancock. Lords of Poverty.  
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After the leaving the UN job, Henk joined the Yellow-CFA. He was in charge of 
Sri Lanka from 1977 to 1980. 
 

 
‘in the mud’ with their spouses. The spouses too did more or less the same work or 
collaborated with each other. The third, Tom, met his Dutch spouse ‘in the mud’! She too 
was doing a similar job in Zambia. 
 
The underlying current here is that ‘living in the mud’ is a deliberate choice that these 
people have made at a particular point in their lives. And this decision is heavily 
influenced by convictions that are shaped by a variety of factors such as ideology and 
idealism that range from political awareness to a mild missionary zeal (I want to visit 
‘that Africa’ one day). Living on a local salary with the spouse makes at least a slight 
difference to the power they exercise as experts or consultants. However, being “white” 
or “European” puts them in some position of power with or without a local salary. But the 
dynamics and consequences could still be different when you are on a local salary. The 
idealism at that time was to “live with the people, listen to them” rather than “solve their 
problems” (Int. 23). Even with limitations, this mode of experience enables people to 
develop more understanding and empathy about local situations. This would, to some 
extent, make them see things from a different perspective. A common behavioural pattern 
among this category is that they all returned to the Netherlands when their children 
reached the age of school going. 
 
 
9.4.1.2 In the mud wearing boots: volunteer-experts 
 
Since the early nineties, the way people have been ‘in the mud’ takes a different pattern. 
It is living in the mud with some relative comforts and privileges. Though the term 
‘volunteer’ is used, the volunteers are expected to offer some form of technical expertise.8 
In this sense, this mode is slightly different to the “living with people and learning from 
them” approach in the seventies and eighties. The degree of power these volunteers wield 
is greater than in the previous model. This clearly colours the “way they see the reality” 
as they see things from a privileged (power) position. 
 
Another version of this way of being in the mud is that the CFAs send junior staff on 
assignments for a year or two. For instance, Wilma9 who had three years of experience as 
a programme assistant in the Yellow-CFA was sent to Indonesia for two years in the mid-
nineties. Joanna10 (see Box 9.5) of Red-CFA was sent to Indonesia for two years in the 
early 2000s. These people have to carry out special tasks. This was not based on offering 

                                                 
8 One can really question the quality of the ‘technical skills’ that these volunteers offer. When one CFA 
Desk Officer invited me to celebrate his birthday at the Vondelpark, I was introduced to a woman who has 
been a SNV volunteer teaching English in a Latin American country. Friends started making jokes about 
the Dutch teaching English and the woman herself was joking about how she taught English ten years 
before. Diary notes, September 2002.  
9 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
10 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
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general technical expertise. Wilma’s task was to “mainstream the gender programmes of 
those supported by Yellow-CFA” while Joanna was expected to “develop the peace and 
conflict programme of organisations supported by Red-CFA” (Int. 43, 14). In these cases, 
two junior staff (with two to three years of experience at the entry level) from CFAs 
represented the organisations and carried out a mission for the organisation while based 
in a recipient country. This puts them in a very different power position. Their lack of 
experience and young age is compensated by their ‘position’ and ‘task’. The 
organisations and individuals with whom Wilma and Joanna were expected to work 
depend on the funds from their respective CFAs. Therefore, the position of Wilma and 
Joanna puts them in a privileged location vis-à-vis local NGOs. Though one undoubtedly 
gets a great deal of exposure while being like this in a country, the power position colours 
the way in which one sees and encounters the reality.  
 
 
9.4.1.3 In the mud with books: students  
 
Those DOs who came from disciplines such as sociology, cultural anthropology, 
economics, international relations and political science have displayed a special interest 
in developing countries in their college and university studies. In most instances, they 
have selected a ‘case’ from a developing country for their project or dissertation. For 
most of them, this has been the ‘opening’ to get direct exposure to a developing country. 
For instance, Gerard11 spent four months in Swaziland and Victor visited South India in 
the early eighties. These were their first experiences out of Europe. These people were ‘in 
the mud’ for different reasons. Though they went as students or interns, they are often 
perceived by the locals as ‘experts’, according to them.12 They lived ‘in the mud’ for a 
very short and specific period. They did it for a specific reason – their academic work – 
and knew when they would get back to their places of study in the Netherlands. The 
power position is slightly different because of the purpose of their visits. But still their 
affiliation to a European college or a university, their personal disposition (being white, 
European) and ‘buying power’13 put them in a relatively powerful position. 
 
 

                                                 
 
11 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
12 Bram Buscher, a Ph.D. candidate at Vrije Universititeit, shared with me that when a group of Master’s 
students (including him) from the Netherlands went to the Philippines as interns, they were treated as 
experts. The young Dutch were given the best rooms in their office and they got the VIP treatment from the 
Filipino hosts. Personal communication, June 2003.  
13 Mieke Lopes-Cardozo, a Master’s student from UvA, wanted to spend three months in Sri Lanka to do 
her project and requested me to find a suitable place to stay in Colombo. In response to my question of 
what kind of accommodation was needed, Mieke jokingly said that she needs a house with a beautiful view 
of the sea and a swimming pool. In fact, I was able to find an apartment in the heart of Colombo with a sea 
view and a swimming pool at the rooftop for the price that she could afford as a student. Diary notes, 
August 2006. 
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9.4.1.4 In the mud wearing sandals: explorers 
 
Another pattern of being ‘in the mud’ happens in a self-driven manner. These are the 
young students in the midst of their studies or fresh out of college/university who want to 
‘discover the world out there’. Inspired by their curiosity to see new things or to learn 
things that are of interest to them, they decide to travel around and spend time in 
developing countries. As Hans14 said, “I took a long holiday to travel. I wanted to see for  
 

 
Box 9.2: Marian 
 
Marian studied tropical agriculture with an emphasis in extension and rural 
areas. During her studies she attended a practical programme in Mali in 
irrigational rice farming for small farmers. Marian also took a year off to take 
part in an international youth exchange programme to visit India and Sri Lanka 
in 1982-83.  
 
“Ja, the interest to look outside the Netherlands has always been there. To look 
around and get in contact with different cultures and to what we called a 
Calvinist motivation to do some thing good! Specially, after the studies and the 
motivation I thought I can do more if I work abroad.”  
 
After completing her studies Marian got a contract with SNV in Nepal and 
worked there for four years (1987-91) in a programme for production and credit 
for rural women. She was working as an agricultural adviser and a trainer. Most 
of the time, Marian lived in a remote area working mainly with women.  
 
“After coming back from Nepal I was thinking about what I should do next. 
Should I be a trainer or go back to school. I wrote about 100 letters for jobs, as 
the job with the agriculture organisation was a temporary one. Writing letters, 
letters and letters. Out of 120 odd applications, I got a job at the third world 
shops in 1993 as gender specialist initially and campaigner later. Then once you 
start doing a steady job you get a lot of new contacts. I went to Beijing for the 
Women’s Conference. When this vacancy came in Red-CFA, I thought let’s try 
and see what my market value is. I had no intention to leave the world shops as I 
liked it very much. Red-CFA wanted me and I thought this is a good step in my 
career so why not”.  
 
Marian joined Red-CFA as a programme officer in charge of Sri Lanka from 
1997-2004.  
 

 
myself rather than reading. I went to Ghana, Bolivia and India.” Marian15 took a year off 
during her studies to go on a youth exchange programme in South India and Sri Lanka in 
the early eighties. Jos’16 story is similar: “I went on a long trip from Bombay, Goa, 

                                                 
14 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
15 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
16 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
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Kerala, Bangalore, Madras, Rameswaram and to Colombo. I stayed about a year (1973-
74). Then from there I went to Bangkok and Manila. I wasn’t paid by anybody for this. It 
was a discovery trip, I would say. I wasn’t holidaying in the sense that I was sitting on the 
beach. But I was visiting different groups and organisations. Most of them were NGOs” 
(Int. 22). Having had this experience in the early eighties, he spent a further year in a Sri 
Lankan village as part of a youth exchange programme. Jos sums up his experience: “It 
was a fantastic time. My role at that time was of a student. Not in a formal sense. I 
learned a lot about Sri Lankan people. And I also learned a lot about myself. Being alone 
in that environment as a Dutchman, I had to come to terms with a lot of things which 
were thought, done and lived differently. I was 23-24 at that time. It was a very 
impressionable age. But I was never an orientalist. I was not into religious and meditative 
things. I was interested in people, what they do and why they do things and why that is 
important. I grew a lot during that year” (Int. 22). This model is akin to a ‘tourist with a 
conscience’. Power in this case is not derived from position or task. There is no direct 
financial gain involved for any host organisations. The relative power they derive simply 
because they happen to be a ‘sudu mahattya’ or a ‘sudu nonaa’ (white gentleman, white 
madam) as they are called by the locals. They become the centre of attraction in villages, 
and a source of amusement and entertainment among the villagers who are less exposed 
to foreigners.  
 
The objective of this section was to understand how Desk Officers got into jobs with 
CFAs. This involved an analysis of paths to development. I used a metaphorical 
expression of ‘ways of being in the mud’ meaning the degree and nature of experience in 
the South. Based on the different experiences of DOs, I found four ways of being in the 
mud. I discerned the category of ‘barefoot in the mud’ (neo-missionary) as the 
predominant way of how the early generation of DOs spent their time in the mud, 
working as volunteers with organisations and communities in the South often with a local 
salary. The trend in the nineties was ‘in the mud wearing boots’ (volunteer-experts). The 
experience of those who were posted by volunteer-sending organisations and those junior 
staff of CFAs sent to Southern countries for a couple of years to carry out a specific task 
constituted this way of being in the mud. Another trend in the eighties and nineties was 
‘in the mud wearing sandals’ (explorers) where young people visit Southern countries out 
of curiosity and a sense of solidarity to learn about other cultures. A perennial way of 
being in the mud was identified as ‘in the mud with books’ (students) where young 
people make short visits to Southern countries as part of their studies and such visits 
become their way of making contact with communities and organisations in the South.  
 
 
9.4.2 Motivational roots 
 
While the Desk Officers have had different degrees and types of engagement with the 
‘mud’, their decisions to do so have been influenced by a combination of factors that we 
understand as motivational roots. As the term suggests, these are roots of motivation; not 
the immediate causes for taking up jobs with CFAs. Therefore roots of motivations refer 
to experiences and impressions in the early stages of life of Desk Officers that had played 
a role in motivating them to resort to the kind of work that they do now. By taking a 
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closer look at life histories of Desk Officers who were interviewed, two roots that 
motivated them to take up jobs that they do now can be discerned: 1) religious influence, 
and 2) childhood and parental influence. They are briefly explained below. 
 
 
9.4.2.1 Religious influence: The majority of interviewees did not call themselves 
religious people. Nor were they active in religious institutions. However, 8 out of 21 said 
that their ideas are to a great extent influenced by their religious upbringing. One 
interviewee had studied in a seminary for four years with the intention of becoming a 
priest but changed his mind later. Church-related social activities – fund-raising fancy 
fairs, bazaars, a visit by a Kenyan bishop – had been sources of inspiration received by 
many interviewees. However, one interviewee had had a negative experience in her 
church upbringing. As she says: 
 

I was brought up in a small village. There were two churches. In the church that I went to, 
the story that was stressed happened to be – if you have capacities you also have to use 
them. When God gives you capacities … that also has been a sort of stimulus. But in the 
same church, they denied decision making positions for women. I was part of the struggle 
within the church to getting that changed. Also more for younger people, kind of 
democratisation within the church and also village was important. (Int. 37) 

 
The negative experience prompted her to leave the village and pursue her studies and 
finally she ended up joining a CFA. CORDAID and ICCO represent the Catholic and 
Protestant constituencies in the Netherlands, respectively. As said in Chapter 4, these two 
organisations were created by the Catholic and Protestant mission organisations when the 
Co-Financing Programme was launched in the mid-sixties. Though the degree of control 
by their respective churches is remarkably low, these two organisations do have strong 
Christian identities. However, the religious background of staff and their affinity with 
church structures seem not to be a factor anymore in the selection and recruitment policy 
of the two church-related CFAs.17 The faith-based identity of those organisations seems 
not to be necessarily shared by the staff.18 
 

                                                 
17 For instance, the current general director of ICCO, the Protestant CFA, happens to be Catholic.  
18 I attended ICCO’s partners’ consultation November 2002 held in the Netherlands. ICCO’s general 
director introduced the organisation as a faith-based organisation to the partners who had come from 
various parts of the world. It was a practical joke for the ICCO staff persons who were sitting behind. They 
were looking with amusement and asking themselves “are we faith-based, face-based or fate-based?” Diary 
notes, November 2002. 
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Box 9.3: Marco 
 
Marco initially wanted to become a missionary; so he went to a seminary. Later 
he changed his mind and studied sociology and completed his Ph.D. on rural 
sociology and rural development in the early eighties. “During my studies I 
specialized in anthropology and sociology of South Asia. And India was 
obvious. I was quite fascinated by Gunar Myrdal’s book – Asian Drama. At that 
time it was a standard text for economists and sociologists working in South 
Asia. I also had an interest in China. I still have it. But at that time it was not 
possible to do a research there so I ended up in India”. He was attached to the 
National Institute of Rural Development in Andhra Pradesh. His thesis was on 
small farmer development programmes. After graduation, Marco joined Red-
CFA as a project officer for India in 1985. 
 
“But the interest to work in the third world was there from the young days. After 
that I came to know what is anthropology and sociology and development. The 
church, development, poverty and human rights were my interests in one way or 
the other. Since I was a small boy I wanted to do this kind of work”.  
 
Marco was in charge of Sri Lanka from mid-1986 to 1993. Then he moved to the 
South-East Asia programme.  
 

 
 
9.4.2.2 Childhood experience and parental influence: Childhood experience and 
parental background function as key influencing factors of an individual’s formation and 
thinking that will in turn influence the choices in adult life. Often these two – childhood 
experience and parental background – are closely connected to each other. Parents’ 
vocations, actions and ideas have been great sources of inspiration for children in 
fashioning their thinking about their vocation in adult life. Tom still feels nostalgic about 
his childhood experience:  
 

I was a boy of 13 then. I could remember my father started a small foundation to support 
projects and programmes that were run by a Roman Catholic bishop in Kenya. We 
organised fancy fairs and bazaars to raise funds. That is how it all started. I still 
remember a Kenyan bishop – yes, that African bishop – visiting the Netherlands. It made 
quite an impression on me. I always keep that as a warm memory. During my studies I 
always had the wish – perhaps out of curiosity – to visit African one day. (Int. 33) 

 
Tom at a later stage went to Zambia to teach mathematics (explained in a previous 
section) and also met his future wife there. While Tom witnessed his father running a 
mini-aid agency, for some, like Marco,19 there have been direct influences. As a kid, 
Marco, having seen different role-models within the family, made a firm resolve as what 
he should do in his life:  
 

                                                 
19 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
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Right from the primary school, I was very interested in development work but not 
knowing what development was. Working in poor countries was my idea from those days 
and that was due to my family background. A few cousins of my father were 
missionaries. So I also wanted to become a missionary! (Int. 12) 

 
The influence to opt for a career in a CFA does not come solely from the religious 
engagements of parents (church activists or missionaries). Parental influence could also 
be made through a secular manner. For Mariet, her mother has been a role model who 
shaped her thinking: 
 

My mother was a nurse and she had done very rebellious things in her time. At that time 
there were first class and low standard hospitals. The second and third class hospitals 
were under-staffed. So my mom would do work in the third class hospital after her formal 
duty times. So this is the kind of upbringing I had that there is no difference between 
people just because they have no money. It’s not because you are stupid that you are poor 
but because you don’t have any chances. On top of that, my mother was very fond of 
Ceylon as it was called at that time. She had this dream to be a nurse there. But that never 
happened. (Int. 21) 

 
 

 
 

 
Box 9.4: Mariet 
 
“My parents were very adventurous. These things motivated me to take up development 
studies in Wageningen. At that time I was thinking on the model of white development 
worker. It was during my study time that I realized that it was arrogant and presumptuous 
to have that kind of position”. 
 
Mariet completed her studies at Wageningen Agricultural University in development 
studies, household sciences for non-Western countries in 1987. After that she went to 
India to join her husband, an Indian, whom she met in Nigeria. Mariet worked in a Tata 
factory as a programmer. “When I was living in India I wanted to do something there as a 
volunteer. But at that time I was just living there. I lived in a very remote village where 
nobody was doing anything. And I didn’t get any support from anyone. So it was very 
much tribal in Gujarat. I wanted to do something not as a development worker but as a 
wife of an Indian. That’s a different thing. Getting a huge salary as white development 
worker and pretending that you know everything was not the thing I was looking for”. 
 
After returning to the Netherlands, Mariet became a policy officer to a local government 
body that dealt with elderly people. After a while, she worked as a market researcher for 
Philips. Being fed-up, Mariet joined Both-Ends as a volunteer. “All the while I was 
looking for a job in the development sector. But at that time the economy was not in a 
good shape”. Mariet joined Green-CFA as a program officer for Sri Lanka in 1993 and 
was in charge till 1996. Later she became a sector officer for economic activities. 
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Mariet developed an early sense of justice and also a knack for adventure that acted 
possibly as stimuli for her choices made in her adult life. Though unconsciously, was 
Mariet trying to pursue the dream that her mother couldn’t? Isn’t it ironic that finally 
Mariet’s job at Green-CFA took her to ‘Ceylon’ many a time? Joanna has spent her 
childhood and most of her adolescent life in a few developing countries in Asia as her 
father’s job with a multinational company took them to various places. She says that 
“Looking at Holland was done very much through the eyes of my experience in other 
countries” (Int. 14). In the case of Joanna, the parental background has influenced her in a 
different way:  
 

How did justice came up? Perhaps because the knowledge I had about my father’s work, 
I have seen large inequality. Justice has all to do about people being able to voice their 
own aspirations and fight against inequality. To me that was very much a cause for 
conflict I have seen. (Int. 14) 

 
 

 
 
 
9.4.3 Mindset and emotional ground 
 
The roots of motivation are largely driven by externalities. Every external event would 
not be an incentive of motivation to every individual. Hence, there should be a match 
between one’s own mind and the external factor/event for that to be a root of motivation. 
Mindset and emotional ground refers to internalities such as values and assumptions that 
inform and constrain behaviour, perception and emotions (Lewis et al. 2003). The large 
majority of the interviewees had a broad outlook and perspective that made them curious 
and adventurous: 
 

Ja, the interest to look outside the Netherlands has always been there. To look around and 
get in contact with different cultures. (Int. 11) 

 
Box 9.5: Joanna 
 
As a teenager, Joanna was brought up in a few Asian countries where her father, an 
employee of a leading Dutch company, was stationed. She studied political science first 
and then cultural anthropology at Leiden. Between 1993 and 1995 – in different stages – 
she worked in the Philippines as an intern in an NGO – doing integrated rehabilitation 
work for the victims of volcano eruption. In 1994-95 she did research there for her 
anthropology thesis.  
 
Joanna started working with Red-CFA in 1996 while she was studying. Upon completion 
of her studies in 1997, Joanna worked for Red-CFA on a temporary basis. Then in 1998 
she got a permanent contract. She was sent to Indonesia for two years to build up the 
peace and conflict programme there before taking over the Sri Lanka Desk.  
 
Joanna took over the Sri Lankan Desk formally from June 2003. 



DOs and DO-ing: An inquiry into the world of desk officers 

 235

They display some sort of uneasiness with the status quo, which is characterised by 
injustice. They also want to do “something” about it, as Hans says. 
 

The awareness of this crazy system in the world between haves and have-nots as well as 
the recognition that part of the problem lies here in the West, was always in my mind. I 
always had the temptation to do some thing on that. (Int. 31) 

 
While the vision for work for most was prompted by an urge “to do something”, a few 
formed their vision based on some activism in their locality or country. This was 
particularly the experience of Ben20:  
 

As a student and activist you are supporting different types of freedom struggles. 
Nicaragua was a hot issue at that time and there was El Salvador. I had a lot to do with 
Central America and of course, the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa. I was also 
active in support groups of those countries. So these were my political involvement in 
personal life. As I have lived in different countries I have an international outlook. Ja, I 
found it exciting. It was exciting. (Int. 24) 

 
It is interesting to observe that all male interviewees have been conscientious-objectors to 
military training.21 They chose to do voluntary work in the South or on the South as an 
alternative social service in lieu of military training. One interviewee, Gerard, was placed 
in a CFA as an intern in lieu of his military training. This was his first job and to date he 
works for the CFA as a Desk Officer.  
 
Interestingly, every interviewee has a strong statement or a compelling story that 
explained why he/she opted to pursue a career in a CFA. Some chose careers in 
development as a means of pursuing their political interests, NGOs being the perfect 
forum for such a combination of the professional and the political (Kaufman1997). 
However, the NGO world is replete with ‘visions and missions’ and a great deal of 
normative overload and political correctness. They like to call themselves vision/mission-
driven. In this vein, the NGO/donor staffers too have their versions of ‘visions and 
missions’. Obviously, a Desk Officer cannot afford to say that “I am here to do a job” in a 
business-like manner, even if true. There is some kind of compulsion coming from the 
organisational culture of NGOs and aid agencies to have a strong ‘vision/mission story’ 
to tell. Even the consultants who are supposed to do a purely pragmatic job – e.g., an 
installation of a software programme – in an NGO would talk a bit of “progressive stuff” 
and Bush-bashing to impress their Southern counterparts. The staff of CFAs too have a 
story tell. But at the same time, ‘vision/mission stories’ serve as rituals and symbolic 
capital (Bourdieu 1979) in the NGO world. Therefore, one cannot say whether these 
stories are real, improvised or illusions.22 But they are a functional part of belonging and 
giving meaning to one’s life. 

                                                 
20 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
21 The system of gewetensbezwaarden is an option that men have to perform social service instead of 
joining the army and going through military training. In 1996 this system was changed. The system of 
gewetensbezwaarden does not any longer exist. 
22 I did not make a special effort to ‘test’ whether the ‘stories’ that were told are real, improvised or 
illusions. However, I happened to work with a senior consultant from India (an Indian) who has been 
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9.4.4 Academic and technical training and prior experience 
 
There is a vast diversity in relation to the academic and technical training received by the 
Desk Officers. The majority of them have obtained educational qualifications at the level 
of Diploma, Bachelor’s or Master’s. Only three persons have studied up to the Ph.D. 
level. Among them, only one had had a Ph.D. when working as a Desk Officer of a CFA. 
The other two obtained their doctorates at a later stage, after leaving the CFA job. 
Another one was working on a Ph.D. at the time of my field work period. The majority 
have been trained in social sciences while some others have come from very different 
backgrounds such as hotel management, natural sciences and engineering.  
 

Table 9.1: Educational Backgrounds of CFA Desk Officers 

Area of education/training No. of DOs 
Tropical Agriculture  1 
Sociology, Rural Development, Rural Sociology  5 
Political Science 1 
Cultural Anthropology 2 
Law 1 
International Relations 1 
Social Work 2 
Economics, Development Economics 3 
Hotel Management 1 
Electrical Engineering 1 
Mechanical Engineering 1 
Business Administration 1 

Source: Survey on DOs 
 

Thirteen out of 21 have had prior job experience before joining a CFA. But only 5 out of 
13 have had substantial job experience. The rest (8) have been hopping in the job market, 
doing all sorts of temporary jobs – from a salesman in the Fleemarkt to a researcher at 
Philips to working in a municipality – for about two to three years until they found a 
permanent job at a CFA. In that sense the prior experience does not mean that they carry 
a wealth of experience that is directly related to their CFA job. Even those who have had 
substantial work experience, except two,23 generally have had their experience in jobs that 
are different to an aid agency. They have been doing jobs like teaching in developing 
countries. However, their exposure to local situations and long stays abroad in developing 
countries would have given them the edge to secure a job in a CFA. 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                  
working in an Asian country where one of the Desk Officers interviewed was living. When I mentioned the 
‘story’ of the particular interviewee, the consultant’s response was this. “Well, as far as I know, she was not 
doing any work there, perhaps some part-time work. Basically, she was accompanying her husband. The 
only thing I knew that she did was giving birth to a few children, one after the other”. Personal 
communication, Dr. J. Mukherjee, July 2006, Chennai, India. 
23 This is the person who taught social work for ten years and another who worked in several African 
countries as a consultant for five years.  
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9.4.5 Class background  
As a relative stranger, it was difficult for me to understand the subtle class differences 
among the interviewees. In general, the great majority seem to belong to the middle class. 
The class backgrounds of their parents did not come up in the conversations.24 The only 
exception was Susanne,25 who on her own initiative stressed her class background as it 
was central to her own motivation to pursue a career in an organisation such as a CFA: 
 

“I was raised in a very small village from a working-class background. My parents were 
chased with questions – why are you sending your girls to study because they should get 
married and so you better send them out to earn something so that they can contribute to 
the family income etc. Also in the village the men were dominating. To study as a girl 
from a working-class family was looked upon as something stupid. That feeling of why 
should it be limited to a certain privileged group – I thought was nonsense. … At the 
same time there was something on seeking adventure. In the sense that it was a very small 
village, a closed community, so the idea of going out to the world was also appealing to 
me. (Int. 37) 

 
Susanne’s less privileged class background, the oppressive village set up, and her desire 
to study prompted her to leave the village as soon as possible. The deprivation and 
injustice she experienced herself seemed to have led to the development of a sense of 
solidarity with those who are subject to injustice at different levels. Hence, she pursued a 
career in development. The majority of the Desk Officers have had a middle-class 
upbringing. They have had opportunities of visiting countries abroad – for studies, 
adventure, etc. – from an early stage of their lives, mostly when they were students.  
 
 
9.4.6 Gender and feminisation of DOs 
 
Among my Desk Officer interviewees, 9 out of 21 were women. In the sixties and 
seventies all Desk Officers were men. This trend continued till the late eighties. From the 
nineties women were recruited for Desk Officer jobs. By the late nineties and the 
beginning of the new millennium, women Desk Officers outnumbered their male 
counterparts. During my period of field work (2002-2004), all four CFAs had women 
Desk Officers in charge of Sri Lanka. The following table shows the number of men and 
women among my interviewees who joined CFAs at different stages. 
 

                                                 
 
24 In hindsight, I think that I was reluctant to ask that question directly. This reflects the perceived power 
relations and dynamics between me, the researcher and the researched, the Desk Officers. In contrast, I 
could ask this question in a very casual form from a NGO leader in Sri Lanka. We don’t even think about 
this power aspect when we ask a poor farmer how much he earns each season in front of the entire village. 
25 A pseudonym of a Desk Officer. 
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Table 9.2: Gender composition of desk officers 

Period Male Female 
Early 80s 4 Nil 
Mid 80s 4 Nil 
Late 80s 1 1 
Early 90s 2 4 
Mid 90s 1 3 
Late 90s Nil 1 

Source: Interviews with Desk Officers 
 
In her interview, Annie remarked that getting Vivecca (Annie’s predecessor) in the late 
eighties and herself in early nineties was linked to the need to have a gender balance in 
Yellow-CFA. However, the recruitment and placement of women as Desk Officers had 
not been a smooth one as there have been different reactions from Southern NGOs. As 
Mariet shared her experience: 
 

I was the first woman project officer in our organisation. Sometimes partners call and ask 
for the project officer in charge of Sri Lanka. When I say I am the projects officer, they 
say they don’t want to talk to the secretary! (Int. 21) 

 
The vast majority of Southern NGO leaders are men.26 As discussed before, the Desk 
Officers of CFAs in the early years were men. Male-bonding has been a dimension of the 
relationship that both the Southern NGO leaders and CFA Desk Officers have been used 
to. The arrival of women as Desk Officers initially created tensions and practical 
difficulties. The proliferation of women Desk Officers coincided with the changes that 
were introduced in the post-Impact Study period, i.e., in the early and mid-nineties. As 
Mariet says, “All of a sudden they had a new project officer, a woman and on top of that 
they had to get adjusted to the new rules. It was sort of a double shock for partners” (Int. 
21). 
 
Most of the women Desk Officers who joined in the nineties and beyond were relatively 
young compared to the Southern NGO leaders. The Southern NGO leaders apart from the 
male-bonding had an age-bonding with the make Desk Officers who belonged to more or 
less the same age group. The young women had to liaise with relatively older men. One 
woman Desk Officer shared her predicament in a lighter vein: 
 

XX (name of the NGO leader) has once said that future of his NGO now rests on two 
girls – Viveca and me! We are on the palms of two girls!!! Some people jokingly warned 
me not to meet him alone – he will hypnotise you. There was a rumour at that time that 
he has hypnotised even the Dutch Ambassador. After that I refused to go alone – I was 
scared – gosh – having heard all those stories about his romps with village girls. (Int. 42) 

 

                                                 
26 This is not to deny the influential women NGO leaders in the South. Perhaps, NGOs can boast of a 
relatively high representation of women as leaders compared to state and business sectors. For an insightful 
study of women leaders, see Kalaima Rose (1992). Where Women are Leaders: the SEWA Movement in 
India. New Delhi: Vistaar. However, the overwhelming majority in leadership positions in NGOs are men. 
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9.4.7 Nationality of DOs - having non-Dutch as Desk Officers? 
 
Among my interviewees, there were two women who are non-Dutch but domiciled in the 
Netherlands. Both came from South-East Asian countries. The first, Annie (see Box 9.6), 
was a public servant, who came to study in the Netherlands and later settled down there. 
The second, Julie (see Box 9.7), was a teacher in electrical engineering, who married a 
Dutchman and settled down in the Netherlands. They were recruited in the early nineties. 
These two cases, especially the latter, are somewhat similar to what Kaufman calls 
“professional accidents” (Kaufman 1997). 
 

 
Box 9.6: Annie 
 
Annie comes from a South-East Asian country. She worked in the government 
sector (in development planning) for about ten years. Then she came to the 
Netherlands (1985-86) to study regional development planning. “I decided to 
widen the horizons and to further my career prospects, I should try to live in 
Holland. And it worked well. I was lucky to get a position here in spite of my 
limited Dutch then. Viveca was promoted as bureau head then, and they wanted 
a replacement. And during that time Yellow-CFA was really strong on gender 
policy and plus the fact that I am Asian. I was lucky in that sense. I got the 
position in 1991 and ever since I have been working as program officer. First I 
was in charge of Sri Lanka. And then Indonesia. Now I have Vietnam and China. 
I must say that if I am effective as a Desk Officer, I really learnt a lot from being 
Desk Officer for Sri Lanka. It was a difficult context and given the complexity of 
the NGO community in Sri Lanka which is highly divided in terms of ideology 
and personality”. 
 

 
Both Annie and Julie claim that they certainly have an edge over their Dutch Desk 
Officer colleagues in maintaining relationships. Says Annie: “I feel good as I was really 
welcome as an Asian. I can remember some of our partners were saying that – she can 
understand us better at the same time she can also understand our tricks” (Int. 42). Julie 
elaborates more in her advantageous position over the Dutch: “I could also go to villages. 
The disadvantage of being white … for instance some of our partners would not like Ben 
[Julie’s predecessor] to go villages because villagers would think – oh there is money and 
a white man. I am brown and I wear Sri Lankan-like clothes. I would not stand out. Ben 
is very tall and he would literally stand out in any gathering. I can have more contacts 
with people and that makes things easier. For organisations it’s easier to bring me to 
villagers than Ben” (Int. 45). 
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Box 9.7: Julie  
 
Julie comes from an Asian country. She is an electrical engineer by training. 
Julie was active in student politics when she started her teaching career. “The last 
two years I did a lot of political education. I was also questioning the kind of 
political education that is given because it was based on Mao-Lenin-Marx. I 
didn’t agree with this. I believed that we have our own history. So the political 
strategies should be rooted in our history and struggles. I became active in 
human rights work too”. She gave some lectures to a group of visiting Dutch 
volunteers. Later Julie married a Dutchman who was a member of the volunteer 
team and came to Holland in 1976. She has been involved in solidarity work on 
her country since then. “In 1993 there was a debate and a split in the solidarity 
movement. So the solidarity work died down. When the movement was busy 
fighting with each other, the solidarity work lost its meaning. There were a lot of 
quarrels and emotional confrontations and I could not take it any more. Then I 
had to look for other things. Luckily, a friend of mine told me about the Green-
CFA vacancy. I thought I would not be accepted as my Dutch was not that good. 
I tried and I was asked to come for the interview and I got the job. My former 
boss at Green-CFA was also closely involved in the issues of my country”. Julie 
joined Green-CFA in 1996 as a junior policy officer for gender. In 2002 she was 
appointed as Desk Officer in charge of Sri Lanka. 
 

 
The objective of this section was to understand the Desk Officers of CFAs by looking 
closely at who they are and where they came from. My analysis was based on analytical 
themes from Lewis et al. (2003), Kaufmann (1997) and Crewe (1997). I looked at the 
paths of DOs to development, their motivational roots, mindset and emotional ground, 
academic and technical training and aspects such as their class background, gender and 
nationality. The interviews with DOs along these dimensions indicate the great diversity 
and complexity among DOs. Therefore, homogenising their job title and official job 
description prevents us from seeing the complexity and diversity of this category of aid 
personnel. The following section takes this discussion to another level of analysis.  

9.5 Understanding the dynamics of ‘DO-ing’ 

The previous section provided an analysis of the backgrounds of Desk Officers and their 
career trajectories. The discussion was on ‘what they are’. In this section the discussion 
moves to ‘what they do’ in reality. Here, the emphasis is on the practices of Desk 
Officers, which may be different to what is given in job descriptions or staff manuals. In 
the methodology chapter, I agreed with Hilhorst (2003) who suggested that NGOs should 
be understood as a process. Hilhorst uses the term NGO-ing for this. Similarly, 
understanding the dynamics of Desk Officers involves understanding the process of ‘DO-
ing’. Such an approach focuses the attention away from official job descriptions and staff 
manuals to how DOs carry out their work in practice. I discuss below three dimensions 
that unravel the dynamics of ‘DOing’: 1) how the individual characteristics of a Desk 
Officer could influence his/her behaviour in a relationship, 2) different kinds of 
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preferences that Desk Officers would have stemming from their backgrounds, and 3) 
what happens when Desk Officers are transferred from one country to another. 
 
 
9.5.1 Individual ‘colours’27 of Desk Officers 
 
In the preceding section, I explained that CFA Desk Officers come from a variety of 
backgrounds in terms of academic training, professional training and ideological 
orientation. In this section I probe whether the background of Desk Officers makes an 
impact on their behaviour that affects the partner portfolio and the way a relationship is 
maintained. Nineteen out of 21 interviewees said that the individual background and style 
of the Desk Officer do make a difference in the make-up of the partner portfolio and the 
nature of the relationship. The two who did not subscribe to this view said that it was the 
case in the past (say ten years back) but not anymore. The current argument in defence of 
the primacy of systems and policy is the following as shared by Wilma:  
 

But nowadays with the policy discussions we have and also definitions we apply – 
indicators and all that – people very much stick to the policies and outlines. I would say 
there is less space than ten years ago to do what we want. Altogether we have discussions 
on allocation of budgets and things like that, so it’s difficult to have that kind of a thing. 
No, that’s not possible. (Int. 43) 

 
However, this argument is countered on several grounds. Firstly on the very basis of the 
argument that says that the policy overrides individual choices and preferences: 
 

There had never being a policy document on Sri Lanka or a consultation with partners. 
One of the disadvantages was that there was no back-up for Sri Lanka. On paper there 
was nothing to back up, unlike India and Bangladesh. (Int. 33)  

 
The CFA of the above interviewee had been active in Sri Lanka from the very inception 
of the CFP. But only in the late nineties (after about 30 years) did it draft a policy paper 
on Sri Lanka. As explained in Chapter 6, three out of four CFAs drafted a country policy 
for Sri Lanka in the period from 1998 to 2004. Moreover, it was largely because of the 
initiative of the Desk Officer (Int. 25). Even the other CFA developed a policy paper on 
Sri Lanka only in the early nineties. This doesn’t suggest that CFAs work in Sri Lanka 
has been carried out purely on an ad hoc basis. But the system has been fragile so that the 
Desk Officer or the bureau has a relatively large say in decisions. If we assume that the 
current argument holds true, the policies and systems are in place now. However, as 
candidly shared by Susanne, this is how it is being practiced: 
 

There are of course, checks and balances at a higher level. But it is the Desk Officer who 
decides. But if you consider your travel and all that, you are doing everything on your 
own. Where you put your time, you discuss with your regional manager – or whatever is 
called, the name of your head is being changed all the time – when you are going to travel 

                                                 
27 This is a common expression I picked up in ‘DO-speak’ in my interviews. Therefore, I opted to use it as 
it is. What they meant by ‘colour’ was the individual characteristics that are unique and idiosyncratic to 
each Desk Officer.  
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and how many days and so on. Sometimes it is discussed in detail but sometimes you take 
the liberty of spending more time. If you want to give an individual colour, you have the 
possibilities. (Int. 37) 

 
This shows that with or without policy and guidelines, there remains a certain space and 
latitude for Desk Officers to add their own colour to the relationship. I analyse more of 
the how and why the individual “colour” is formed. I have identified six such ‘colours’ 
and I categorise them as the following: 1) academic/professional colour, 2) 
perceptive/interpretative colour, 3) political colour, 4) role/circumstantial colour, and 5) 
superior colour. These categories of ‘colours’ are briefly discussed below. 
 
9.5.1.1 Academic/professional colour: This suggests that one’s academic and 
professional training influences the emphasis that one would put in his/her work as a DO. 
For instance, if a person is trained in agriculture, she/he would show a special interest in 
the agriculture-related projects of the partner portfolio. This was clearly evident among 
the staff who joined CFAs in the nineties. They have been trained in specialised 
disciplines related to development work as compared to generalists in the seventies and 
eighties. The following statements from the interviews explain how this happens in 
practice.  
 

You have the institution and its policies. But there is a margin. For example, my strength 
is not very much in human rights so I would feel less confident in assessing a proposal on 
human rights. That would mean that there will be less human rights partners in my 
portfolio than in a person who is well versed with human rights work. (Int. 21)  
 
I have seen this happening. Every time a Desk Officer changes, you see a change of 
partner portfolio dramatically. So if I had a bias at that time for human rights groups, now 
my successor has a bias for micro finance, which coincides with Yellow-CFAs’ 
developments as well. The policies, priorities and guidelines are there. But still it is we 
who interpret them. (Int. 42) 

 
9.5.1.2 Perceptive/ interpretative colour: The perception of a context, a situation and a 
partner can be different from one Desk Officer to another. Sometimes totally opposite 
perceptions can be seen between two staff on the same context, situation and counterpart. 
As Annie said: 
 

I have had passionate discussions with Wilma, my successor. When I left [Sri Lanka 
Desk], I wanted to make sure that … [name of a partner] be supported. Then Wilma said, 
their work is like charity. I said how could that be? They do work on advocacy. But in the 
end I was able to convince her. There are a lot of differences in how we perceive poverty. 
(Int. 42) 
 

Regardless of who is right on this issue, there is clearly a totally different perception and 
interpretation about the same organisation. Annie would have her own reasons for saying 
that the organisation is worthy of support. But at the same time, Wilma will have her 
reasons to support her negative perception or interpretation. What is important to our 
discussion is the subjective nature of the perception and extent of interpretation.  
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9.5.1.3 Political colour: What I mean by political colour is the intensity of political 
engagement, orientation and inclination of Desk Officers. Those Desk Officers with 
political backgrounds and histories tend to prefer NGOs with similar orientation. This is 
another form of homophily (McPherson 1987), a characteristic of organisations working 
together with common backgrounds, convictions and interests discussed in the theory 
chapter. This was a very strong factor in the past.28 The current claim is that it is 
completely replaced by a more policy and systematic approach. This is true to a great 
extent. However, it not completely replaced by policies and systems. A CFA officer 
currently in charge of Sri Lanka says:  
 

Although there are institutional criteria, in terms of political analysis and political 
choices, it really depends on the political background of the programme officer. (Int. 25) 

 
According to her, the political orientation of the Desk Officer will have an impact on the 
choice of counterparts and other decisions that are related to the maintenance of the 
relationship. 
 
9.5.1.4 Role/circumstantial colour: This is a mix between one’s own technical training 
and the role defined by the CFA at a particular time. In the mid-nineties, this trend 
became very evident:  
 

I came from a different background to Blue-CFA. I was completely different from other 
project officers. All of them looked at the content of the programme and I started always 
with organisation and financial things. I was hired exactly for that. One would say that it 
was a business-like approach. If you look at my travel reports, I have gone deeper into 
organisational issues. (Int. 31) 

 
Even the Desk Officers who did not have formal training on management and finance 
were expected to play this role. Another important circumstance that necessitated a 
change of colour is the thinking that the “predecessor has made blunders and I should put 
them right”. 
 

The partner portfolio does change with the change of programme officer. It is also the 
case that the previous man has done it all wrong and the new one is going to do better. 
This is a general trend. But after three four years you will realise that it is not easy, you 
will also make the same mistakes and you will understand the circumstances in which 
your predecessor worked. Now I smile about it! That’s how it works. The organisation 
should handle this. (Int. 22) 

                                                 
28 The political colour had been a strong thread that ran among CFA staff in the seventies and eighties. The 
following story shared by one of my interviewees shows how such considerations were at play in CFAs: 
“The then director of CFA was on a visit to Sri Lanka. I was then working in Sri Lanka as a UN staff. The 
director and I were active members of PPR. He asked me whether I am keen in taking in charge of the Sri 
Lankan programme. I said yes and I got the job” (Int. 44). [PPR, Politieke Partij Radicalen, is the Dutch 
political party founded in 1968 by a splinter group from the Catholic Party (KVP), The PPR favoured 
structured economic reform and universal disarmament, environmental conservation, and termination of the 
use of nuclear energy. At its peak in 1972 it took seven seats and had two ministers in Den Uyl's cabinet, 
but then declined. It also began to lose its Christian bias. In the 1989 elections it joined Groen Links. The 
PPR was dissolved in 1991.] 
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9.5.1.5 Superior colour: CFAs have their own policies and guidelines for work. Some 
Desk Officers understand these as “minimalist” or sometimes not helpful for them to 
meaningfully carry out the work. Therefore, the individual Desk Officer comes up with 
her/his own standards that are higher or superior than the organisation. As one 
interviewee said when I asked about her style of work: 
 

It is not explicit part of our organisational policy. What is explicit in policy is supporting 
PME [planning, monitoring and evaluation] processes, capacity building, gender issues, 
things like that, more on an instrumental way. It is not to say it is wrong but it is less than 
what I try to do. It is the way I think that this kind of work should be done. It is very 
much to do with my values and what I think an organisation like ours should do. But 
sometimes I don’t have the feeling that it is a shared thing. Within the organisation there 
are different approaches or different ideas of what we should do. For some people it is 
more limited to finance and organisations in a professional way. For some it’s more like – 
might sound a bit strange – okay we have confidence in this organisation carrying out 
good work so let’s support them. We [the Desk Officers] have the freedom to have these 
different approaches. (Int. 37) 

 
It is clear that individual orientation, background and initiative make an impact on the 
way a Desk Officer would act in maintaining a relationship. Such a ‘colour’ could also be 
understood as a preference that these Desk Officers work with. The following types of 
preferences can be discerned among Desk Officers based on what they shared with me in 
the interviews to my question – what was your preference as a Desk Officer.  
 
Preferences of Desk Officers 
 

Organisational/institutional preference 
 

I had a more or less a duty to be strict on certain issues and push on certain 
organisational matters with NGOs. If I think the organisation has a good 
orientation politically and probably things are not fully organised. (Int. 26)  

 
For me, the important dimension is the organisation. How it was developing in 
the environment? How would they reflect on national policies and alliances with 
others factors? Is it a learning organisation? Do they have a democratic 
organisation – not just one leader, internal and external organisation, income 
generating potential? Are they self-sufficient? (Int. 31) 

 
Field preference 
 

I didn’t want to sit in the offices of the partner organisations. I used to mix a lot 
with the people in the field so that I can write a sensible travel report. (Int. 34) 
 
My bias was probably looking at things in the field situation, what’s happening to 
the communities. Looking more at solidarity from grass roots to the NGO to the 
international. I have paid less attention in institutional matters. (Int. 35) 
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Sector preference 
 

My background was economics, gender and environment. I was less exposed to 
culture and human rights. But by the time I left Sri Lanka I was much better at 
human right because of all the discussions I had there. (Int. 21) 

 
Class reference 
 

I made emphasis to support more CBOs. In that sense it has shifted the emphasis 
to CBOs and people’s organisations and less to service-delivery NGOs. Also I 
would like to see that the support be given to organisations that are Tamil and 
Muslim because 90% of the partners are Sinhala and Colombo and Kandy based. 
If you want to empower and strengthen the capacity of rural base, they can’t have 
negotiating capacity with urban-based organisations. That’s why we should 
support rural-based organisations. We have supported (…) for 20 years. I do 
recognise their role in lobbying. But the way grassroots women react to them – it 
is not a sign of empowerment. What I heard was that they look down on rural 
people. They don’t take their opinion seriously. So the empowerment is a halo – 
it has no meaning at all. Again the rich become developed intellectually and 
academically. It does not serve the purpose. (Int. 25) 

 
Scale preference 

 
My style was not to go for big money first. You start things on a small scale. 
Let’s build up a partnership first. I am keen about the organisation. If the 
organisation is good we don’t need even to look at the details of project. (Int. 23) 
 
Whether it’s grass roots or large scale, it depends on the situation. Large 
organisations would have a lobby voice. It’s good to have them. But it’s also 
important to have localised partners. Again, a balance should be maintained. (Int. 
14) 

 
The objective of this section was to probe whether the individual background of Desk 
Officers, which I called the ‘colour’, makes an impact on their conduct and behaviour. 
This affects the partner portfolio and the way a relationship is maintained. The great 
majority of the interviewees said that the individual background and style of the Desk 
Officer do make a difference in the make-up of the partner portfolio and the nature of the 
relationship. Taking a cue from this, I discerned different kinds of ‘colours’ of DOs based 
on my interview data. I identified five such ‘colours’: professional colour, 
perceptive/interpretative colour, political colour, role/circumstantial colour, and superior 
colour. Based on the different individual ‘colours’ of DOs displayed, I discerned the 
predispositions of DOs that characterise their conduct and behaviour.  
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9.5.2 Transfer from one Desk Officer to another 
 
In the previous subsection, I tried to establish the argument that the nature of the partner 
portfolio and relational decisions will be contingent on the background and style of the 
individual Desk Officer in spite of formal policies and systems. The tenure of a Desk 
Officer therefore is important to observe any trends. The early trend in CFAs has been to 
allow Desk Officers to be in charge of a country for relatively long periods such as ten 
years.29 However, the recent trend, say from the mid-nineties, has been the opposite. 
There is a high turnover of Desk Officers since then. The Desk Officers remain in the 
same organisation but will be assigned with another country. How would a transfer of a 
Desk Officer influence the partner portfolio and decisions relating to relationships? 
 
The new appointment of a Desk Officer sometimes coincides with an introduction of a 
new approach, emphasis or a theme. The idea behind appointing a new Desk Officer to 
introduce the change is partly because the predecessors were used to a particular 
approach (institutional) or style (individual) over a period of time. The counterparts too 
get used to the same approach and style.30 A certain degree of sentimental and emotional 
attachment to the relationship gets developed over many years of working together. 
Bonds of friendships get developed as they work over time. After some time the 
difference between work and personal relationship becomes slight.31 Therefore, it is 
practically difficult for the same Desk Officer to suddenly introduce radical changes that 
potentially strain the status quo of the relationship that she/he has been maintaining for 
quite some time. It is relatively easy for the new Desk Officer to start things afresh. 
However, the task is not that easy, as often the new approaches demand stricter and 
tighter control. In other words, the new Desk Officer is compelled to play the “bad guy”. 
 

It was necessary to change the programme. For years and years we have been sticking to 
… [name of a partner organisation]. We did housing projects. Rightfully or wrongfully … 
[name of the partner organisation] is perceived as a Buddhist organisation. We tried to 
find new indigenous groups. It was difficult. We tried to do a leadership development 
programme in the North and East as many leaders were killed or they had to flee the 
country. (Int. 41) 

 
In the past, the Southern NGO leaders had direct contact with the heads of CFAs. 
Therefore, they could always put pressure on the Desk Officer on decisions that affected 
their organisation and its relationship with the CFA. The organisation that is mentioned 
above was Yellow-CFAs’s biggest counterpart in Sri Lanka. Its leader was a frequent 

                                                 
29 The Desk Officer of a German agency that co-funded many Sri Lankan NGOs with ICCO has been in 
charge of Sri Lanka since 1978.  
30 Perhaps this is why some Sri Lankan NGOs call DOs in the vernacular such endearments as “baappalaa 
and punchi ammalaa”, aunts and uncles. 
31 Sometimes, these friendships become too intimate and romantic. One male Desk Officer of a CFA fell in 
love with a daughter of a Sri Lankan NGO leader whose organisation was funded by the same CFA. 
Though the DO was interested in marrying, it did not materialise. Personal communication with Kingsley 
Perera, November 2006. I do not pass judgment on the behaviour of the DO. The point that I make is that 
they are simply human and cannot be understood as mere Desk Officers. This aspect of DOs is well 
captured in a collection of short stories written by Peter Goedhart, a DO of ICCO. See Goedhart 2004.  
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visitor to fundraising events in the Netherlands conducted by the relevant CFA. When 
Yellow-CFA decided to scale down its support, it created a bitter conflict between the 
two, which went to the extent of the Southern NGO leader threatening that he would start 
a fast-unto-death in front of the office of Yellow-CFA. 
 
Currently, transfers from one Desk Officer to another generally take place in a smooth 
manner. This is partly because of the documentation that has been developed in the last 
ten years or so. However, in the past, the transfers were very troublesome as the Desk 
Officers tend to personalise the partner portfolio and they were in charge of a country for 
long periods. In such situations, the new Desk Officer, in DO-speak, “inherits” a “legacy 
of partners” and a long history of relationships. It is difficult if not impossible to ditch the 
partners overnight. So they have to work with the “inherited” partners at least for some 
time. But they work with great reluctance. As one interviewee said: 
 

I thought the projects I inherited were not really addressing the real issues in Sri Lanka. I 
am not against handicrafts but if you look at the larger problems in Sri Lanka, handicrafts 
projects wouldn’t contribute much. (Int. 23) 

 
In the past, the transfers took place often with a joint visit made by the outgoing and new 
Desk Officers. This is the best form of handing over, as the CFA Desk Officers say. In 
that regard, the transition happens in a relatively prolonged period. This gives the new 
Desk Officer time to become familiar with the new partner portfolio, the context in which 
they work and more importantly to understand the nature and style of relationship 
between the outgoing Desk Officer and the counterparts. In the late eighties, the two 
Desk Officers, both outgoing and new, have spent about three weeks in a country to 
introduce the counterparts to the new Desk Officer and vice versa. But of late, the 
transitions have been not only very short but also abrupt:  
 

He had only an hour to tell me about the transfer. I told him look – in one hour you can’t 
say anything so just tell me the procedures and I’ll get started. He told me how to make a 
contract, how you do this and that. (Int. 21) 

 
Of late, however, the Desk Officers have preferred not to go through a prolonged 
transition. The reason, as one interviewee put it candidly, is clear: 
 

Jos had a personalised network in Sri Lanka but he managed to keep those – it was 
difficult as he was part of the family. It was probably good that I took over. I preferred to 
be left alone. I thought I should not be overshadowed by my predecessor. (Int. 26) 

 
Distance and independence seem to be preferred values now, as another interviewee 
remarked:  
 

You need to do your own work. Once in a while I used to consult Ben. But when you take 
over you take over the whole bunch. Ben has also his own fields. (Int. 25) 

 
The message between the lines is “let me handle things my way”. The transfer of a 
portfolio of partners from one DO to another, as the above discussion suggest, allows 
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space for change in the dynamics of relationship due to the corresponding change of 
colour and preference of DOs. The introduction of systems and documentation helps to 
mitigate this problem to some extent. However, the views expressed in the interviews 
suggest that individual style often overrides the system.  

9.6 Can the influence of DOs be checked organisationally? 

The above account analysed the potential of DOs to act as ‘operators’ (Mintzberg 1983), 
wielding a lot of power in a relatively autonomous and independent manner. Does this 
mean that the CFAs give a complete free hand to DOs to carry out the boundary 
spanner’s role? In Chapter 2 (Theory), I identified four organisational factors that 
function as moderators in IORs: 1) centralisation, 2) formalisation, 3) levels of 
inclusiveness, and 4) size of the organisation. In organisations with a low degree of 
centralisation, the distribution of power and control of the boundary spanner is more 
decentralised and vice versa. In organisations with a high degree of formalisation, 
boundary spanners are assumed to have less discretion when making decisions. In 
organisations characterised by a low degree of formalisation, boundary spanners are 
thought to be more autonomous and enjoy more discretion in their decision making. 
When inclusiveness is high, the boundary spanner can influence the relational decisions 
and vice versa. When the organisation is large, organisational-specific norms are 
expected to have great impact upon individuals and vice versa. Boundary spanners 
working in large size organisations are thus presumed to act in a non-autonomous way 
and vice versa.  
 
CFAs are relatively large organisations (compared with other NPAAs in the 
Netherlands). However, they organise the work in a decentralised manner. Project work is 
carried out by regional bureaus or teams that are given a considerable degree of 
autonomy. The bureaus and teams in turn allow a great deal of autonomy to Desk 
Officers. Since the Impact Study, the work of CFAs was formalised to some extent. In 
this sense, the autonomy hitherto enjoyed by Desk Officers has become somewhat 
restricted. However, due to the high degree of inclusiveness, i.e., a particular Desk 
Officer being in charge of a limited portfolio of counterparts, they are in a better position 
to act closely and influence decisions on the latter. Table 9.3 gives an idea of how 
decisions are made in relation to counterparts. In this instance, the decision is about an 
admission of a new applicant for funding. 
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Table 9.3: How decisions are made to admit a new counterpart 

NOVIB HIVOS CORDAID 
Receipt of the initial proposal Receipt of the initial proposal 

 
Receipt of the initial proposal 
 

Matches with our policies, 
priorities and guidelines? 
 

Matching with our policy 
themes, guidelines and 
framework? 
 

Matching with policy, priority, 
guidelines and framework 
 

Gather more information. Cross 
check with others – donors, 
consultant, other partners 
 

Obtain feedback from the 
consultant in Sri Lanka, 
existing partners 
 

Additional information called, 
references from the network in 
SL, input from the consultant 

 Make a visit during a duty 
trip  
 

Visit the group during duty 
trips  

 If the budget is less than 
Euros 10,000, PO makes the 
decision in consultation with 
the bureau head 
 

 

The proposal is taken for the 
“intake” discussion at the team 
meeting 
 

  

The applicant is asked to send in 
more information 
 

  

In consultation with team, 
formulate questions to obtain 
the additional information 
needed to complete a draft 
Opportunity and Risk Appraisal 
and Counterpart and Project 
Description 
 

  

Crafting the appraisal, and 
counterpart and project 
description: tentatively answer 
the essential questions 
 

If the budget is beyond Euros 
15,000, PO makes the BO – 
Beordeling Organisatie 
(organisational assessment)  
 

Goes through the check list 
“considerations”. Advice from 
financial officer. Fixed 
measuring points: gender, 
sustainability, social cohesion 
 

Discussing the drafts with 
potential counterpart  
 

 The final advice is given by the 
PO concerned. A visit is made 
in duty trips if more 
information is required 
 

Making the final decision. The 
team recommends (or not) 
approval of the grant. Request to 
the bureau head  

Sector policy staff and 
finance officer give 
comments. Approval is made 
by PO in consultation with 
head of bureau 

Final decision is taken by the 
finance officer, policy officer, 
head of department and 
programme officer 

Source: Manuals and guidelines of CFAs and interviews with Desk Officers 
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On face value, the above table suggests a rigorous, systematic and meticulous process 
leading to the final decision. According to the table, the DOs are not empowered to make 
decisions by themselves; either a team or the bureau head always takes part in the 
decision making process. Many guidelines and checklists need to be used before making 
the decision. It should be noted that such a rigorous system was introduced very recently. 
In this sense, the introduction of the ‘ticking-the-boxes-culture’ (in DO-speak) has the 
potential to constrain their hitherto flexible and autonomous style of work to some extent. 
However, the power vested with the DOs has not been completely done away with in 
these systems. In spite of the use of checklists, guidelines as well as the engagement of 
colleagues and the bureau head, the DOs are still expected to play an anchor role. His/her 
views, impressions and recommendations carry a great deal of weight in the decision 
making process. 
 
As shared by DOs themselves, the degree of their independence would practically depend 
on the particular period, the composition of the bureau team, the leadership style of the 
bureau head and the strength and assertiveness of the DO concerned. Some bureau heads 
allow a great deal of autonomy to DOs while others don’t. The team concept was in 
practice for some time. The regional teams develop a sense of togetherness.32 There is 
also an element of competition with other teams in the same organisation. Therefore, the 
team does not undermine its members by taking a diametrically opposite view on a 
recommendation made by a team member. This perpetuates a somewhat ‘you scratch my 
back – I scratch yours’ attitude. Some individual DOs, with their seniority, knowledge 
and experience, command a better bargaining position than others. Therefore, their 
influence remains intact in spite of the organisational parameters. The introduction of 
systems, organisational control mechanisms, and team decision making would potentially 
constrain the autonomy and subjectivity of the DO role to some extent. However, the 
practice suggests that it is no guarantee to completely constraining the behaviour of DOs. 

9.7 Concluding remarks 

As identified in organisational theory, the Desk Officer role is not confined only to 
communication (Laing and Lian 2001) and opinion brokerage (Barden 2005). Rather, it 
goes well beyond these roles to influencing decisions about the work that is being 
supported by a donor agency. The DOs’ continuous engagement with those organisations 
that are being supported, and the fact that the CFA depends largely if not entirely on the 
feedback and recommendation of the DOs for not only operational decisions but also for 
policy processes, make them indispensable in the development machinery. The role that 
the Desk Officers play is therefore a vital factor in a relationship between SNGOs and 
CFAs. 
 
Desk Officers come from diverse backgrounds. A common feature is the exposure to 
other cultures (being in the mud), often at an early stage of life. Their motivations stem 
                                                 
32 Sometimes, regional teams develop their own identity, style and also philosophy. When the team 
cohesion strong and congruence of ideology exists, Regional Teams function as a subculture of CFAs. 
Interview with Fons van der Velden.  
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from a variety of roots from religious to parental influence to academic. Nevertheless we 
can identify some patterns of Desk Officers who belong to different generations. The 
seventies marked a generation of development workers whom I identified as those who 
were ‘in the mud barefoot’ (neo-missionary), while towards the eighties and nineties 
there was a trend of development workers to ‘live in mud wearing boots’ (volunteer-
expert). However, there are many exceptions. I will elaborate more on these exceptions in 
the next chapter where I interpret the cases vis-à-vis the background of Desk Officers. 
But at this stage, I can make a tentative conclusion that Desk Officers cannot be squeezed 
in to one category and treated alike. Hence, I agree with Crewe who says that sweeping 
all expatriates into one pigeonhole is as misleading as generalising about ‘locals’ (Crewe 
1997).  
 
The Desk Officer practices suggest that there is a huge element of subjectivity involved 
in the work they do. Despite the existence of organisational policies, rules, guidelines and 
systems, Desk Officers enjoy a great deal of freedom, flexibility and discretion when 
carrying out their responsibilities. This is not to suggest that Desk Officers disregard 
policies, rules and systems. But the practice of Desk Officers in the CFA system is such 
that there is enough room for them to manoeuvre. The systems are so fragile that their 
individual colour and practice can influence the decisions in regard to different stages of 
a relationship. Therefore, the DOs can always bend the rules without breaking them! In 
the next chapter, in which I interpret the case studies, the nuances of Desk Officer 
practices vis-à-vis their relations with Sri Lankan NGOs will be discussed in an in-depth 
manner. 
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10.   WHY DID RELATIONSHIPS THRIVE, STAGNATE OR 
DECLINE? SYNTHESIS AND ANALYSIS 

The moment we sit, I just feel that we are in the same wave length. 
 Marian, DO, Red-CFA 

 
You build your toilets. You have your little seminars. But don’t rock the boat. 

 Founder Leader, PAC 
 

When Marian met us, she said she couldn’t understand anything we do. 
Leader, SCC  

 
In October, the weather in Nuwara Eliya is a bit chilly. 

Team Leader, FFP 

10.1 Introduction  

Discussions on patterns of trajectories (Chapter 7), phases and dynamics of relations 
(Chapter 8) and Desk Officers (Chapter 9) identified trends and patterns, and flagged 
issues for further elaboration and analysis. This chapter brings together these findings and 
determining factors with a focus on the overall research question: how and why do 
relations between Dutch CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs thrive, stagnate or decline? This 
question is also answered using observations and conclusions from the context chapters. 
 
In this chapter I draw out analytical themes from extended case studies discussed at 
different levels in the preceding chapters. Some of these analytical themes – such as 
institutional shifts, outcomes of IORs, reputation, acquiescence – are drawn from the 
literature review and theoretical discussion presented in Chapter 2. Other analytical 
themes have emerged from the case studies themselves. Examples are compatibilities 
between boundary spanners, the extent of NGO-ness, internal capacity and the 
importance attached to the relationship. Bringing in new data relevant to each theme as 
appropriate, I will elaborate on these analytical themes by synthesising the patterns, 
identified trends and tentative conclusions made in preceding chapters. Employing a 
cross-case approach establishes the comparative basis needed for iteration (Eisenhardt 
1995) in data processing.  
 
This chapter is organised as follows. First, I discuss the relation between shifts in 
institutional environments of CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs and the thriving, stagnation 
and decline of their relations. The focus here is on ‘what drives relations’, involving the 
institutional level analysis. Then, I discuss a variety of factors that answer the question 
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‘who drives relations’, focusing on the organisational and individual factors at play in 
IORs. These themes include acquiescence and compliance, reputation and trust, 
compatibility between boundary spanners, the extent of NGO-ness, capacities and 
management of NGOs, importance attached to the relationships, communication, 
dialogue and shared values. 

10.2 The contextual and institutional shifts vis-à-vis the phases and dynamics of 
relations  

The objective of this section is to discern links between the broader historical, 
environmental (institutional) and contextual changes with different phases of 
relationships at the organisational level. I draw the trends, patterns and conclusions from 
Chapters 4-6, which dealt with institutional shifts in Dutch and Sri Lankan contexts, and 
compare them with the patterns of trajectories of the case study organisations (Chapter 7) 
and phases and dynamics of relationships discussed in Chapter 8. In the IOR model, three 
environment factors were identified as possible forces that cause shifts in the institutional 
context. They were economic cycles (Barden 2005), volatility in the political system, and 
intrusion and disruption by the government (Anderson 1995). These will be taken as 
points of reference in the analysis that follows.  
 
 
10.2.1 Trends in the eighties 
 
PAC established its links with Yellow-CFA in the late seventies. The financial support 
started flowing from 1980. As explained in Chapter 8, one crucial factor in starting the 
relationship was Henk’s1 interest and proactive style of work. Henk had a personal 
interest in the plantations. He was working on his doctoral thesis on plantations. On the 
other hand, during this time, CFAs in general started receiving more money from the 
government, and the introduction of the Programme Finance Model (PFM) gave a great 
deal of autonomy to CFAs. This was also the time that NGOs began proliferating in Sri 
Lanka following the changes in 1977. As Table 10.1 indicates, PAC received a steady 
income from Yellow-CFA till 2001.  
 
The support for PAC increased in the times of Vivecca (mid-eighties onwards) and Annie 
(early nineties onwards). This was also the case from the mid-nineties onwards when 
Wilma took over the Sri Lankan Desk. A stable rise of fund allocation can be seen. 
Consequently, the increase of funds to PAC meant that it expanded its work over the 
years. The budgets of PAC in the pre-1980 period involved a limited amount of money 
(Int. 71). The post-1977 period carved out a new role for PAC. In a previous chapter, I 
explained how liberalisation policies impacted the tea plantations and thus created a 
space for non-state actors to take over the responsibility for the welfare of plantation 
workers. In this context, PAC’s response came in the form of a mix of advocacy, research 
and community development work. The latter involves a lot of money, overhead and staff 
costs, and hence the PAC budgets rose in the post-1980 period. The rise of the budgets of 
                                                 
1 A pseudonym of the then Desk Officer of Yellow-CFA. 
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PAC could be accommodated by Yellow-CFA as it coincided with the ‘golden period’ of 
CFAs.  
 

Table 10.1: Funds allocated by CFAs to case study organisations in the 1980s (in Euros) 

Year PAC OFPD 
1980 13,000  
1981 12,500  
1982   
1983 30,000  
1984 43,500  
1985   
1986   
1987   
1988 17,500 26,609 
1989 24,912 94,103 

Source: Jaarverslagen and Kenschets of CFAs, various years 
 
OFPD emerged in the mid-eighties. It established the link with Red-CFA in the same 
period. In the OFPD case the funding decision was quite an exceptional and unique one 
because Red-CFA had not supported organisations that were not linked to the church. It 
was said that the church hierarchy tried its best to prevent OFPD from being funded by 
exerting pressure on Red-CFA. The so-called exceptional and unique decision taken by 
the Red-CFA against the wish of the church hierarchy can be understood in a few ways. 
This decision was taken by Red-CFA when the CFP was in its golden era after the PFM 
system was introduced for all CFAs. The new system gave CFAs flexibility to work.  
 
As a result, CFAs started forging links with many new groups on an experimental basis. 
On the other hand, the eighties marked an unprecedented increase in income for CFAs. 
The generous and continuous flow of money from the government resulted in a certain 
distancing from the constituency at home and natural partners abroad. The odd decision 
to fund a non-church group by Red-CFA against the wish of the church hierarchy should 
be viewed against the changes that took place in the CFP at that time. In Chapter 7 I 
argued that OFPD’s emergence was heavily influenced by the changes in Sri Lanka, such 
as the rise of communalism in the church in the aftermath of the 1983 pogrom. While this 
was the cause, the changes that took place in the plantations in the wake of structural 
adjustment reforms created a new space for NGOs to play a gap-filler role in the 
plantations. Therefore, OFPD had a fertile ground both at the CFA’s end and in Sri Lanka 
to commence its work and expand it. 
 
 
10.2.2 Trends in the early nineties 
 
SCC emerged in a somewhat peculiar period in Sri Lanka. This was in the immediate 
aftermath of the so-called terror period during which NGOs were compelled to maintain a 
low profile or stop work due to the political turbulence that prevailed. SCC forging a link 
with Red-CFA also happened in a rather special context. The late eighties marked the 
gradual increase of discontent about the CFP and the commissioning of the Impact Study. 
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The report of the Impact Study, which came out in 1991, created some uneasiness among 
CFAs due to the not so positive findings and conclusions of the study. The CFAs took 
many initiatives to introduce changes in their style of work with their counterparts. The 
search for professional partners started during this stage. In this regard, Red-CFA 
establishing a link with a group like SCC that had no experience in NGO-ing seems quite 
peculiar. SCC was nothing but a group of political activists who had survived the terror 
period in the late eighties. Before, they had been engaged in several political strivings. 
Why did Red-CFA forge a link with such an organisation in a growing policy 
environment that favoured professionalism, systems, etc.? Was this because the Desk 
Officer, Marco, had a sympathetic view of a budding organisation? Or was the decision 
taken because SCC was recommended by Red-CFA’s biggest and oldest counterpart at 
that time? 
 

Table 10.2: Funds allocated by CFAs to case study organisations in the early 1990s (in 
Euros) 

Year PAC OFPD SCC 
1990 61,150   
1991    
1992 98,550 27,489 19,002 
1993   26,059 
1994 35,400 103,020  

Source: Jaarverslagen and Kenschets of CFAs, various years 
 
As Table 10.2 shows, PAC continued to receive a constant flow of funds in the early 
nineties. The reason for a lesser allocation in 1994 was due to under-spending in previous 
years (Int. 72). A phenomenal growth of fund allocation can be seen in OFPD, while SCC 
started its work with a modest allocation.  
 
 
10.2.3 Trends in mid- and late nineties 
 
FFP’s emergence as an NGO is somewhat unique. It was started by a foreigner who had 
hardly any links with Sri Lanka. Most of her key staff came from different places, not 
from Nuwara Eliya itself. In that sense, there is an element of chance in the emergence of 
FFP. However, it was a seed that took root in fertile soil. By the time FFP was formed, 
the tea plantations were undergoing vast changes following privatisation and other 
structural adjustment policy reforms. The new private companies that took over the 
management and ownership of the plantations were not willing to shoulder the entire 
burden of welfare of the plantation workers. Therefore, a new role was carved out for 
NGOs to fill that gap. It is exactly during this time that FFP (and also OFPD) emerged.  
 
CFAs attempted to professionalise themselves as well as their counterparts abroad in 
response to the Impact Study. The coalition partners of the then government, VVD and 
PvdA, could not reach clear agreement on foreign and development cooperation goals. In 
the same period, the consultative mechanisms were dismantled. All this constrained the 
capacity of CFAs and they were under immense pressure to prove themselves. Hence, 
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there was a new zeal among CFAs in the mid-nineties to find professional counterparts 
whose work produced tangible results. By this time, a new generation of counterparts was 
admitted to CFAs. Yellow-CFA was no exception to this. Annie was in charge of Sri 
Lanka till the mid-nineties. She recalls the changes during this transition period: 
 

During the time Wilma [Annie’s successor] came, there was a sort of standstill there [Sri 
Lanka]. We found it difficult to find partners who work on micro-credit as that became a 
priority of Yellow-CFA. That’s why so much attention was given to new partners who 
were doing savings and credit and enterprise development. (Int. 42) 
 

The new counterparts displayed a different outlook and orientation not only in the work 
they did but also in how they organised themselves. Wilma’s appointment as Desk 
Officer for Sri Lanka coincided with this transition period. She observed a marked 
difference between the old and new entrants. Wilma talks highly of the new entrants:  
 

They are just professional organisations. They are also different from other organisations 
we mentioned, the human rights organisations. They [new entrants] are business-like. 
They have to carry on a lot of work as people are dependent on them. If they don’t do 
their job, the poor will not have their savings registered, they will not receive their loans, 
they cannot have their training and they cannot run business. There is a lot of money 
involved. It’s like a business in a way. That requires a kind of professional management 
of the organisation. Of course sometimes things can go wrong. In principle, systems are 
in place – their systems, management and whatever. People have job descriptions and 
know their responsibilities. They would come to the office every day. (Int. 43) 

 
The emergence of a new generation of counterparts coincided with a gradual trend among 
CFAs to distance themselves from their old counterparts. Annie observes a change of 
emphasis given to the old counterparts: 

 
And as a result, human rights partners were sort of marginalised. It was also due to the 
fact that we didn’t get the result that we expected to get – we have put so much of our 
money on the human rights movement in Sri Lanka. Due to these, there was a reshifting 
of resources to interventions that give more tangible results [laughing sarcastically]. 
Measuring the impact of micro credit is easier than human rights. (Int. 42) 

 
The above changes with CFAs coincided with the PA government coming into power, the 
active role that the NGOs played in bringing this about, and the disillusionment and 
confusion that many rights-oriented NGOs went through when they could not carve out a 
meaningful and creative role under the new political environment. Some Yellow-CFA 
counterparts went through a period of fatigue during this time, while some others were 
busy collaborating with the peace initiatives of the government. Therefore, in this rather 
unusual situation, FFP fitted the new bill very well. FFP was exactly the type of 
counterpart that CFAs were looking for in the mid-nineties. By this time FFP was ten 
years old. It was doing some good but small-scale work in an isolated area in the country. 
In fact, the first move to foster relations with FFP was made by Blue-CFA. Initially, the 
representative of Blue-CFA is said to have visited FFP and started a discussion with the 
intension of starting a relationship. But later, Yellow-CFA got in touch with FFP and 
established a link. In fact the Blue-CFA Desk Officer alleged that the Yellow-CFA ‘stole’ 
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one of its would-be partners.2 Can this be understood as a case of what Nauta (2001) calls 
partnerafsnoepen (partner-grabbing)? Does this reflect a sense of desperation of CFAs in 
the mid-nineties to ‘grab’ counterparts who would fit their new orientation following the 
Impact Study reforms?  
 

Table 10.3: Funds allocated by CFAs to case study organisations in the mid- and late 1990s 
(in Euros) 

Year  PAC OFPD SCC FFP WS 
1995 72,850    6,466 
1996    198,500  
1997  47,436 40,209 62,097  
1998 77,500    36,125 
1999    56,500  

Source: Jaarverslagen and Kenschets of CFAs, various years 
 
But how do we understand the forging of WS’ link with Green-CFA, which also took 
place in the same period? WS at that time was basically a small group of political 
activists who were struggling to find a way to organise a new work force in the Free 
Trade Zone. They did not have any prior experience in running an organisation or dealing 
with a donor agency on a regular basis. The group had received small amounts of money 
from donors on an ad hoc basis. How was this group selected for support by Green-CFA? 
Was Green-CFA pressured to follow the new policy and recommendations as to how it 
should work with its counterparts? In Chapter 8, where I discussed in detail how 
relationships were established, I related how Mariet, the then Desk Officer, was 
positively impressed in the very first meeting with the WS group. Could Mariet’s positive 
impression and attitude override the obsession for professionalisation that prevailed at 
that time? Or did the Green-CFA not pay much heed to the general euphoria of searching 
for professional counterparts? 
 
As shown in Table 10.3, despite the changes in CFP, the case study organisations PAC 
and OFPD continued to receive more funds compared to what they received before. 
 
 
10.2.4 Trends in early 2000s  
 
The new millennium only brought more bad omens to CFAs. The hostile policy 
environment of the CFP that was created since the mid-nineties was exacerbated further 
in the new millennium. The new MFP-Breed policy framework introduced by Minister 
Herfkens, the Commissie-Box and Stuurgroep evaluation tightened the screws on CFAs. 
They were expected to work in a competitive environment characterised by hostility, 
dynamism and complexity as opposed to the hitherto munificent, stable and simple 
environment in which they thrived in the eighties. The government’s close scrutiny of the 
CFAs was clearly visible in this period. Therefore, the CFAs made a grudging but active 
effort to toe the government line. Similar to CFAs searching for micro-credit 

                                                 
2 Personal communication with the relevant Desk Officer, De Balie, Amsterdam, 8 August 2002. 
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organisations in the mid-nineties, this period was marked by their search for NGOs 
dealing with PRSPs.3 This was a clear policy directive that came from the government to 
support NGOs that are engaged in policy and advocacy work on PRSPs. In this context, 
Green-CFA forged a link with SLFN, an organisation that fitted well with what the CFAs 
were searching for. Julie was appointed as Desk Officer for Sri Lanka in the same period. 
SLFN was one of the organisations that was enrolled as a new counterpart after Julie 
joined. In addition to the policy imperatives, Julie’s own style impacted the engagement 
with SLFN. In the discussion on Desk Officers (Chapter 9) where I discerned individual 
‘colour’ of Desk Officers, their preferences, I identified Julie’s predisposition towards 
simple/unsophisticated organisations and her aversion to sophisticated and Colombo-
based ones. Julie took the initiative to formulate a policy paper for support to Sri Lanka. 
As said before, this was the first time that Green-CFA had a written policy on its support 
to Sri Lanka. Julie’s individual colour and partiality are clearly reflected in the new 
policy framework. She makes a case for her preferences:  
 

When I wrote the four-year plan, I made emphasis to support more CBOs. In that sense it 
has shifted the emphasis to CBOs and PO s and less to service-delivery NGOs. Also I 
would like to see that the support be given to organisations that are Tamil and Muslim 
because 90% of the partners are Sinhala and Colombo and Kandy based. If you want to 
empower and strengthen the capacity of rural base, can’t have negotiating capacity with 
urban-based organisations. That’s why we should support rural-based organisations. (Int. 
25) 

 
Table 10.4: Funds allocated by CFAs to case study organisations in the early 2000s (in 
Euros) 

Year PAC OFPD SCC FFP WS SLFN 
2000    500,000   
2001 25,000  68,914  20,000  
2002  132,747   15,000 30,000 
2003      28,000 
2004      22,000 

Source: Jaarverslagen and Kenschets of CFAs, various years 
 
 
10.2.5 Have shifts in context impacted the thriving, stagnation and decline of 
relations? 
 
There is a strong link between the institutional shifts in both the Dutch and Sri Lankan 
contexts and the pattern of relational thriving, stagnation and decline. The eighties 
marked the proliferation of NGOs in Sri Lanka, following the introduction of liberal 
economic policies. NGOs came forward as a new force, with the defeat of the Left and 
weakening of trade unions. At the same time, the eighties marked the golden period of the 
CFP. This enabled the CFAs to expand their support to many new groups in Sri Lanka. 

                                                 
3 Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) were promoted by the World Bank. I mentioned in the 
discussion on CFAs (Chapter 4) Minister Herfken’s close association with the World Bank and how its 
policies were embraced by the Dutch government from the late nineties. 
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Overall, many relationships between Sri Lankan NGOs and Dutch CFAs thrived during 
this period. The Impact Study created a stir among CFAs in the early nineties and 
compelled a process of professionalisation, streamlining and systematisation. However, 
the impact of this was not negatively reflected in the support towards Sri Lankan 
counterparts in the immediate years following the Impact Study. However, by the mid-
nineties, the CFAs intensified the professionalisation drive.  
 
During the same time, Sri Lankan NGOs went through a period of transition following 
the change of government. While many traditional counterparts of CFAs went through a 
time of disillusionment, crisis and fatigue, CFAs went in search of new types of 
counterparts engaged in activities like income generation and credit. This caused a degree 
of stagnation of relationships between CFAs and their traditional counterparts such as 
PAC. At the same time, the relationships with new groups like FFP thrived.  
 
The early 2000s witnessed intensified tensions between CFAs and their traditional 
counterparts, which led to withdrawal of support. This period marked another political 
change in Sri Lanka, with the launch of a fresh set of liberalisation policies. The ‘peace 
and development NGO boom’ spawned many new NGOs and an inflow of large amounts 
of aid. By this time, the CFAs, prompted by the pressure from the new CFP policy, were 
in search of new counterparts. By the beginning of 2000, the CFAs withdrew from most 
of their traditional counterparts while two CFAs (ICCO and NOVIB) decided to 
withdraw from Sri Lanka. However, certain relationships of CFAs with counterparts such 
as WS and SCC (in the nineties) continued despite the professionalisation drive of the 
CFAs following the Impact Study. Therefore, though a strong link can be established 
between the influence of shifts in institutional environments of Sri Lankan NGOs and 
Dutch CFAs and the thriving, stagnation and decline of relationships between the two, 
other factors seem to be at play that go against the institutional trends. Therefore, it is 
necessary to investigate the non-institutional factors that influence the thriving, stagnation 
and decline of relationships. Such an exercise involves taking a closer look at the 
dynamics at the levels of organisations (NGOs, CFAs) and individuals (boundary 
spanners). The following sections move our discussion to those levels.  

10.3 Acquiescence and compliance 

In the discussion on phases and dynamics of relationships between SLNGOs and CFAs 
(Chapter 8), I raised the issue of compliance versus non-compliance. Related to this is the 
concept of acquiescence (Cote and Latham 2004), which was understood as an outcome 
of IORs. In Chapter 8 I presented and analysed how some NGOs pay special attention to 
compliance with the obligations and expectations of CFAs. In this section I elaborate on 
the issues and extend the discussion from compliance and non-compliance to 
acquiescence and resistance as an important dynamic in relations between CFAs and 
NGOs. From the case study organisations, I discerned three types in relation to the degree 
and nature of acquiescing: ‘adherents’, ‘neglecters’ and ‘resisters’. Why did the 
‘adherents’ attach so much importance to planning and reporting? Is it because as some 
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leaders said that it helps them enormously? Or do they do it to ‘please’ the CFA? 
Consider what Antony says: 
 

We have done according to specifications and also have foreseen lot of things. Even if 
they don’t ask this and that we must be able to say what the donors expect and what 
would they appreciate. What could help them to convince their own donors. You have to 
visualise all those things and present things. That has helped us. That’s the only way you 
can make a relationship work. Another point is that other than the budget we have not 
asked anything more. In between the budget period we have not asked for this and that. 
On principle we have not done this. (Int. 73) 

 
In my discussion with Antony he claimed proudly that in their nearly 20-year old history, 
they have not succumbed, like many other NGOs, to indulgences such as building huge 
offices and buying four-wheel vehicles. OFPD staff still use motor cycles for travel and 
the main office is housed in a tiny room in the PAC premises. However, a closer look at 
the correspondence between OFPD and Red-CFA in the early stages suggests that the 
former have requested vehicles. Those requests were turned down by Red-CFA on the 
grounds that its policy does not allow it to extend support to buy large vehicles.4 Red-
CFA has been the only donor of OFPD. It was only in early 2000 that OFPD received a 
limited amount from NIPU.5 Could OFPD’s claim – we don’t indulge in buying fancy 
vehicles – be interpreted as being influenced by Red-CFA’s funding policy? Hasn’t the 
OFPD internalised Red-CFA’s policy as their own? By making such a claim, what does 
OFPD try to establish and gain? Is it trying to establish the fact that it has wilfully 
internalised the policy and thinking of the CFA? Christy of SLFN too expresses a similar 
sentiment. As said in Chapter 8, SLFN is considered an ‘adherent’. Christy, the leader of 
SLFN, is confident about the prospects for SLFN’s relationship with Green-CFA: 
 

We are not worried about the existing relationship but would prefer to widen the scope. 
We are serious about our work and we do what we mention in the proposal. We send our 
reports on time and adhere to other contractual obligations. (Int. 77)  

 
This form of compliance resonates with the ‘framework of power’ (Lukes 1974) used in 
the work of Lister (1999) in which power was understood as something that is “exercised 
by shaping the needs of others and thus A does not simply get B to do what B would not 
otherwise do, but rather makes B acquire desires and actively pursue ends that are in A’s 
interests” (Lister 1999:5). Is it the sending of reports on time and adhering to contractual 
agreements that put SLFN in the good books of its donor? Julie, the Desk Officer goes 
further: 
 

SLFN is a very good organisation. Punctual. Questions answered well. It has very good 
relations with our partners in India. SLFN’s attitude is quite humble. Christy is not 
dominating like X [a leader of another partner of Green-CFA]. He allows regional leaders 
to do the talking whenever I visit Sri Lanka. Even their financial officer is in action – 
drawing banners, posters, etc., etc. (Int. 28) 

                                                 
4 Red-CFA. “Desk Study Report tbv Evaluation Plantation Sector 1998”. Internal document. 
5 NIPU was a grant-making body under the Ministry of Justice and Constitutional Affairs, funded by 
Norwegian aid in the mid-nineties.  
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The organisational culture of WS, which is also a counterpart of Green-CFA, is not very 
different from that of SLFN as far as Julie’s points are concerned. Jude too claims that he 
adopted a consultative and participatory style of management and the staff, regardless of 
their position, had been equally engaged in the work from pasting posters and organising 
protests. But why was WS dropped from Green-CFA in a rather abrupt manner in 2003? 
Julie’s explanation is the following: 
 

It’s difficult to meet Green-CFA requirements in human rights policy. Labour is not a 
priority. It was always difficult to do things with them. Reports come seven months later. 
(Int. 25) 

 
What was the main consideration in Julie not continuing her support to WS – the policy 
or the long delays of reports? Could Julie defend the case of WS if the reports came on 
time with the quality expected? This case experience supports a proposition that 
acquiescence has a cumulative effect. Once a counterpart is complying it can pile up its 
strengths, emerging as a blue-eyed boy of the CFA. The counterpart may have a 
democratic leader and his/her administrative staff may function as activists. But if the 
counterpart is not complying with the reporting and other contractual obligations, then it 
loses all chance of being in the good books of CFAs and runs the risk of souring the 
relationship, which could finally lead to the end of the relationship.  
 
The problem that PAC had with compliance was different. Generally, PAC is an 
enthusiastic correspondent. The organisation had a tradition of systematically 
documenting its events, activities and general changes in the context. This is largely due 
to the research orientation that PAC had from the beginning and the writing skills of Fr. 
Patrick. But its reports were found to lack ‘quality’. Yellow-CFA found that PAC had no 
proper system to monitor and evaluate its work. This was raised by Wilma at the time of 
approving the grant for the period 1998 onwards. PAC was well aware of the reporting 
expectations of Yellow-CFA (under what circumstances), the demand for certain types of 
reports and the kind of reports that could make Yellow-CFA happy. Fr. Patrick says that 
he had seen OFPD reports that were commended by donors. But he had this to say: 
 

About OFPD style of reporting … Well, I wouldn’t come to that level. But I suppose 
that’s the way you got to survive now. I won’t sell my soul for that. I want to maintain 
my own independence and my own analysis. Not that I thrust it down the donors’ 
throats. The thing is I have done my sociology and all that. I know my stuff. (Int.71) 
[emphasis added] 

 
If one reads between the lines of PAC’s reaction to donor reports and reporting styles it is 
not about reporting per se. PAC acknowledges the legitimacy and right of donors to 
receive reports (Int. 71). However, PAC wants to protect its independence and dignity as 
an organisation and is therefore resisting the new form of ‘reporting regime’. According 
to PAC, such demands for reports have arisen because CFAs are getting increasingly 
dependent on government funds that come with strings attached (Int. 71). Though PAC 
has been challenging the reporting requirements of Yellow-CFA, towards the end it made 
some efforts to address some of the issues raised by Yellow-CFA. Says Nihal: 
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We admit that there are lots of lapses and weaknesses on our part. We started a discussion 
with the local consultant of Yellow-CFA. Then Father and I wrote a working paper on 
monitoring and evaluation – the PAC model. We wanted to have the discussion on this 
basis. I don’t believe that any one of us can claim to be great experts. We are not experts, 
the donors too are not experts. But we can make something better together, when both 
streams are discussed together. But equal recognition should be given to both streams. 
You cannot say one is right and the other is wrong. (Int. 72) 

 
Even in a bid to comply, PAC tried to keep its independence and assert itself. This shows 
how dignity, respect and independence are important for PAC in its relationship with 
donors.  
 
SCC had been a chronic ‘neglecter’ in terms of sending reports on time. But it has not 
had any direct problems with that because the relationship between Red-CFA and SCC 
had been a distant one with very limited communication. A comment made by Alex gives 
a hint about his knowledge of donor requirements and the way one can make a donor 
happy:  
 

They [Red-CFA Desk Officer] are also terribly busy with tight schedules when they were 
here, but on the other hand unlike other NGOs we didn’t bother to give them the right 
royal treatment and take them around. We are not dying to see them when they are 
around. However we welcome them. (Int. 78) 

 
Though SCC is aware of the ‘craft’ of being in the good books of donors, it attaches no 
seriousness and importance to such activities. While Red-CFA made no special effort to 
spend substantial time with SCC, the latter did not bother either. For it, complying with 
the donor regime and performing the rituals of NGO-ing were not a serious issue because, 
probably, they had many other fish to fry. But consider the glaring contrast of how a 
similar situation is being handled by FFP. The following is an extract of a letter sent by 
FFP after being informed of a visit by its donor Yellow-CFA: 
 

FFP welcomes the visit of Mr. [head of the bureau] and you [Desk Officer]. Since you are 
arriving here on the 31st evening, we have not fixed any programme for the day. On the 
1st morning of November we will have meeting at our office here in Nuwara Eliya and 
after that you would visit the field. It would also be good to get your feedback after the 
field visit and make room for clarification. In October, the weather in Nuwara Eliya is a 
bit chilly. (Letter from FFP, 22 October 2003) 

 
The above comparisons and analysis of NGOs’ compliance and non-compliance provides 
many insights into understanding donor-SNGO relations. Compliance is not a mere 
legalistic or contractual obligation. It is much more than that. Compliance to donor 
expectations is a form of acquiescence to the ‘donor-regime’. What is appreciated by the 
CFAs is not the reports per se but the acquiescence that is linked to ‘means of power’ 
(Dahl 1957) where “A gets specific actions by B, by using its means of power can get B 
to perform”. The neglect of contractual obligations and not observing donor rituals (e.g., 
field visits by donor staff) is also a form of not being acquiescent. Challenging the new 
expectations of donors, for instance by PAC, is a form of resistance that is the opposite of 
acquiescence. Therefore, compliance is as closely linked to acquiescence as is non-
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compliance to resistance. Both express different power reconfigurations and implications. 
The former reinforces the donor’s privileged power position while the latter questions it. 
This is aptly summarised in what Fr. Patrick said about OFPD:  
 

Getting back to OFPD again, they [donors] would like an organisation like OFPD. And 
OFPD does little work but that little work they do well. And as far as I know they are 
honest also. These are very good fellows but they don’t have a deep political analysis. 
They won’t be interested in things like class struggle and victory of the oppressed people. 
That’s basically not their language. That’s why the donors like them. You build your 
toilets. You have your little seminars. But don’t rock the boat. (Int. 71) 

 
Understanding the motives and dynamics of resistance is not difficult. A counterpart 
resists when its dignity and independence is being infringed. However, it is difficult to 
understand the real motives of acquiescence. One could be acquiescent simply because 
he/she wants to comply and values the importance of compliance. One could also comply 
to please the donor to make sure of getting the next instalment of funds without a 
problem. This approach of ‘giving unto Caesar what is due to him and to God to what is 
due to Him’ is a common tactic used by NGOs. The acquiescence therefore should not be 
understood as a mere surrender and neglect of power relations. Therefore, acquiescence 
could also be a means of tact, diplomacy and pragmatism. 

10.4 Reputation and trust  

The discussion on theory (Chapter 2) stressed the important role of trust and reputation in 
conceiving and sustaining inter-organisational relationships. Trust was considered the 
glue that binds a relationship like cooperation, which is socially contrived (Harriss 2003). 
Reputation was understood as a form of currency that the donor receives from SNGOs in 
exchange for the financial resources made available (Ebrahim 2005). Reputation was also 
understood as a factor that produces trust. Reputation of leaders was identified as a key 
determinant in forging new links and expanding existing ones. Reputation is crucial for 
mobilisation of funds from donors (Ebrahim 2005). Donors derive reputation either from 
their own work (those who do direct operations such as relief and humanitarian) or from 
their counterparts (those such as CFAs that fund SNGOs). This section scrutinises the 
patterns of reputation and trust that emerged in the case studies and examines how such 
patterns play a role in shaping the relationships. 
 
PAC is the oldest amongst the case organisations. It had been a pioneer organisation that 
took up the issues of tea plantation workers. Its leader is considered an authority on the 
subject of tea plantations. PAC’s work since the seventies attracted many donors for 
support. Here, we see reputation playing dual roles. On the one hand, it was the 
reputation of PAC and its leader that made many donors forge links. On the other hand, 
the donors, including Yellow-CFA, have used this reputation from PAC’s work and its 
leader for fund-raising and development education work. In the eighties and early 
nineties, the Yellow-CFA sent a group of radio journalists to produce a programme about 
PAC. As part of a study on the World Bank commissioned by Yellow-CFA, PAC was 
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selected as a case study and collaborator. By the early nineties, PAC was in the limelight 
at the international level, as Fr. Patrick recalls: 
 

In 1992, SHARE (UK) invited me to their annual convention as a key note speaker. And 
in 1993 Swiss-Support did the same. I can remember the speech I gave at SHARE. I 
never knew what this standing ovation was. Everybody got up and clapped for about 
three minutes. Similarly, at the Swiss-Support – a big clap. In the same year Yellow-CFA 
invited me to an international conference they organised in Utrecht. It was attended by a 
selected group of leaders. (Int. 71) 

 
Towards the late nineties, the attention of Yellow-CFA was directed to organisations such 
as FFP. Though FFP was not invited to the Netherlands for speeches and conferences, it 
was selected to be part of Yellow-CFA’s regional efforts such as the Gender-Route 
Project. FFP was the only counterpart selected from Sri Lanka for this. FFP was also 
selected for an international research project on gender and plantation workers funded by 
Yellow-CFA. When Evelyn Herfkens, the then minister of Development Cooperation, 
was planning to visit Sri Lanka in September 1999, Red-CFA selected OFPD as an 
important project to be visited.6 Why did PAC apparently lose its reputation while FFP 
and OFPD gained ones towards the late nineties? PAC’s current leader, Nihal interprets 
the change thus: 
 

During those days, the donor agencies accommodated left or centre-left ideas. I think that 
the supporters of Yellow-CFA too were like this. This establishes credibility for Yellow-
CFA. It is also useful for fund-raising. So in that context Fr. Patrick had a certain 
‘demand’ given his reputation at that time. So he was invited to visit Yellow-CFA, 
SHARE and Swiss-Support. Those days X [name of Left-inclined NGO leader] used to 
present the Sri Lankan situation in Yellow-CFA partner consultations here. It used to be 
left or a centre-left analysis. There was a value for that kind of analysis those days. But 
now it’s no longer the case. Now the main speakers are professionals – a management 
consultant or so. Those days getting Fr. Patrick was a form of credibility for them 
[donors]. But now he is a liability for the donors. It seems that the tax payers there [in the 
Netherlands] are no longer interested in those kinds of stories. (Int. 72) [emphasis added]  

 
The above cases suggest that reputation and trust in donor-SNGO relations is not a 
property of a SNGO. Instead, it is ascribed by the other, the donor. Therefore, reputation 
is a relative concept that changes with the change of dynamics of the other, the party that 
ascribes reputation. PAC’s reputation is ascribed by its donors as long as that reputation 
has a utility value. Here the utility value is how it can be used for development education, 
mobilisation of funds from back-donors and to establish legitimacy for the donor’s 
existence. As Nihal says, PAC’s story and its leader had a certain demand from the North 
at a particular time. Hence, PAC was at the height of international recognition. Towards 
the late nineties the reputation was ascribed to less or apolitical and professional 
organisations such as FFP and OFPD. They seem to be saleable commodities in the 
chari-markt while PAC’s reputation has become an outdated commodity. 
 

                                                 
6 Letter from Red-CFA Desk Officer to OFPD, 27 August 1999. 
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The above discussion stressed the crucial role that reputation and trust play in shaping 
relationships at different junctures. Reputation was understood as a key factor that 
produces trust, which in turn drives cooperation. We saw different forms of reputations 
being used by CFAs in different circumstances. Reputation still plays a major role in 
relations even in an environment where donors apply more forms of ‘confidence’. 
However, reputation is a relative concept. Reputation could be derived from the NGO, its 
work or its leader. However, reputation becomes ‘reputation’ as long as it is being used 
by the donor. Therefore, reputation is not an absolute property of an NGO; rather it is an 
ascription of the donor.  

10.5 Conflict and harmony in relationships: Compatibility between DOs and 
NGO leaders  

A recurring issue that came up in the discussion on phases and dynamics of relations 
(Chapter 8) was the critical role played by Desk Officers of CFAs. An analysis of Desk 
Officers to understand who they are, where they come from and their practices was made 
in Chapter 9. The main pattern discerned in Chapter 9 was that the Desk Officers have 
their own individual ‘colour’. Such ‘colours’ of Desk Officers often override the 
policy/system parameters of CFAs and therefore make an impact on the way a 
relationship is maintained. This section looks at this issue in an in-depth manner by 
discerning different combinations of NGO leaders and Desk Officers among case study 
organisations with the objective of understanding what makes harmony and conflict in 
relationships. In Chapter 2 functional conflict (Cote and Latham 2004), which is the 
resolution of disputes in a friendly and amicable manner, was understood as an important 
outcome of IORs. Therefore, this section looks at how different interfaces of NGO 
leaders and Desk Officers in different periods of time have produced harmony and 
conflict in relationships. First, I present an extension of the PAC case as a basis for the 
discussion. Thereafter, I discern different interfaces between SNGO leaders and Desk 
Officers for analysis. 
 
 
10.5.1 Back to PAC 
 
Do relational changes occur only because of such external changes as shifting policies? 
This may be a valid argument to some extent. But in looking at what happened in the 
relationship between PAC and Yellow-CFA, many more dimensions that contributed to 
the straining of the relationship can be seen. The relationship between PAC and Yellow-
CFA decayed drastically in the two years before the withdrawal (2001, 2002). However, 
the seeds of discontent from both sides could be observed many years before. As far back 
as 1998, a couple of years after taking up the Sri Lankan portfolio of partners, Wilma 
raised the issue of the difficulty in working with PAC with her team members. This was 
done when she was processing PAC’s proposal for the period 1998-2001. Wilma’s 
predecessor, Annie, wrote a lengthy memo responding to issues raised by Wilma. 
 

I cannot follow your argument in wanting to continue when in fact you seem to have 
negative feelings about the organisation. … To pursue my point on the one hand you 
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claim that their political ideology (donors as former colonisers) often results in more 
rhetoric than concrete action, but in page 11-12 of the BEMO, you enumerated a long list 
of concrete achievements. Are you not contradicting yourself? Or is their concrete 
achievement too little for the value of donors money? … Ideology & work: Even so, I 
find it unfair to tie up a partner’s ideology (they have the inclination to go left seeing the 
workings of a free market economy) as something evil especially for the workers there is 
nothing wrong here per se and the result of their work. … I see a lot of potential in this 
organisation but it is true that they tend to close down – quite inward looking in that 
sense, to donors that they do not really trust. (Internal memo, 29 June 1998) [emphasis 
added] 

Through this response, one can clearly see the dissatisfaction on the quality of 
relationship being shared by Wilma with her colleagues. Interestingly, the same kind of 
dissatisfaction and discontent was being expressed by PAC about donors. In particular, 
PAC wrote the following note to some ‘old hands’ of SHARE-UK about the decaying of 
the relationship between donors and their partners. Here again, PAC makes the case that 
the deterioration of relationships is primarily because of the Desk Officer in charge of Sri 
Lanka. The letter concerns Shobha,7 a contemporary of Wilma: 
 

This is to make certain that you are still at SHARE-UK and at the Asia Desk so that I 
may personally write to you concerning the pernickety and nagging attitude which 
Shobha is adapting towards SHARE’s partners in Sri Lanka and whether something may 
be done to restore the atmosphere of the 1975-85 (or 80) period…. We have a whole 
new world to build and it is simply too big an idea for some of these novices with the 
aid partners. (Letter from Fr. Patrick, 9 June 1998) [emphasis added] 

 
This clearly shows PAC’s assessment about the current generation of donor staff. The 
‘nagging’ attitude here was quite similar to how PAC understood the role of Wilma as a 
‘nagging school mistress’ during the phasing out process. This was further confirmed in 
some of the sentiments expressed by Fr. Patrick, the founder-leader of PAC in his 
interviews with me. Fr. Patrick makes a clear distinction between the staff of aid agencies 
during the early years and now, as well as the changing nature of organisations: 
 

People like … were full of idealism. They were also leftists, genuine leftists in their way 
of thinking. I do not know whether that idealism is still present. I think it has now become 
rather a bureaucratic business. There’s lot of young people in the aid agencies now. There 
seems to be a rapid turnover of staff. People seem to be joining them for three-four years, 
happy to visit foreign countries, to be given fairly a good pay and specially the spirit of 
adventure going on foreign lands. With that it has become a very bureaucratic business. 
(Int. 71) 

 
He also makes a particular reference to individual staff persons, attributing the strained 
relationship to the behaviour of a particular Desk Officer. 
 

The problem was Wilma. … I don’t know whether she had even passed her university 
degree. She is asking all kinds of small questions. When you answer one she gives 
another three four questions and she asks these questions in bad faith. I don’t mind you 
telling these to them. (Int. 71) [emphasis added]. 

                                                 
7 A pseudonym of the then Desk Officer of SHARE-UK. 
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Further, he admits the difficulty for him in working with the new generation of donor 
staff and the treatment that he has meted out to them: 
 

About Wilma … the first thing is that I didn’t treat her with lot of respect. She is a young 
thing, just out of school, I think. When she came for one opening she was sitting with 
another person whom I didn’t like, this Shobha – with a double barrel name. I am also a 
bit of a proud fellow. I didn’t want to be dictated by these striplings and brats. I could 
afford to do this. I was lucky but Nihal faces all this problems. He is very humiliated by 
all this. (Int. 71) [emphasis added] 

 
Wilma was not the only person who had difficulties in working with Fr. Patrick. I 
mentioned the case of Shobha from SHARE-UK. Shobha’s successor, Lucy, another 
young female Desk Officer, too had difficulties in dealing with Fr. Patrick and vice versa. 
The relationship between Fr. Patrick and Lucy too was marked by antagonistic 
communication. Again, Fr. Patrick admits that the communication and relationship was 
of a low quality.  
 

I was very rude sometimes to them [new, young Desk Officers]. When Lucy came I said 
you brat of a girl coming to tell us how to do work on the field. And she said yes I am a 
brat of a girl it’s true but I have been working in Africa for some time. I said you have 
been working in Africa but we have been living here for all our lives. (Int. 71) 

 
PAC had a problem with the ‘unfriendliness’ of the new staff of Yellow-CFA, the latter 
had a similar problem about the ‘attitude’ of PAC. This is clearly expressed in a section 
of Yellow-CFA’s ‘Counterpart Capacity and Structures’ appraisal document:  
 

 [PAC’s] Capacity and structures are reasonably good but the PMES as well as overall 
management needs improvement. It is not so much a matter of insufficient capacity 
but more an issue of attitude. PAC seeks to maintain a people-centred, non-bureaucratic 
approach, in the style of people’s organisation rather than in that of a structured NGO and 
expects solidarity from donors rather than critical dialogue. (Counterpart appraisal, 
14 June 2001) [emphasis added]  

 
This line of thinking and reasoning is further amplified in the conclusions of the above 
documents. Here Wilma’s perception and interpretation about PAC’s notion of 
partnership is well articulated:  
 

PAC considers itself to be a people’s movement and not a structured NGO. The only 
reason PAC gives for officially being an NGO is that financial resources are 
obtained from donors and therefore it has to work within donor requirements. This 
fact appears to be a necessary evil for PAC rather than a unique opportunity to 
have a share in the limited resources of external donors. This attitude may explain 
PAC’s irritation when donors do not grant the requested funds and their reluctance 
to adjust the budget and bring targets in line with allocated funds. Especially since 
the evaluation, the communication between the two organisations has been difficult and 
still we have not received a response on the content of the evaluation and it has not been 
possible to determine which recommendations have been included or not. It is very 
likely that the expectations from both Yellow-CFA and PAC towards each other do 
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not match. Yellow-CFA feels entitled to request detailed information on all aspects of 
PAC and to raise/challenge critical issues, requests for concrete output and results. PAC 
on the other hand does not run a strong monitoring system as a tool for measuring 
progress to plan but records information in the reports just to fulfil donor requirements. 
Solidarity from the donors is expected which means providing the requested funds. 
Yellow-CFA has been funding PAC for little over 10 years now and the relationship 
does not look very promising. It is not recommended to extend our funding beyond 
April 2003 and I suggest to make this our final grant to PAC. (Counterpart appraisal, 14 June 
2001) [emphasis added] 

 
I do not make conclusions about the above episode at this stage. However, I will use it as 
a basis for the subsection in which the interfaces between Desk Officers and NGO leaders 
are analysed. Then a link will be established between the nature of such interfaces and the 
nature of relationships (thriving, stagnating and declining).  
 
 
10.5.2 Thriving, stagnation and decline vs. interfaces of leaders and DOs 
 
First let me take the examples of relationships that seemed to thrive. The relationship 
between Julie and Christy (see Table 10.5) was a harmonious one and so was the 
relationship between the two organisations. Julie’s ideology is sympathetic towards 
initiatives such as SLFN that are non-elite, non-Colombo and people-based. She also 
appreciated politically sensitive/inclined groups, given her own background. However, 
both Christy and Julie upheld the value of professionalism in carrying out work, 
particularly complying with contractual obligations. As the following table indicates, the 
age differential is less. Julie is in her late forties while Christy is in his early forties. The 
gender difference seems to be no barrier. 
 

Table 10.5: Compatibility dimensions between Julie and Christy 

 Julie (early 2000) Christy (SLFN)  
Age Late forties Early forties 
Gender Female Male 
Work orientation Professionalism cum activism Professionalism cum activism 
Ideology High  High 

Source: Survey on and interviews with Desk Officers 
 
FFP was another organisation that had a thriving relationship with its donor, Yellow-CFA 
(see Table 10.6). Again, there is a pattern similar to that between Wilma and Kumara (see 
Table 25). Wilma’s professional approach to work fits well with the style of Kumara of 
FFP. There is no large age differential as both are in their early forties. Both Kumara and 
Wilma value professionalism and the former attaches a great deal of importance to 
professionalism in carrying out work such as introduction of systems, extensive and 
rigorous planning, comprehensive reporting and human resource management. 
Coincidentally, both do not attach any importance to ideology in the form of political 
engagement.  
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Table 10.6: Compatibility dimensions between Wilma and Kumara 

 Wilma (mid- 90s) Kumara (FFP) 
Age Late thirties  Early thirties 
Gender Female Male 
Work orientation Professionalism Professionalism 
Ideology Not strong Not strong 

Source: Survey on and interviews with Desk Officers 
 
The same can be said of OFPD that also thrived in its relationship with its donor, the 
Red-CFA (see Table 10.7). Marian too attaches a professional approach to work and her 
expectations are fully met by the style of management of Antony. There is a high age 
differential between Marian and Antony (Marian in her early thirties and Antony in his 
early fifties). However, the accommodating style of Antony and the respect accorded to 
the position of the Desk Officer irrespective of who does it has not created any tension 
based on the age and gender differential. There is a great convergence between the 
expectations of Red-CFA and OFPD’s faithful adherence to the same. Both speak the 
same language (“Show us results”; “we are a results-oriented organisation”). This must 
be the reason why Marian made the following remark in one of the discussions: “You 
know, when I sit with people at OFPD, you don’t have to make a special effort to 
understand what they are saying. We just click together. The moment we sit together for a 
meeting, I feel that we are on the same wave length”.8  
 

Table 10.7: Compatibility dimensions between Marian and Christy 

 Marian (mid-90s) Antony (OFPD)  
Age Early thirties Early fifties 
Gender Female Male 
Work orientation Professionalism Professionalism 
Ideology Not strong Not strong 

Source: Survey on and interviews with Desk Officers 
 
The relationship between WS and Green-CFA thrived in the first few years (see Table 
10.8). Mariet, the first Desk Officer who worked with WS, was in her early thirties when 
she forged the link with WS. Jude was in his late thirties. Mariet was very sympathetic 
towards groups such as WS that are honest and not crafty, seasoned NGOs (Int. 21). The 
relationship was started in the mid-nineties, at a time when the CFAs in general started 
becoming professional and expected similar standards from their counterparts. Though 
WS was far from being a professional organisation, the relationship had no tensions in the 
first few years, even at the time of Mariet’s successor. What then was the critical factor 
that fostered a harmonious relationship between Green-CFA and WS? Was it the positive 
attitude and impression of Mariet and her immediate successor? Or was Green-CFA less 
enthusiastic in following the rest of the CFA herd that worked with an invigorated zeal of 
professionalism after the Impact Study?  

                                                 
8 Personal communication, 5 June 2002. 
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Table 10.8: Compatibility dimensions between Mariet and Jude, and Jude and Julie 

 Mariet (mid-90s) Jude (WS) Julie (early 2000) 
Age Early thirties Late 30s/mid-40s Late 40s 
Gender Female Male Female 
Work orientation Activism/ 

professionalism 
Activism Activism/ 

professionalism 
Ideology Moderate Strong Strong 

Source: Survey on and interviews with Desk Officers 
 
Some tensions between WS and Green-CFA appeared in early 2000 when the latter 
announced its decision to phase out in two years’ time. As the above table indicates, there 
were no major incompatibilities between Jude and Julie. In fact, ideology-wise, Julie was 
stronger than Mariet. Why then did the relations go sour in the early 2000s? Was it WS 
lack of compliance with the contractual obligations such as habitually delayed and 
substandard reports? Had the Green-CFA by this time succumbed to the professional 
drive set in motion by others following the Impact Study? 
 
PAC went through a long trajectory of thriving, stagnation and decline of relationship 
with its donors, including Yellow-CFA over a period of nearly 25 years. The period from 
1980 till the mid-nineties marks the thriving period. Though the financial contribution 
gradually increased, tensions started appearing from the mid-nineties, coinciding with the 
appointment of Wilma as Desk Officer. 
 

Table 10.9: Compatibility dimensions between Fr. Patrick and CFA Desk Officers 1980-2003 

 Henk  
(late 70s) 

Vivecca  
(mid-80s) 

Annie 
(early 90s) 

Fr. Patrick 
(PAC) 

Wilma 
(mid- 90s on) 

Age Late 30s Late 30s Mid-30s 50-659 Mid-30s 
Gender Male Female Female Male Female 
Work orientation Activism Activism Activism Activism Professionalism 
Ideology High High High High Low 

Source: Survey on and interviews with Desk Officers) 
 
As Table 10.9 indicates, despite large age differentials, there was a convergence and 
compatibility in terms of work orientation and ideology between Fr. Patrick and the three 
Desk Officers who were in charge of PAC from 1980 till the mid-nineties. Both parties 
attached a high importance to ideology. Henk was a politically engaged person in the 
Netherlands.10 Vivecca and Annie had no concrete political engagement. However, they 
appreciated the political ideology of Fr. Patrick, which fashioned the vision of PAC.11 
Both parties appreciated and valued the activist work orientation. In this sense, the nearly 
perfect match between dimensions of compatibilities was a prerequisite to a thriving 
relationship. The age and gender differentials were not an impediment to the relationship. 

                                                 
9 Fr. Patrick was in his 50s when Henk was the Desk Officer, and in his mid-sixties when Wilma was in 
charge. 
10 Henk was an active member of Politieke Partij Radikalen (PPR) and was part of its Board. Int. 44. 
11 Fr. Patrick says Annie understood him as a ‘persona’. Int. 71. This smacks of a ‘Guru’ position.  
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However, Fr. Patrick and Wilma lacked a combination of important compatibility factors, 
which was exactly the combination that worked for the success of the relationship: work 
orientation and ideology. One cannot say that Wilma had no ideology. She has taken a 
keen interest in studying justice-related issues. Trade unionism has been one of her 
interest areas (Int. 43). However, what became prominent was Wilma’s work orientation. 
She preferred professionalism to activism. This created a major rift between the two 
parties. Perhaps, the ideological, age and gender differences were prompted by the 
fundamental incompatibility in relation to work orientation. 
 
Ideology, gender and age dimensions in the case of PAC shed more light on the dynamics 
between boundary spanners. The encounters between PAC and the Desk Officer of 
Yellow-CFA as well as SHARE-UK show a growing incompatibility between the two 
parties. There is an interesting common thread that runs through these stories. Wilma, 
Shoba and Lucy are all female Desk Officers. They are relatively young and 
inexperienced. They do not represent the Desk Officer generation who idealised 
socialism. They had little or no political involvements. Instead, they come from academic 
and professional backgrounds. However, this does not suggest that they have no ideals, 
values and purpose in relation to what they do and what they think about society in 
general. However, they speak a new language that Fr. Patrick understands, but perhaps he 
does not want to talk back in the same language. Hence, he reacts. On the other hand, the 
Wilmas, Shobas and Lucys are not used to the language that Fr. Patrick speaks. This 
creates a tension in the relationship. Moreover, age and gender also matter in adding 
more pressure to the tension. Fr. Patrick belongs to the older generation (he was in his 
sixties) while the new Desk Officers were in their late twenties or thirties. Hence, he uses 
terms such as ‘striplings’, ‘brats’ and ‘just-out-of-school’.12  
 
The other important dimension here is gender. These three Desk Officers happened to be 
women. However, Wilma’s predecessors – Viveca and Annie – were women (from 1989-
95). There were no serious tensions in the relationship between PAC and Yellow-CFA 
during this period. Shobha’s predecessors were also women. Does this suggest that the 
gender factor was not an issue? Did the different ideological and age dispositions 
contribute to the incompatibility between the two parties? In the case of Wilma a 
comparison cannot be made because she was the last Desk Officer from Yellow-CFA 
who dealt with PAC. But in the case of SHARE, after Shobha and Lucy left, a male Desk 
Officer was appointed. He too was relatively young. But according to a Desk Officer of a 
German aid agency that co-financed many organisations with Dutch CFAs and SHARE, 
the appointment of the male Desk Officer had relieved many relationships that were 
strained during Shobha and Lucy’s period.13 The new male Desk Officer has been able to 
                                                 
 
12 A former senior staff of a CFA, now a consultant related a story about a relatively young female Desk 
Officer of a CFA whose relationships with relatively old male NGO leaders in India were marked by 
frequent antagonistic communications and vilification. The tensions went to the extent of the NGO leader 
showing the CFA Desk Officer the door of his room, imploring her to either understand the work that they 
do or simply leave. But on the other hand, the same Desk Officer had excellent relationships with young 
NGO leaders. In fact, this Desk Officer used to address the leaders, in correspondence, as dear 
sister/brother. Personal communication from Fons van der Velden, 29 June 2006. 
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ease the tensions between the senior, male and pioneer leaders of Sri Lankan NGOs and 
SHARE. This shows that it is not one particular dimension or attribute that strains a 
relationship. But ideology, age and gender are dimensions that contribute to the 
compatibility or incompatibility of a relationship.  
 
Ideology and work orientation seem to be the incompatibilities between Gamini and the 
successive Desk Officers of Red-CFA from the mid-nineties that have resulted in a 
stagnating relationship. Though there is a slight increase in the financial commitments in 
every project cycle, the relationship was characterised by distance and isolation. 
However, there had been strong compatibility between Gamini and the Desk Officer of 
Red-CFA who forged the link. As said before, Marco was an ex-seminarian who later 
pursued a Ph.D. and then joined Red-CFA. Though he had no concrete political 
engagement, at the level of ideology and convictions, Marco was committed to political 
change in society. He appreciated the activist style of work. As Table 10.10 indicates, 
there is an almost perfect match between Gamini and Marco.  
 

Table 10.10: Compatibility dimensions between Gamini and Red-CFA Desk Officers 1980-
2003 

 Marco  
(early 90s) 

Gamini 
(Leader: SCC) 

Wim  
(mid-90s) 

Marian 
(late 90s) 

Joanna 
(early 2000s ) 

Age Late 40s 45-58 Late 30s Late 30s Early 30s 
Gender Male Male Male Female Female 
Work 
orientation 

Activism Activism Professionalism/ 
Activism 

Professionalism Professionalism 

Ideology High High Moderate Low Moderate 

Source: Survey on and interviews with Desk Officers  
 
However, incompatibilities started appearing from the mid-nineties in relation to the 
contradictory styles of work orientation and ideology. The discussion so far suggested a 
dominant trend among DOs to use a professional approach, and that the trust and 
reputation of senior NGO leaders (age-wise) in Sri Lanka no longer carry weight in 
relations. The interface between an old/male NGO leader and a young/female was found 
to be problematic in the case of PAC. The following vignette14 given in Box 10.1, 
however, suggests another pattern. 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                  
13 Interview with Ingrid Ostermann,  
14 It is taken from my diary note titled, “Power of Southern NGO leaders: the re-emergence of the guru 
syndrome?” based on my discussion with the relevant Sri Lankan NGO leader, 23 June 2005 at Mercury 
Hotel, The Hague.  
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Box 10.1: The return of the Gurus? 
 
The public relations officer of a leading NGO in Sri Lanka sent me an email 
announcing the visit of its leader to the Hague to address a symposium organised 
by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This NGO has been supported by Red-CFA 
since early 2000. Its leader is a well-known personality both locally and globally. 
When I met Joanna, the Desk Officer of Red-CFA on 20 June, she said that she 
unfortunately cannot meet the leader in person as she has an extremely busy 
schedule the whole week. She said she would make a telephone call. When I met 
the leader on the 24th, he told me that he visited Red-CFA and he met all the Asia 
staff members including the head of the Asia department. The leader sounded 
very positive and confident about his relationship with Red-CFA. He said that he 
made a critique of the ‘project-thinking’ of donors, including Red-CFA, and 
questioned how such donors work with groups like his that engage in 
transformational politics. Red-CFA, according to the leader had accepted that its 
narrow project approach hinders it from forging relationships with groups that 
work on broader perspectives. I was told that Red-CFA is now determined to 
transform itself so that it can be part of Southern trends. The leader also 
reminisced about how he challenged Red-CFA’s work style.  
 
In the immediate aftermath of the Tsunami, several Red-CFA representatives 
visited our organisation at different stages. They said different things. I became 
furious. I wrote a strong letter to Red-CFA. I asked are you a professional 
organisation? Are you so unorganised to send different people at different times 
with different messages? We just cannot work with this kind of amateurs. Then 
they [Red-CFA] bowed down and started to toe our line. 
 
Interestingly, when making the above statement, the leader made a reference to 
Wilma, the Desk Officer of Yellow-CFA, in comparison to Joanna of Red-CFA: 
 
I don’t like that woman in Yellow-CFA, Wilma. She is a scatter-brain. I don’t 
think that she can even understand what we try to do. But Joanna is different. 
She gives us substantial funding. 
 

 
 
Is this an exception? Or does this evidence suggest a change of power balance in favour 
of Southern NGOs? What is the form of power that the leader has that Fr. Patrick lacked? 
The leader too is an ‘old-hand’ of Sri Lankan NGOs. He had also been in the thick of 
political activity in Sri Lanka. He is also strong-willed, articulate, educated, worked in 
Europe for long periods and doesn’t care too much about donors. But how does he differ 
from Fr. Patrick? Perhaps the former talks the donor language more fluently than the 
donors. Maybe he adds new vocabulary to the NGO-speak such as “transformational 
politics”. But why is this different from Fr. Patrick’s thinking? Or is this the honeymoon 
period of the leader-Red-CFA relationship? Will they descend into a troublesome 
relationship down the line as happened with PAC? Can this pattern be understood as a 
hypothesis that suggests that a peak in the relationship will be followed by a downfall? 
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Interestingly, the leader had also approached Yellow-CFA for funding. However, the 
relational dynamics between the Desk Officer and the leader had been different. Perhaps, 
this could have made him call Wilma a scatter-brain or someone who cannot understand 
what he does. In fact, the Desk Officer concerned related her experience in a visit to Sri 
Lanka. And I heard the Desk Officer’s story a few months before I met the leader in The 
Hague. This is what the Desk Officer told me:  
 

I used to have dinner with the leader those days. He had a good relationship with our 
organisation [Yellow-CFA]. He sent us a proposal and thought it would be easy to get it 
approved – just a piece of cake. The proposal was to set up a new organisation. We informed 
that we are not a position to approve the project. He was very angry and sent a nasty letter. 
When I was in SL in December 2002, the leader phoned me and wanted me to meet him over 
a meal. I said that our meeting would not change the Yellow-CFA decision. He immediately 
slammed the phone. (Int. 43) 

 
What made the leader have different responses from Red-CFA and Yellow-CFA? Was it 
because of the different work orientation, ‘colour’ and preference of Joanna and Wilma? 
Or was it because of the organisational policies? Both organisations were in search of 
new counterparts following the withdrawal from many traditional counterparts. The 
policy frameworks of both were broad enough to accommodate the leader’s proposals. 
We therefore see a space for the subjective judgment of Desk Officers based on their 
interpretation of facts and perceptions about the counterpart and its leader.  
 
 
10.5.3 The work orientation of Desk Officers and the times they represent 
 
In the chapter on Desk Officers, I presented brief profiles of those who have been 
working with case NGOs at different points of time. In this section I investigate whether 
their work orientation was influenced by the currents of different historical phases of the 
Co-Financing Programme in the Netherlands. For this, I draw on trends that I observed in 
the preceding section, which analysed the nature of relationships that the Desk Officers 
maintained with the case study organisations. I compare these types of relations with the 
period that they joined the respective CFAs and the period they were in charge of Sri 
Lanka by making use of Table 10.11. 
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Table 10.11: Comparing the effect of the phases of CFP and desk officer relationships 

Name of 
DO 

Joined 
CFA in 

In charge of 
Sri Lanka 

Type of relations with case study NGOs  

Henk 1977 1977-80 Excellent relationship with PAC 
Marco 1985 1986-93 Excellent relationship with SCC 
Wilma 1988/9415 1995-2004 Excellent relationship with FFP, seriously 

strained relationship with PAC 
Annie 1991 1991-95 Excellent relationship with PAC 
Mariet 1993 1993-95 Excellent relationship with WS 
Marian 1994 1997-2003 Excellent relationship with OFPD, distant 

relationship with SCC 
Julie 1996 2001- to date Excellent relationship with SLFN, slightly 

strained relationship with WS 
Joanna 1998 2003- to date Satisfactory relationship with OFPD, distant 

relationship with SCC 

Source: Survey and interviews with Desk Officers 
 
Henk and Marco belonged to a generation of Desk Officers who could work in the so-
called golden era of CFAs, the eighties. Their ideology is characterised by broad political 
interests and solidarity. The rest of the Desk Officers joined CFAs in the post-Impact 
Study period when CFAs came under attack, which prompted them to be ‘professional’. 
As part of this trend, CFAs went through reorganisations and tried to instil a sense of 
professionalism among their staff. Towards the mid- and late nineties, CFAs received 
many blows that made them lose their hitherto privileged position. This made the CFAs 
introduce restructuring, new systems and professionalisation of staff. Annie, Mariet, 
Wilma, Marian, Julie and Joanna were appointed at Desk Offices in this period. There is 
a notion that those who joined in this era had to play an active role in introducing a 
relational model that is more system and policy driven than the hitherto flexible and 
personalised model. However, the behaviour of Desk Officers in the case studies suggests 
a different pattern. Annie who was in charge of Sri Lanka from 1991-95 did not place 
much importance on professionalism and systematisation. In her time the Yellow-CFA’s 
partner portfolio has been largely characterised by human rights cum activist groups. The 
way Mariet dealt with WS suggests a lenient stance on professionalism and 
systematisation. In contrast, Wilma and Marian, who started their Desk Officer careers in 
the mid-nineties, adopted a professional approach in dealing with their counterparts. They 
have been promoting the systematic and professional approach in their work. However, 
Julie, who joined in 1996 and was in charge of Sri Lanka from 2002, seemed to have 
maintained close ties and promoted activist-type groups but with some form of 
professionalism. She has tried to strike a balance between activism and professionalism.  
 
Though we see a certain pattern between the policies of CFAs and Desk Officer 
behaviour, we cannot make sweeping generalisations. Henk and Marco happened to work 
in a period when CFAs used less control and systems. Therefore, they had a great deal of 
autonomy and flexibility to forge new relationships. Wilma and Marian used a more 
professional approach from mid-nineties when CFAs were under pressure to prove 
                                                 
15 Though Wilma joined Yellow-CFA in 1988, until 1994 she was largely doing the administrative work of 
projects. She was appointed as a sector officer in 1994 and a Desk Officer in 1995. Int. 43.  
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themselves. However, this is in the same period in which Mariet and Julie were adopting 
a somewhat flexible and indulgent approach to accommodate activist groups. Two 
explanations to this situation are possible. One is that both Mariet and Julie represent the 
same organisation, Green-CFA, which could have had a somewhat lenient approach when 
other CFAs were hell-bent on professionalism. The other explanation is that despite the 
organisational parameters, these two individuals have stretched the room for manoeuvre 
to the maximum.  

10.6 The extent of NGO-ness (to-ENJOY or NOT)16 

A main weakness of NGO literature, as stressed in Chapter 3, is trying to squeeze 
organisations into one pigeon hole, without paying attention to contextual and historical 
specificities under which they function. This kind of ‘cookie-cutter’ approach to 
understanding NGOs obscures their great diversity in different places and times. The 
trajectories of the six case NGOs (Chapter 7) confronted us with the challenge of 
addressing the vast differences between NGOs as types. Looking at organisations such as 
SCC and WS, one would wonder whether they are NGOs are not. This section takes a 
closer look at the issue of owning and sharing the identity of NGOs and their 
commitment to the relationship with a donor. The objective, therefore, is to establish a 
link between the degree of identity, ownership/sharing of NGOs and its impact on the 
relation.  
 
Though WS questioned Green-CFA’s decision to withdraw, unlike PAC it did not make a 
concerted effort to challenge the decision. After a while the protest of WS became 
subdued. In fact, in retrospect, Jude said that “withdrawal was a blessing in disguise” (Int. 
74). The experience pushed the WS into a reflective and self-questioning mode:  
 

We tried to do something better by getting these funds but it didn’t happen. But at the 
same time I feel that we did not change our needs. But for many of our staff the attitude 
towards work (with the FTZ worker) changed with the exhaustion of money. Perhaps it’s 
because they don’t get a salary anymore. But I thought, we get this urge to do this kind of 
work only as long as we get money. But the three of us are still trying to do something in 
the field. I don’t think that there was some kind of a trap or conspiracy to deviate us from 
the original work we used to do. But one thing is clear. But we got used to a somewhat 
simplified [in Sinhala: api sarala wunaa] and easy way of doing things, because of the 
availability of funds. We got money more than we needed. (Int. 74)  

Jude does not point the finger of accusation at the CFA. Instead, WS pins the blame on 
itself. This regretful feeling of getting into the act of NGO-ing always comes up as a 

                                                 
16 I have a vivid memory of a meeting that I attended in a Buddhist temple in Amparai in the early nineties. 
The occasion was an initial discussion between a representative of a Colombo-based NGO and the chief 
priest of the temple about starting a ‘project’. The priest delivered the welcome speech. He was saying “we 
respectfully welcome this gentleman who has come from an ENJOY. This gentleman is known for his 
dedication for ENJOY work. ENJOYS are delivering a yeoman service in this country … we look forward 
to join hands with this gentleman’s ENJOY”. The term NGO, apparently, did not have any particular 
meaning to the priest. Being a monolingual (speaking only Sinhala) person, he would have just heard the 
term NGO as ENJOY. 
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refrain in Jude’s reflections. The Sinhala expression that Jude used was ‘sarala wunaa’, 
which connotes a mixture of ideas such as getting ordinary, diluted and simplistic. By this 
he meant that WS gave up the challenge of working with complexity and was reduced to 
an organisation that would just implement a set of activities.  
 
In the early 2000s, SCC came to the realisation, having NGO-ed for nearly a decade, that 
it should sever the funding link with Red-CFA. That decision was not influenced by the 
nature of the relationship that it had with Red-CFA. Rather it reflected a sense of 
regretting the choice made to get into the act of NGO-ing: 
 

Our NGO nature affected us and our work. At the end of the day, we too were branded as 
‘NGO men’.17 It was a big hindrance to our work. This was a constant point of debate in 
our group. It is in that context that those articles in ‘Aware’ appeared. It was like having 
a thorn within ourselves. Wherever we go for work first we have to answer all these 
questions and clear the air. We are political animals. First of all, we have to say why we 
organised ourselves as a NGO and why we maintain links with donors. In any discussion 
this issue arose. (Int. 79) [emphasis added] 

 
This clearly shows that the act of NGO-ing was something it did not prefer. The group’s 
main frustration is being reduced to a bunch of NGO-men. This is similar to Jude’s 
statement of ‘api sarala wunaa’, we became just an ordinary, diluted organisation. But at 
the same time, SCC vehemently rejects that it wasn’t an NGO, or least less of an NGO:  
 

No! Not at all. Even some of our members and staff criticised our style of work saying 
that we are stingy and that’s not going to work and we should have spent lavishly. In fact, 
we could have done that [in Sinhala: ohnanam atha digaerala viyadam karanna thibuna]. 
They also said that we are not taking the maximum funds that we could get from the 
donor. When we make the budget we try to make it as small as possible. For instance our 
salary in the last proposal was Rs. 8,750. What can you do with such a salary these days? 
But we never wanted to double that like many other NGOs did.  

 
Although we weren’t, there was always the possibility and a basis to get corrupted in this 
system. So we have to struggle a lot not to fall into that pit. We have been doing this 
work with the greatest difficulty [in Sinhala: katta kakaa thamai weda kare]. Till 
midnight we were engaged in something that is related to our work. But at the end of the 
day we got branded as NGO men. It is difficult for us to bear that as politically oriented 
people. (Int. 79) 

WS admits that the money was useful and it changed the work style, which it understands 
in a positive way:  
 

                                                 
17 The Sinhala expression was “anthimata apith NGO karayo hetiyata hanwadugehunaa”. The Sinhala 
term ‘hanwadu gehunaa’ connotes a strong message. Hanwaduwa is the name/sign that one would make on 
a bull’s skin to identify it. The term ‘kaarayo’ carries derogatory connotation. ‘kaarayo’ (plural) or 
‘kaarayaa’ (singular) is generally used as a suffix for a person doing a low-paid job, for example, postman 
(thepel kaarayaa), paper deliverer (paththara kaarayaa), policeman (polis kaarayaa), fisherman (maalu 
kaaraya), etc. 
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Before, we used to spend a lot of effort and time on doing things, for instance drawing 
posters, painting them and so on. But with the availability of money we could do those 
things differently and utilise the time for some other productive work.  

 
But at the same time we got some additional strength to do work. We got a lot of 
publicity even at a national level. We could emerge ourselves as leaders at the national 
level. (Int.74) 

 
SCC admits that the Red-CFA funds helped it in some way. But overall, its analysis is 
that the funding weakened them. 
 

Funding has helped for certain things. But it has in fact weakened the people’s activism. 
For instance Workers’ Solidarity [a case organisation in this study] made a big impact 
before they got funding. They did a lot of work through hard work and collecting money, 
pawning the jewellery, etc. They had a lot of respect and acceptance. We warned them 
and they too were aware of the possible danger, they say it’s like playing with fire. (Int. 
78) 

 
SCC elaborates this point by citing one experience in the early eighties with the All 
Ceylon Peasants’ Congress: 
 

Though the money was not the main reason for the collapse of the ACPC it was a 
contributing factor. Because of the availability of funds we could get a strength that we 
didn’t have [in Sinhala: nethi haiyak apita mathukaraganna puluwan vunaa]. During the 
Moneragala struggle we could bring van loads and bus loads of people. Superficially it 
seemed that we were very strong and powerful but actually we weren’t. It was something 
like the funds inflated us as a big organisation [in Sinhala: salliwalin sanvidhaana 
shakthiya pumbala pennuwa]. Even now the groups active with the farmers do not 
actually have a solid basis with the farmers. But they have built a strong organisation 
with the help of money. This is a common dilemma for those who want to build a 
people’s movement. Getting money per se is not bad. That can be used for some studies 
or publications, but if a people’s movement is not built based on there own strength it will 
not last. (Int. 78) 
 

Gamini stresses that they were aware of the pitfalls of what he calls, in Sinhala, ‘nikam 
lebena salli’, the free money or easy money. Gamini compares it with the practice before:  
 

We were reluctant to get free money. We saw right from the beginning the easy money 
(nikam lebena salli) would distance us from a solid mass engagement. We saw a 
difference between that and the vision build on our own efforts through a hard way. 
When we were strong as an organisation we always had a good link with the people. We 
didn’t have a funding link when we were strong. Our existence was based on what we got 
from the areas were we worked. Our well wishers use to give us a little money, they 
would give us a shirt or a trouser. We used to get about Rs. 500/- per month, that’s how 
we survived those days. We didn’t stay in one place so an office wasn’t needed. 
Wherever we went we got food for those days and the people collected money to cover 
our bus fare. We didn’t have offices or a centre, we were operating from houses. We went 
like this till we got the threat from the JVP. (Int. 79) 
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Box 10.2: SCC’s discourse on NGOs, civil society, donors and politics 

 
“There is an allegation that NGOs are instruments to depoliticise revolutionaries. A 
similar thing could also happen with donors. Those people with progressive ideas in the 
West could also be trapped in donor agencies. Perhaps the hegemonic countries devise 
schemes to prevent radical Westerners from reacting to contradictions in their own 
societies, by accommodating them to work for the poor in other parts of the world. 
 
NGOs have become like a hot porridge – one cannot drink it because it’s hot but at the 
same time cannot throw it away because it’s porridge! NGOs are facing this dilemma 
because of their lack of awareness of their own limitations and scope. People’s 
organisations and NGOs have become too enmeshed with each other like two balls of 
thread that cannot be disentangled. NGOs can certainly play a role. But they should not 
take the lead. They should not give leadership to a people’s movement. There should be a 
clear demarcation between the two”. [Raajaya novena sanvidhaana kumakda? 
koibatada? (what are NGOs and where are they heading?), Aware, Vol. 1, Issue 14, 
Sep/Oct 1995] 
 
“In order to make real social change it is essential to have a political organisation. In the 
final analysis, real social change can only be realised through capturing state power”. 
[NGO vichikichchaawe ythaarthaya (The reality of the suspicion/curiosity on NGOs), 
Aware, Vol. 1, Issue 15, Nov 1995/Jan 1996] 
 
“This extreme opportunistic tendency didn’t emerge all of a sudden. It took some time to 
take its own shape. Petit-bourgeois individualism went on a purposeless journey for quite 
a long time to find a theory to justify their material basis. Finally they met the theory of 
civil society. What metamorphosed as civil society is a degenerated tendency emerging 
in the people’s movement like a cancer. It is another fine weapon in the capitalist 
ideological armoury which can be used to debilitate the people’s movement. The activists 
of the people’s movement as well as those who are honestly trying to develop the civil 
society concept from a socialist perspective should properly identify this cancer. They 
should join the join the struggle against this cancer. If not, this cancer will spread all over 
the body of people’s movement. [sivil samaajayata muwaawee dhaneshwaraya haa 
sahawaasayata yasma (cohabitating with capitalism under the cover of the civil society), 
Aware, Vol. 1, Issue 2, Feb/Mar 1995] 
 
“It is necessary for those forces whose objective is the revolutionary transformation of 
society to have an in-depth analysis of NGOs and also a course of action on the same. 
Without such an analysis, many people who tried to realise leftist and revolutionary 
objectives through NGOs have diluted themselves in NGOs …. 
 
NGOs clearly play a reactionary role so long as they serve as a safety net so that the 
oppressive capitalist system can be perpetuated. But one cannot generalise such things. 
Therefore, one should look at the whole and also specifics and many dimensions of the 
same. As Marxists, we are not against development towards the welfare of people. It is 
naïve to argue that these things will delay the revolution. We cannot rush the revolution 
just because we are in a hurry.   
 
Some people’s organisations have switched into NGOs and launched big protest 
campaigns using foreign funds without any real popular basis. They could only deliver 
temporary relief to people. In the end, those activists degenerated because of money and 
those organisations ended up decimated.  
 
The leftist activists who try to ‘do-something’ should analyse these experiences and pool 
their strengths towards building a leftist movement. If they try to console themselves by 
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thinking that they do an important task in NGOs and get trapped in NGOs, knowingly or 
unknowingly, they will be strengthening the safety net of the World Bank in the final 
analysis.”  
[Raajya nowana sanwidhaana kumakda, kumakatada (what are NGOs and what they 
for?). Aware, Vol. 1, Issue 13, Jul/Aug 1995] 
 

 
The extent of NGO-ness seems to be an expression of a deep contradiction with which 
WS and SCC lived. Both organisations do not resort to a conspiracy theory to pin the 
blame on the relevant CFA. Instead, they blamed themselves for getting in to the ‘pit’ or 
the ‘quagmire’18 of NGOs. This is different from PAC’s thinking. PAC accuses donors of 
being agents of neo-liberalism and globalisation of capitalism. In this sense PAC was also 
reluctant to call itself an NGO. PAC always claimed that it came into being long before 
the term NGO was used in Sri Lanka. Therefore, it can live without the NGO identity. 
But PAC does not suffer from the extent of NGO-ness as SCC and WS did. On the other 
hand, organisations such as FFP, OFPD and SLFN had no uneasiness with their NGO-
ness. Its own uneasiness with the NGO-ness was clearly a factor that led SCC to consider 
severing its relationship with Red-CFA. Though the circumstances were different, WS 
took the breakage of the link with its donor, Green-CFA, positively. WS had no regrets 
about losing funds. In fact, it was relieved that this ‘NGO-thing’ was over. The Sinhala 
expression that Jude used while refusing Julie’s offer to transfer some leftover funds was: 
mehka nikamma merenne denna, literally translated, just allow this to die just like that. 
This means that Jude wanted to allow the NGO to die a natural death and he wasn’t keen 
to give another drop of aid to keep it alive for few months if not a year more. Both cases 
show uneasiness with NGO-ing as a factor weakening the relations with donors. Such a 
dynamic is largely an internally induced one.  

10.7 Capacity, management and mismanagement of NGO-ing 

In the previous section I discussed a factor (that is largely internally induced) of the 
extent of NGO-ness. I argued that the extent of NGO-ness functions as a contributory 
factor in maintaining the relationship with donors. In this section, I elaborate on a set of 
factors that is internally induced but also plays a role in fashioning the relationships. I 
look at individual NGO’s capacity (staff, knowledge and infrastructure) and management 
processes with the objective of establishing a link between this and relational outcomes.  
 
Both WS and SCC attribute the failure also to the limitations that they had in managing 
the organisation as well as the activities. The following statement by Jude suggests that 
they not only could manage a big budget but also had difficulties in getting used to a new 
culture of spending, given their activist background: 
 

We couldn’t manage it well by making use of the money. A poster should appear on a 
wall, it doesn’t matter who should do it. But those days we used to think that we should 
do it ourselves. I pasted the posters because of my commitment and I use to get some 
kind of kick out of it. … I feel that we failed because we couldn’t manage it well. One 

                                                 
18 The Sinhala expression used was ‘naraa-wala’, a pit in which things get rotten.  
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reason for that could be our own background – our formation with the revolutionary 
background. (Int. 74) 

 
SCC too admits that part of the problem was its capacity limitations and internal 
conflicts: 
 

In fact we were not professional researchers. Instead we were a bunch of political 
activists, so we could not do the studies in a proper way. (Int. 78) 

 
Mainly the internal issues as we didn’t have adequate skills and competence to the NGO 
part – research and studies. If our work was focused mainly on research and study we 
could have made some achievements. Lot of our time was taken for work with other 
organisations at the cost of our own study and research work. There was lot of internal 
conflicts in the organisation in regard to what should be our priority. In away it was a 
dilemma given our close links with mass movements and political groups. If we go as a 
full-fledged research and study organisation then we have to cut off ourselves from all 
those contacts. (Int. 79)  

 
SCC members had no special training or experience as researchers. However, their 
engagement in political activities and rigorous study of Marxist and other political 
literature turned them into prolific writers. But this alone was not adequate to run an 
NGO-style research organisation. The other issue raised by Gamini is that they were torn 
between the NGO and political activities. As Gamini says, they had to live in this 
dilemma. What happened mostly was the neglect of the NGO project as the group 
digressed more towards their political persuasions. 
 
In hindsight, Jude makes an interesting remark as to why they could not be a ‘successful’ 
NGO. Jude blames himself for making a huge mistake: ‘salli mehseta daala kathaa 
kalaa’, literally translated, I talked [with the staff] by putting the money on the table (Int. 
74) implying that he had an open, consultative and participatory style of management and 
transparency on finances. What Jude sarcastically and indirectly says is that if you are to 
be a successful NGO leader, then you should not have done things that way.  
 
Managing the transition from the activist orientation to an NGO has also been difficult 
for PAC. On the completion of its 25 years of work, PAC introduced a restructuring 
exercise in a bid to streamline many activities that were hitherto done in an informal 
style. It is not easy to change the orientation of an organisation that is highly 
ideologically driven over night. The sentiments expressed by Fr. Patrick on the 
restructuring exercise bear evidence to this:  
 

During all these 24 years PAC had hardly any checking procedures: no letters of 
appointment, no attendance or leave registers, no job description, no personal files. This was 
possible, and even correct, when PAC was a small group of highly motivated persons whose 
last concern was the monthly allowance. One of them, a Peradeniya graduate, recalls that 
when he first came to PAC to see the coordinator about taking part in our work, he was told: 
“thank you for coming, go to the hall where some girls and boys from the village are packing 
parcels of skimmed milk powder which we got as a gift from Australia. You may go and help 
them finish the job soon so that the parcels may be sent out to People.” That was all for a job 
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description and there was no talk of what the man might get at the end of the month. It was 
1979 then. 

 
Those were the days. But they are not here now. The past, someone said, is another country. 
(PAC 1996a) 

 
PAC’s restructuring process sowed some seeds of suspicion about PAC in the minds of 
donors, including Yellow-CFA. The allegation was that the PAC was not transparent on 
the process of restructuring. This created a further rift between PAC and its donors.19  
 
Organisations such as FFP, OFPD and SLFN have managed the issues of capacity, staff 
and internal conflicts in an efficient and timely manner. They have paid a great deal of 
attention to these so-called management and operational issues. In Chapter 7 I mentioned 
that OFPD successfully thwarted an attempt by staff to make demands for salary increase, 
uniforms, etc. FFP has a meticulous staff assessment system that is connected to salary 
and other rewards. SLFN too is paying a lot of attention to staff and management issues. 
In essence, these three organisations are aware of possible managerial problems and they 
take precautions well in advance. Hence, these organisations are in a better position to 
avoid or minimise instability in organisations caused by internal dynamics. Therefore, 
they are more able to focus on managing external relations. However, organisations such 
as WS and SCC were fraught with internal problems and conflicts that resulted in 
organisational instability. This in turn puts them in a weak position to focus on external 
relations. Therefore, the decline phase in a relationship could also be caused partly by the 
internalities.  

10. 8 Importance attached to the relationship with the donor 

PAC and WS were phased out during the period of my research. SCC was contemplating 
severing the relations with its donor. Being phased out, the three organisations were 
reflecting on the part they played in the relationship they had with the respective CFAs. 
These reflections take an inward look, to assess how seriously they took the relationship. 
These reflections were made by WS and PAC when the heat of the phasing out had 
ended. Such reflections lacked self-defence and feelings of irritation, anger and 
frustration. In this section, I take a close look at the afterthoughts of the withdrawn case 
organisations on the assessment of their part in the relationships they had with CFAs.  
 
                                                 
19 For instance, another donor that works closely with Yellow-CFA briefed Wilma: “They [PAC] went 
through a restructuring several years ago. I am told that at that time, unspent monies from various projects 
over the many years which had been kept in a bank account and amounting to some Rs. 50 million had 
been distributed to all staff as ‘compensation’ for their work over the years. To my knowledge this was not 
discussed with donors, and we did not agree with this. … There was some acrimony between Fr. Patrick 
and the acting Coordinator over these matters”. (Email, 15 July 2002). The concern for financial 
transparency was raised in the evaluation. However, the evaluation report took a different view as opposed 
to that held by donors: “PAC has a very good accounting system with much details and timeliness which is 
a rarity in NGOs of this size in Sri Lanka. Good accounting control of most operations including 
accounting of the farm” (PAC 2001:36). It should be noted that the evaluator nominated by Yellow-CFA is 
a fully qualified accountant.  
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Jude makes a long reflection about how they dealt with Green-CFA. They were aware of 
what they had been doing but at the same time grappled with the dilemma of how best 
they could have acted.  
 

There was no necessity for us to tell about our failures. If we tell the true story we won’t 
be getting the next year’s instalment. So our existence is threatened. Although we discuss 
our failures internally, we didn’t have the courage to share this with the donors. The 
attitude was that why should we commit suicide in vain [in Sinhala: api apitama 
korawaganne ey?]. It was a huge damage we did to the donor as well as to us. On the 
other hand we can’t get money to do things based on my experience. We have to say 
something that comes within their policy guideline. So we become somewhat mechanical. 
But still they do some kind of appraisal when selecting partners. They chose us perhaps 
because of our past stories they have heard about us. In fact we did some work, but this 
was the fate. Even the people who did some work got into this thing – I cannot describe it 
clearly. 

 
We sent proposals and reports. Superficially it seems that we are doing fine. We tended to 
defend ourselves – and also console ourselves – saying that I was too busy so I didn’t 
have time to write reports. At the same time there was some kind of fear subconsciously 
of losing money by having such a discussion. On the other hand Green-CFA didn’t bother 
to ask these questions. So I think both didn’t want to risk their features. I think in the long 
run it was a loss for both of us.  
 
In most cases we give answers that Julie likes to hear [in Sinhala: Julie kamathi uththara 
api denawa] that’s what we did. I think we should blame ourselves than Julie. We don’t 
tell the truth; we tell the answer which Julie expects to hear and answers that would bring 
the money for another year. We have been doing this for about eight years. It is only now 
we realise about what we did. Normally the discussion takes place in a rush if you are 
clever enough you can give the right kind of answers and get the money this is what 
happens in many cases. (Int. 74) 

 
Jude, in retrospect, comes to the realisation that they should have had an open dialogue 
with the donor about what they mostly did (meaning political activism) and the failures of 
such strivings. This signals that WS is willing to reveal its political life. However, SCC 
maintains a hard line on this issue. The following quotes from my discussions with Alex 
and Gamini (separately) bear witness to this:  

We send a report to Red-CFA only about the NGO work, the other work we do is not 
reported, and they don’t ask information about such work, we are also not keen in sharing 
such information. That’s a separate thing we do. (Int.79) 

 
[Question: didn’t they have any clue about what you were doing?] No not at all. All this 
time we have met only a few times. We didn’t deliberately avoid discussing these 
matters. They were also terribly busy with tight schedules when they were here. It’s 
important to have a dialogue but they don’t have time for such things.  

 
They never bothered to question our work; at the same time we didn’t jump the gun [in 
Sinhala: egolla apen prasna ahuveth ne api penala uththara denna giyeth ne]. We did 
what we wanted to do [in Sinhala: apita ona weda api karaa]. Perhaps they didn’t bother 
because the budget given to us was too small. But in fact it was not that small. For 
instance our last budget was around two million rupees per year. (Int. 78) 
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Unlike WS, SCC recognises no need to have a close dialogue with donors, to share their 
concerns, to be open about what it does in addition to NGO-ing. In fact, SCC preferred to 
have a distant relationship and therefore they had no qualms about the kind of 
relationship that Red-CFA maintained with it: 
 

We felt that the distant relationship was a blessing for us. It’s good that we don’t maintain a 
close relationship given our own objectives and activities. For instance the donor of X [an 
NGO being supported by Yellow-CFA] looks at everything they do. In the beginning it was 
not the case but of late it came to a situation that the donor was controlling the whole 
operation at X. At the end of the day X had to do what Yellow-CFA wants. Although we talk 
of equality at the end of the day they dictate prevails. (Int. 79) 

 
SCC does not think that a donor has a right to know everything it does. Instead, SCC 
keeps the donor in its right place. Gamini made this reflection when I confronted him 
with the question of sharing their dilemma of the extent of NGO-ness with Red-CFA:  
 
 No! We felt that it’s not their business to know all this. … No! We thought that 
 there’s no need for them to know such aspects. We asked them money for specific 
 work and as far as we do that there’s no need for us to tell everything to them. As 
 long as we do our NGO work well why should the donor be bothered about our 
 personal political work? What we do independently need not be discussed with them 
 was our stand. On the other hand they too were not that keen in knowing everything. 
 (Int. 79) [emphasis added] 
 
This made SCC reflect the expectation it had from Red-CFA, their idea of the role of a 
donor and the kind or relationship the two should have:  
 

Their role is to make available the funds. And they have the right to monitor as to how we use 
the funds. But at the same time they should not be bothered about everything we do. It is we 
who know the situation here. It is we who should decide what we should do. Their role is to 
support us. They should recognise our independence. (Int. 79) 

 
With the realisation of the failure of SCC’s NGO-project, the leadership came to the 
conclusion that there is no need to NGO any more and hence their clear decision to sever 
relations with donors. The following statement of Gamini also suggests that the 
relationship with the donor has always been a problem for them and therefore they have 
no regrets in cutting themselves off from Red-CFA: 
 

Right from the beginning there was a strong urge from us to stop this relationship at some 
point. We felt that we should get rid of this relationship, as it was a big hindrance for us. (Int. 
79) 

 
In contrast, PAC showed a clear desire to have a close link with the donor – for it the 
relationship is precious as it is considered a means of solidarity in building a just society. 
However, PAC also makes a clear division of labour between itself and donors: 
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The donor-partner is the one who makes funds available for the necessary work. The role of 
the receiver-partner is to give time energy and work. So it is not that we give nothing for what 
we receive. But still there is a power discrepancy. He who pays the piper calls the tune. But if 
it’s a real partnership even if you give money you should work in equal partnership because 
we are in a common enterprise. It’s like one is the treasurer of the committee and the other is 
the secretary we cannot say who is important. One gives something and the other something 
else. And that is how the work goes. At the beginning it was like that. (Int. 71) 

 
PAC expresses no feelings of regret about its frank, open and some times hostile 
communication with Yellow-CFA towards the decline phase of the relationship.  

10.9 Communication, dialogue and shared values 

In the discussion on theory (Chapter 2) communication was understood as meaningful 
and timely exchange of information between firms, and as the glue that holds a 
relationship together (Cote and Latham 2004); it functions as a dimension of closeness 
between the two parties (Laing and Lian 2001). Frequent and adequate communication 
was said to produce a common language between inter-relating organisations (Alexander 
1995). The existence of a common language is linked to shared values, which were 
understood as the extent to which partners have beliefs in common about what 
behaviours, goals and policies are important or unimportant, appropriate or inappropriate 
and right or wrong (Morgan and Hunt 1994:25). Exchange partners who share values 
were understood as being more committed to their relationship (Cote and Latham 2004). 
Different forms of communication between the two parties were discussed. This section 
builds on the knowledge established already. But here, I take a closer look at the effect of 
communication and shared values on the nature of relationships in different phases. In 
this section I pay more attention to ideas and perceptions of Desk Officers on 
communication and shared values, and the reflections and exchanges they have had with 
each other on same.  
In the introductory chapter, the thrust of the article of faith of the private channel in 
development cooperation was viewed as the quality of relationship that the Northern 
Private Aid Agencies claim to maintain with Southern NGOs. The claim that NPAAs 
make is that they can work more closely with NGOs than can governmental agencies. 
Maintaining frequent and adequate communication (Alexander 1995) is an integral 
dimension of such a close and qualitative relationship. Communication is not only 
exchange of correspondence and reports on technical matters. It encompasses a 
qualitative dialogue between the two parties on what they do, their roles and the 
circumstances under which they work. Some of these concerns have been addressed in 
partner consultations convened by the CFAs. In Chapter 8, I mentioned that Yellow-CFA, 
which had a long tradition of holding partner consultations on broad issues, abandoned 
that practice in the early 2000s. However, in many instances, the Desk Officer of Yellow-
CFA has stressed the importance of having what she calls a ‘critical dialogue’ between 
donors and partners. The Desk Officer Wilma raised this concern during the evaluation 
process of PAC. She was explaining the way she reacted to the evaluation report of PAC 
with another donor agency that co-funded PAC:  
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Defensive, by giving my response I want to evoke a critical dialogue. My impression is 
that things with PAC are alright as long as you do not ask critical questions. For months I 
am corresponding with them on the new budget and answers just do not come forward 
which is frustrating. It does not show much of a transparent and learning attitude. It 
also has an undertone as if Yellow-CFA is not concerned about the poor but only PAC is! 
(Email, 17 July 2001) [emphasis added] 

 
Wilma’s ideas suggest a higher level of communication than a mere exchange of 
correspondence between donors and NGOs. She stresses the importance of being 
transparent and having a learning attitude. But what does she mean by ‘critical dialogue’?  
This became the subject of an exchange of email between Wilma and Lucy, her 
contemporary at SHARE-UK (who co-funded PAC). The exchange of email happened 
soon after Wilma got the ‘nagging school mistress’ email from PAC. Box 10.3 gives 
extracts of email exchanged between The Hague and London on 2 August 2002. Some of 
the issues raised are the following: 
 

• Lack of open and transparent communication 
• Little constructive challenge of the relationship 
• PAC does not see partnership in the same light as donors do  
• Today partnership is about challenging each other, transparency and 

accountability 
• PAC feels that donors should simply release funds to them and trust that they 

spend it wisely 
• Last six years of files contained communications on many concerns raised, 

confusions, misunderstandings and arguments 
• Donors’ responsibility in terms of good donorship is to be open about its opinion 

and actual reason for termination of the funding 
• It is not only difficult to measure the impact of PAC’s programme, but also the 

impact itself is very limited 
 
These issues indeed raise serious concerns that go beyond mere communication. The 
concerns question the very foundation of the relationship between PAC and donors. On 
the other hand, PAC too makes the same accusation towards donors, saying that they are 
not open to dialogue. I quoted an unpleasant exchange of email between PAC and 
SHARE-UK when the former tried to convene a partners meeting to take up some 
common issued with donors. The attempt was thwarted and PAC was accused of being 
‘incredibly arrogant’.  
 

 
Box 10.3: Exchange of email between Wilma and Lucy on 6 August 2002 
 
Lucy:  
“Whatever PAC feels, it is important to keep an open and transparent communication 
between us all. I am sorry that their email got so personal. I am sure you do not take it to 
heart and realize that it is their own distress at the impending withdrawal that leads them 
to be so unpleasant.  
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Their email makes my task even harder. For some years now SHARE-UK has 
been trying to withdraw from PAC but have found it hard given the length of the 
partnership. However, following my recent visit to the field which was frankly 
rather disastrous, we have gone through a review process and decided also to 
withdraw. This is rather bad timing as Yellow-CFA is also now withdrawing but 
obviously you know that our decision was made independently and following a 
thorough review. The partnership had been withering for years and there 
had been little constructive challenges. But more importantly, I feel that not 
only is it difficult to measure the impact of their programme, but the impact itself 
is very limited. I am drafting a letter to them now as I am leaving SHARE-UK 
this week for pastures new. I will leave it up to the Head or our Asia Team to 
send it at his discretion.”  
 
Wilma:  
“Thanks very much for your kind letter which gives support. I feel very bad about the 
personal character and the accusations of PAC’s letter. Anyway it does not come as a 
surprise, this is exactly the response we expected and only confirms that we took the 
right decision. We took this decision in a thoughtful manner and we have concrete 
motivations. Surprisingly again the letter does not deal any content related subjects, only 
the process.”  
 
Lucy:  
“I am not surprised that you were hurt by the letter. While I do understand that it is 
difficult for them, the personal nature of their attack was really unacceptable. It does 
prove that PAC does not see partnership in the same light as we do. Today 
partnership is about challenging each other, transparency and accountability. They 
feel that we should simply release funds to them and trust that they spend it wisely. I am 
sure that this letter was written by Fr. Patrick who still seems to run the show at PAC. I 
haven’t met Nihal but I am sure that … or … [senior staff of PAC] would not have been 
able to write such an eloquent or unpleasant letter. 
 
I went through the last six years of files and found so many concerns raised, 
confusions, misunderstandings and arguments. We simply cannot continue to 
support such an unhealthy partnership. I await a similar letter once we have sent 
out our own withdrawal letter!” 
 
Wilma: 
“Thanks very much indeed. … I think what really triggered this reaction was the fact that 
we were honest in the reasons for termination of the funding. It would have been more 
easy to say that we have different priorities, no more money or what so ever, but we felt 
it is also our responsibility in terms of good donorship to be open about our opinion 
and actual reason for termination of the funding. Anyway I wish you good luck in 
digesting a similar letter. Hope your team is also behind you.”  
 
[emphases added] 
 

 
I mentioned in Chapter 8 that PAC was the most articulate, enthusiastic and vociferous 
communicator among the case study organisations. PAC needed no translators and 
brokers like many small NGOs do to communicate with donors. Why then couldn’t the 
donors and PAC initiate a dialogue? Was it because what Lucy and Wilma call ‘a critical 
dialogue’ was different to what PAC wanted to have – a ‘meeting to explain our anxieties 
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and hear directly your kind responses’ – so that they could continue to be ‘friends and 
partners’? What is clearly implied in Lucy and Wilma’s statements is that PAC is closed 
to criticism. In my interviews, PAC’s response to this issue was that it has been open to 
any kind of criticism from anyone and it has even given publicity to such critiques in its 
own publications. I came across one such critique that was published in a Bulletin of 
PAC as far back in 1977. The critic was an Italian Jesuit Priest who was living in Sri 
Lanka. His had this to say about PAC and Fr. Patrick:  
 

Your approach to the problem of justice is and will remain purely academic. You will write 
articles, maybe support a certain socio-political system. But that does not place you in a 
situation of risk in which you will feel the insecurity of the people. In reality, after moving 
out of a certain establishment, you have created another establishment of your own, within 
which you feel 100 per cent secure, because that is your little kingdom, and that makes you 
all-powerful. Now, this takes you very far away from the structures of oppression against 
which you purport to fight. So far away, that you almost join hands with the bourgeois and 
the capitalist mentality responsible for the structures of oppression. What saves you is your 
personal honesty; what ruins you is the fact that you have substituted one structure with 
another, one establishment with another. (PAC Bulletin, 53, August 1977) 

 
Why can’t an organisation that is open to such harsh criticism engage itself in a dialogue 
with donors? Was PAC open to the above criticism because it came from one of ‘them’, 
meaning one of the fellow Jesuits? And PAC could not lend the same ear to Wilma and 
Lucy because they were ‘striplings’, ‘brats’ and ‘novices’ whose idealism was different 
from PAC? In either case, what is clear is that both parties have burnt bridges with regard 
to having a constructive dialogue.  
 
Wilma asserted that it is the ‘donor’s responsibility in terms of good donor-ship is to be 
open about its opinion and actual reason for termination of the funding. In this sense, she 
wanted to be open and frank in her communication. In the withdrawal phase of WS, Jude 
raised an issued about not revealing the real reasons for withdrawal by Green-CFA. 
Jude’s accusation was that “you are not telling us the whole truth”. While Julie responded 
to Jude explaining the changing policy environment that prompted Green-CFA to make 
such a decision, she shared her feelings with the consultant in Sri Lanka. The content of 
the sharing sheds more light on how things happen in relationships and the dilemma that 
Desk Officers go through in carrying out their tasks (see Box 10.4). 
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Box 10.4: Julie’s reflection on being a Desk Officer 
 
“I think that I am not really born or cut for PO [programme officer, Desk 
Officer] work. I find situation like this and hard words from partners (which I do 
rationally understand) emotionally difficult. Making letter to organisations like 
WS or X [another politically inclined NGO] is very taxing and have cost me a lot 
of time since you wish to explain things as clear as possible. I find it very 
difficult when people have a feeling that I am dishonest with them or in Jude’s 
words ‘not telling the whole truth’. 
 
For more than 26 years involvement in the Left movement, I have been honest 
about my position and intention which has caused me a lot of trouble and pain 
because some people do not appreciate my opinion and position. For me, I really 
want to be part of building an alternative society which is just, equitable and fair; 
I have to be open and honest of my own opinion. This is my own guarantee that I 
am true to my political choice, helping create a value within myself, my children 
and comrades that is just and fair. More that that I cannot promise. 
 
Yes, being part of a funding institution, power to make decisions on the lives of 
organisations is real but decisions are not made by one person alone, there are 
layers of people above, beside and behind the PO who push and pull, there are 
policies which limit one’s mandate, there are external forces like the Dutch 
politics which determines one’s share of the pie, etc., etc., these are real 
situations which make one’s decisions very complicated. 
 
On the other hand, partner organisations made choices too, signed contracts 
knowing that there are conditionalities in it, thus organisations has the power to 
make use or not use of this money from the west to advance one’s goal, to 
empower marginalised/oppressed people, create a just society, etc. etc. BUT 
organizations and people in it, must also take the responsibility to as much 
possible know what is in the contract, try to do their part of the contract and be 
serious, open and honest of the success and failures, etc., etc. (Email, 16 January 
2002)  
 

 
A frequent and adequate form of communication was understood as a prerequisite for a 
healthy relationship between organisations. The CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs agree on the 
importance of such a form of communication. They go further by stressing the 
importance of open and frank communication as a basis for a critical dialogue. In spite of 
these claims by Sri Lankan NGOs and CFAs, both the parties accuse each other of not 
engaging in such a dialogue. While both parties resort to a blame game, the distance 
created by age, gender and ideological differences between some NGO leaders and Desk 
Officers prevents them from engaging in a constructive dialogue. There seem to be no 
middlemen to act as a bridge to bring the two parties into a constructive dialogue.  



Synthesis and analysis 

 293

10.10 Concluding remarks  

The objective of this chapter was to address the overall research question “Why and how 
do relations between Dutch Co-Financing Agencies and Sri Lankan NGOs thrive, 
stagnate and decline?” The overall question captures the emphases of ‘what drives 
relationships’ and ‘who drives relationships’. Therefore, this chapter synthesised the 
tentative conclusions made and patterns and trends identified in Chapters 4-6 (‘what 
drives relations’) and Chapters 7-9 (‘who drives relationships’). In line with the case 
study methodology, I discerned a few analytical themes from extended case studies 
discussed in different chapters. I drew themes from literature while others emerged from 
the case studies themselves. The discussion used an iterative process to compare relevant 
data from case studies.  
 
A strong link was observed between the institutional shifts in both the Dutch and Sri 
Lankan contexts and the pattern of relational thriving, stagnation and decline. The golden 
period of CFAs coincided with the expansion of relationships with many new NGOs in 
Sri Lanka. Relationships with existing counterparts thrived during this period. The post-
Impact Study period brought in a certain level of stagnation and decline of relationship. 
However, certain relationships of CFAs continued despite the professionalisation drive of 
the CFAs following the Impact Study. Therefore, there is a strong link between the 
influence of shifts in institutional environments of Sri Lankan NGOs and Dutch CFAs 
and the thriving, stagnation and decline of relationships between the two, other factors 
seem to be at play that go against the institutional trends. Therefore, I investigated the 
non-institutional factors that influence the thriving, stagnation and decline of 
relationships. This involved taking a closer look at the dynamics at the levels of 
organisations (NGOs, CFAs) and individuals (boundary spanners).  
 
The discussion on the level of organisations and individuals included analytical themes 
such as acquiescence and resistance, reputation and trust, and conflict and harmony. 
There was a great deal of dynamism and currents created by these constructs in 
fashioning relationships. Based on the above analyses I discerned a pattern of 
compatibility between the boundary spanners, i.e., DOs and NGO leaders. The 
compatibility factors included age, gender, work orientation and ideology. I observed 
different combinations and permutations of these factors creating different compatibilities 
and incompatibilities between boundary spanners. Work orientation and ideology 
emerged as key factors. The age and gender factors sometimes play a crucial role in 
fashioning compatibility. The compatibility/incompatibility analysis was also embedded 
in institutional analysis to find how those compatibilities/incompatibilities are induced or 
strengthened by externalities.  
 
Three new analytical themes emerged from the data. The first was the degree of the 
NGO-ness of NGOs. The case studies proved that NGOs display different degrees of 
NGO-ness. NGO-ness meant the extent to which the organisational actors share and own 
the NGO identity. Those with less NGO-ness tend to attach less importance to their 
relationship with donors and vice versa. The second was NGOs’ internal capacity. Those 
NGOs that attached importance to internal capacities and management considerations 
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were in a better position to sustain the relationship with donors and vice versa. The third 
theme was the importance given to the relationship with the donor. There was no clear 
trend here. Some NGOs felt in hindsight that they could have acted differently while 
others defended how they acted. What came out form this discussion was the pragmatism 
involved in the relationship. The position of those who defended their behaviour – having 
a distant relationship with donors – was that the exchange is nothing but a money 
transaction. These three themes share a common ground, which is that they all are 
internally induced constructs.  
 
The main points of the analysis made in this chapter will be carried forward to the next in 
which I conclude the study.  
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11.   CONCLUDING THE STUDY: DEVELOPING AN 
INTEGRATED IOR FRAMEWORK 

11.1 Introduction 

I likened the claims of value-added relations between the Northern Private Aid Agencies 
(NPAAs) and their Southern counterparts to the cornerstone of the ‘articles of faith’ in 
the private channel of development cooperation. This means that the quality of the 
relationship between the NPAAs and SNGOs is used as a main argument to justify the 
comparative merits of the private channel vis-à-vis the official one. I critiqued 
‘partnership’ as a conceptual tool to understand IORs between NPAAs and SNGOs, 
because of the vagueness and ambiguity of the concept as well as the high political 
correctness and normative overload inherent in the concept. My choice was a generic 
IOR approach from an organisational theory perspective, which allows us to analyse what 
actually happens between NPAAs and SNGOs. Reviewing the literature on donor-SNGO 
relations, I stressed that the levels of institutions, organisations and individuals have not 
been looked at from a holistic perspective and that often fragmented research had taken a 
snapshot approach rather than a trajectory analysis. I also explained that a great deal of 
research had been done on the corporate sector of IORs and questioned the relevance of 
such frameworks to understanding the dynamics in the so-called third sector in which 
NPAAs and SNGOs are located. In this light, I carved out a niche for a study on IORs 
between Dutch CFAs and SLNGOs through a three-level approach (that combines 
institutional, organisational and individual levels) incorporating a trajectory analysis.  
 
This chapter refines the trends and patterns identified and conclusions made in the 
preceding chapters in general and the synthesis chapter (Chapter 10) in particular. The 
final stage of the case study research method involves shaping emerging concepts. An 
essential feature of theory building is comparison of the emergent concepts, theory or 
hypotheses with the extant literature (Eisenhardt 1995:81). Therefore, in this chapter, I 
refine the analytical themes that emerged in the synthesis chapter further and construct an 
overall conceptual model to understand the dynamics of IORs between SNGOs and 
NPAAs. This chapter is organised as follows. First, I summarise the research objectives, 
questions and the three-level analysis to place this final analysis into perspective. Then I 
revisit the research questions. Presenting the IOR model employed, I first re-examine the 
question of environmental influences on organisations and IORs. The next section on the 
second research question focuses on phases and dynamics of relationships and the role of 
boundary spanners. Then I revisit the overall question of how and why relations between 
Dutch CFAs and SLNGOs thrive, stagnate or decline. This discussion builds on the 
analysis and the conceptual models emerging from the two specific research questions. At 
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the end of this discussion, I construct an overall conceptual model that informs the 
emerging patterns from case study analysis. Finally, I question the claim of ‘articles of 
faith’ on the basis of the emergent conceptual model. 

11.2 Summarising the research objective and questions 

The main objective of this study was to understand how relations between Dutch CFAs 
ad Sri Lankan NGOs were conceived and evolved under different circumstances. I 
viewed relationship as a continuing and dynamic process, i.e., a trajectory unfolding over 
time under changing conditions. A trajectory of relationships entails variations and 
dynamics over time. In a general sense, these variations were discerned as thriving, 
stagnating and declining. Analytically, the variations and dynamics of a relational 
trajectory were understood as outcomes of inter-organisational relationships. Four types 
of IOR outcomes were identified: 1) propensity to continue, 2) propensity to leave or 
dissolve, 3) acquiescence, and 4) functional conflict (Cote and Latham 2004:11-15). The 
study investigated how different outcomes of inter-organisational relations were produced 
in relationships and under what circumstances. Under this broad question I formulated 
two specific research questions. The first question was related to ‘what drives the 
relationship’. This question addressed how CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs are influenced 
by their respective institutional contexts, which in turn make them interact (or not) with 
each other. The second research question addressed the issue of ‘who drives 
relationships’. Foci were the dynamics at the levels of organisations and individuals 
working as boundary spanners. Under dynamics, I investigated the phases that 
organisational relationships go through over time. The individual level analysed the role 
of boundary spanners in co-determining relationships.  

11.3 Combining institutions, organisations and individuals for IOR analysis  

In the discussion on theory and literature (Chapter 2), a selected literature on IORs that 
had taken a broader perspective than partnerships was reviewed. The contributions made 
in such literature to broaden the understanding of IORs were appreciated. However, my 
main criticism about this literature was that the authors have focussed either on 
institutional, organisational or individual level analysis, thus leaving the other dimensions 
and the variations between them unaddressed. I argued for an approach that incorporates 
institutions, organisations and individual levels of analysis to understand inter-
organisational relations in their totality. This alternative approach was called an 
integrated three-level perspective. For this, inspiration was drawn from the multi-level 
approach that acknowledges both the formal-structural (organisational level) and 
informal-personal (individual level) dimensions of a relationship (Benasou & 
Vankatraman 1996, Klein, 1996, Klein et al. 2001). The notable missing link identified in 
this approach is the institutional level analysis, i.e., how organisational and individual 
processes are influenced by the environment. Therefore, a multi-level analysis was made 
with an institutionally/contextually embedded setting. This would capture the three levels 
to understand how organisations act together. The combination of institutions, 
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organisations and individuals in my approach explicitly assumed that there is a constant 
process of influence between the three levels. The interplay between the three levels 
under varying circumstances determines how organisations act together. This model and 
the research questions related to each level of analysis are given in Figure 11.1.  
 

Figure 11.1: The integrated three-level analytical model and research questions 

 
          Specific 
 Level of analysis        research question 
 
                                     Environment of CFAs              Environment of SLNGOs SRQ 1: What? 

Institutional        How do the shifts in  
       respective   
       institutional  
       environments  
       of  

          CFAs and SL NGOs  
          influence them and    
     Organisational/structural ties         their relations with  
          each other? 
    CFA-A    NGO-B  (Chapters 4-6) 
 Organisational 
            
           Personal ties    SRQ 2: Who? 
                        
                              Desk                              NGO  What are the  
 Officer-a   Leader-b dynamics and  
        phases of   
        relationships? 
                                          (Chapters 7 and 8)  
 Individual                                       How do individuals in 
          NGOs and CFAs  
          influence  
          relationships? 
          (Chapters 7, 8, 9, 10) 
    
 

11.4 Revisiting the research questions 

The main research question of this study was ‘why and how relations between Dutch 
CFAs and SLNGOs thrive, stagnate and decline’. I used a model adapted from IOR 
literature to conceptualise the variations and dynamics of IORs between CFAs and Sri 
Lankan NGOs (Pattersen 2002, Barden 2005, Laing and Lian 2001, Cote and Latham 
2004, Sutcliffe and Lammont 2003, Alexander 1995). The following figure depicts the 
model used to understand the constructs in IORs and how they are interconnected. I also 
indicate how the two specific research questions were addressed in this model as well as 
at the different levels of analysis (institutional, organisational and individual) that 
followed. 
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Figure 11.2: The synthesis IOR model 

 
 
Environment  Exchange ties  Inter-org’l Org’l  IOR outcomes 
influence     moderators moderators  
 
           
Economic cycles  Legal bonds  History with  Formalisation  
      organisation 
Volatility in   Shared      Centralisation  
political system  values   History with  
      boundary Size of org’n   
Government  Communication  spanner 
intrusion and       Inclusiveness 
disruption  Trust       Continue 
            
   Perceived      Leave 
   power         
          Acquiescence  
   Reputation 
          Functional 
conflict 
 
Institutional  Organisational, inter-organisational, individual  
analysis   inter-individual analysis 
 
SRQ 1   SRQ 2 
Chapters 4, 5 & 6  Chapters 7, 8, 9 & 10 

Adapted from Pattersen 2002, Barden 2005, Laing and Lian, Cote and Latham 2004, Sutcliffe and 
Lammont 2003, Alexander 1995 

 
What follows is the summary of analysis of the two research questions and the overall 
research question using the above model. The analysis includes a comparison between the 
extant literature and trends, patterns and conclusions that have emerged in this study.  

11.5 Environmental influence on IORs  

The first specific research question asked how shifts in the respective institutional 
environments of CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs influence their work and relations with 
each other. Here, the analysis was at the institutional level. I drew inspiration from 
historical institutionalism, which expanded the scope of institutions by understanding 
them as products of social, political and economic behaviour and changes across time and 
space. Hence, context or environment was treated as the base upon which institutions 
evolve. My analysis of IORs at the institutional level focused primarily on the context or 
environment.  
 
I drew literature from organisation studies that discussed the interface between 
organisations and the environment/context upon which they are embedded. The 
environment of an organisation was defined as “virtually everything outside the 
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organisation – its technology, the nature of its products, customers and competitors, its 
geographical setting, economic and political climate in which it must operate” (Mintzberg 
1979:267). I also understood organisational environments not as objective realities, but as 
an enacted process in which perceptions and interpretations come to define the context 
for the organisation (Pfeffer and Salncik 1978:260). Organisations were not understood 
as homogenous and unified sets of actors that work in unison to achieve a common goal 
but as coalitions of different interests and groups (March 1962, Cyert and March 1963). 
Therefore, these different groups within organisations were said to be enacting their own 
environments relevant to their own interests. This meant that there could be multiple 
environments (Mintzberg 1979:270) enacted by different interest groups in an 
organisation. In order to understand the complexity of an institutional environment, a few 
dimensions were identified: stability (stable to dynamic), complexity (simple to 
complex), market diversity (integrated to diversified) and hostility (munificent to hostile) 
(Mintzberg 1979:268-69). An organisation’s response to external environments was said 
to take various forms such as compliance, avoidance and influence (Pfeffer and Salancik 
1978:44). A parallel explanation was control, influence and appreciation (Lewis 2001) 
and leverage (Fowler 1997). 
 
The multiplicity of environments, as enacted by different groups, was said to create 
multiple accountabilities (Hulme and Edwards 1995). Paying equal accountability to all 
at all times was considered impossible. Organisations were said to be accountable on the 
basis of priority and importance, ending up being under-accountable or completely 
unaccountable to some and over-accountable to others. Often, organisations were said to 
be most accountable to regulatory authorities and resource providers. Hence, there is a 
danger of over-accountability to government or donors at the expense of downward or 
sideways accountability to communities with whom they work. Drawing inspiration from 
these theories, against historical socio-political contexts, I undertook the institutional 
analysis in three settings: CFAs in the Netherlands (Chapter 4), NGOs in Sri Lanka 
(Chapter 5) and CFAs in Sri Lanka (Chapter 6). In the subsections below, the main 
patterns and trends identified are summarised.  
 
Patterns, trends and conclusions on environmental influence 
 
Overall, a strong link was observed between the institutional shifts in both the Dutch and 
Sri Lankan contexts and the patterns of relationship. The eighties marked the proliferation 
of NGOs in Sri Lanka, following the introduction of liberal economic policies. NGOs and 
NGO-ing came forward as a new force, with the defeat of the Left and weakening of 
trade unions. At the same time, the eighties marked the ‘golden period’ of the CFP in the 
Netherlands. This enabled the CFAs to expand their support to many new groups in Sri 
Lanka. Relationships between Sri Lankan NGOs and Dutch CFAs thrived during this 
period. The characteristics of the institutional environment of CFAs were stable, simple, 
integrated and munificent (Mintzberg 1979). A reliable flow of government monies gave 
stability to CFAs while the relaxed rules made a simple institutional framework. The 
CFAs worked as a cartel with literally no competition from others. Hence, they enjoyed 
an integrated market situation. The government’s attitude as well as the public’s was very 
munificent towards the work of CFAs during this time. This led the CFAs to gradually 
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work with new counterparts. The result was a drift away from their so-called natural 
partners abroad and achterban, the constituency at home. We see here how CFAs enact 
their environments (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). During this time, the CFA’s ability to 
control and influence (Lewis 2001) their institutional environment was high.  
 
The Impact Study created a stir among CFAs in the early nineties and compelled a 
process of professionalisation, streamlining and systematisation. This characterises the 
response of CFAs to change in the external environment. Hitherto stable and munificent 
conditions (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978) started becoming dynamic and hostile. However, 
the influence of this trend was not negatively reflected in the support towards Sri Lankan 
counterparts in the immediate years following the Impact Study. The CFAs could 
withstand the institutional pressures by influence (Lewis 2001) or avoidance. They were 
sensitive but not vulnerable to the changes around and ‘above’ them. To some extent they 
could still exert leverage vis-à-vis the gradual change of attitude of the government and 
public. NGOs in Sri Lanka went through a change in the late eighties and nineties. The 
ethnic conflict, refugee issue and human rights violations necessitated NGOs to play a 
bigger role than they did before. These conditions also led them to engage in lobbying 
and advocacy work, which brought many NGOs into conflict with the government. This 
was not difficult as there was a small but vociferous NGO strand in Sri Lanka that was 
predominantly anti-UNP, the party in power at that time. The government attempted to 
control the work of NGOs by appointing the Presidential Commission on NGOs and 
introducing new legislature. At the same time, the World Bank-funded safety-net 
programme involved the NGOs in work in collaboration with the government. In 
Mintzberg’s classification (1979), the environment became hostile, complex and dynamic 
with the NGO-government tensions, and diversified with the proliferation of a new 
generation of NGOs working in collaboration with the government. Alexander (1995) 
asserts that government intrusion and volatility in the political system disrupts the IORs. 
However, Sri Lankan NGOs were performing at their best in a hostile environment. The 
relations between CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs too thrived in this period. The Sri Lankan 
NGO community, which was politically inclined and anti-government, functioned at its 
best in a hostile context when the relationships with their donors were thriving. The 
thriving relationship with the donors seems to have played a role in enabling the Sri 
Lankan rights-oriented NGOs to be responsive to the contextual challenges. 
 
However, by the mid-nineties the CFAs intensified their professionalisation drive. This 
corresponds to an environment becoming more dynamic, hostile and complex, while 
losing the ability to leverage and influence. This made CFAs only appreciate the changes 
or comply with them. During the same time, Sri Lankan NGOs went through a period of 
transition following the change of government. While many traditional counterparts of 
CFAs went through a process of disillusionment, crisis and fatigue, the CFAs went in 
search of new types of counterparts, engaged in such activities as income generation and 
micro credit. The environment of Sri Lankan NGOs too shifted from simple, stable and 
munificent to dynamic, complex and hostile. The shifts in externalities, especially the 
change of NGO-government relations made Sri Lankan NGOs vulnerable. This caused a 
certain degree of stagnation of relationships between CFAs and their traditional 
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counterparts, while relationships with new groups thrived further. Here we see a shift 
from an integrated environment (dominated largely by rights-NGOs) to a diverse one. 
 
The political change in 1994 gave way to an NGO boom in a new democratic space. 
There was a change in the enactment of environment (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978) by Sri 
Lankan NGOs during this time. SLNGOs were used to functioning in a highly hostile 
environment characterised by interference by government. The coming into power of a 
government that was promoted by many NGOs put them in a new NGO-government 
interface. While some blindly collaborated with the government, others became wary. 
Soon, with the government resorting to war, many NGOs became disillusioned and 
started maintaining a distance. Again, this shows how the NGOs enact and re-enact their 
environments from time to time.  
 
The period from the mid-nineties marked a crisis period for CFAs. The changes in the 
wider political environment in the Netherlands and the strict scrutiny by the ministry 
compelled the CFAs to further intensify the drive for professionalisation in their 
relationships with counterparts. This was the beginning of the decline of relationships 
between CFAs and their traditional counterparts and further thriving of new counterparts. 
However, a few exceptional counterparts that were far from professional thrived during 
this period. The early 2000s witnessed intensified tensions between CFAs and their 
traditional counterparts, which led to withdrawal of support from many such 
organisations. CFAs were becoming vulnerable to the changes introduced by the 
environment. They ceased to be sensitive to the changes or be able to influence the 
changes. By this time they could only appreciate the changes induced by the external 
environments. This also compelled the CFAs to re-enact their environment, giving more 
primacy to the ministry and its dictates, which resulted in a shift of accountability. CFAs 
by this time became more accountable to the resource providers (Edwards and Hulme 
1995) than to resource recipients (SNGOs). This led to another re-enactment of CFAs’ 
environment, attaching high importance to the government.  
 
The early 2000s marked another political change in Sri Lanka, with the launch of a fresh 
lease of liberalisation policies. The ‘peace and development NGO boom’ gave rise to a 
host of new NGOs and an influx of large amounts of aid. By this time the CFAs, 
prompted by the pressure from the new CFP policy, were in search of new counterparts 
engaged in advocacy work, particularly on PRSPs, a theme stressed by the ministry. At 
the same time, the CFAs withdrew from most of their traditional counterparts while two 
CFAs (ICCO and NOVIB) decided to withdraw from Sri Lanka altogether. These 
withdrawal decisions were made as part of restructuring processes of CFAs compelled by 
the fund-allocation exercise of the ministry. However, we see certain relationships of 
CFAs with old-style, politically inclined counterparts continuing despite the 
professionalisation drive of the CFAs following the Impact Study and other reforms.  
 
Figure 11.3 organises the patterns and trends of environment shifts and the impact on 
organisations. This conceptual model represents the behaviour of the CFAs and SLNGOs 
vis-à-vis their environments. However, the impact of environment dimensions is 
different. The Sri Lankan NGOs tended to function well in hostile and complex 
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environments when the relationships with donors were thriving. However, the Dutch 
CFAs struggled to function independently in complex and hostile environments. This is 
perhaps due the fact that it is the government that partly creates the hostile environment 
as well as entirely provides the resources to CFAs. 
 

Figure 11.3: Institutional Shifts and Impact on Organisations 

 
      
     Multiple environments 
 
Environment dimensions 

 Stability (stable-dynamic)  Emphasis and nature of   
 Complexity (simple-complex)  accountability to different 
 Diversity (integrated-diverse)  constituencies 
 Hostility (munificent-hostile)   

 
Enacting the environment 

 
      
 
 
     Response to environment shifts 
 
    Kind of  Organisational Degree of 
    impact  behaviour  organisational  

strategic agency 
   

   Sensitive   Control  High  
      Influence 
      Leverage 
 
      Avoid 
 
      Appreciate 
    Vulnerable  Comply  Low 
         

Adapted from Pfeffer and Salancik 1978, Mintzberg 1979, Graff 1987, Keohane and Nye 1989, 
Fowler 1997 

 
Though there is a strong link between the influence of shifts in institutional environments 
of Sri Lankan NGOs and Dutch CFAs and the thriving, stagnation and decline of 
relationships between the two, other factors seem to be at play that go against the 
institutional trends. Therefore, a need was identified to investigate the non-institutional 
factors that influence the dynamics and variation of relationships. Such an exercise 
involved investigating the dynamics at the levels of organisations (NGOs, CFAs) and 
individual boundary spanners (Desk Officers and NGO leaders). Such dynamics are 
addressed in the following section. 

11.6 Dynamics and phases of IORs and role of boundary spanners 

The second specific research question involved two aspects: 1) what are the nature and 
dynamics of relationships between CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs in different phases of 
their relationship, and 2) how do individuals in CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs drive the 
relationship? The analysis here was at the organisational and individual levels. In this 
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section, I first summarise the patterns, trends and conclusions of case studies on the first 
question vis-à-vis the theory. A similar exercise is done for the second part of the 
question, i.e., on the role of boundary spanners.  
 
The process of IORs was recognised as important but found to be least understood (Ring 
1996). The life-cycle approach was considered as a tool to understand and analyse IOR 
processes. Having reviewed the works of Quinn and Cameroon (1983), Greiner (1972), 
Lavoie and Colbert (1978), Kimberly and Miles (1980), who suggest that changes that 
occur in organisations follow a predictable pattern that can be characterised by 
development stages, I opted to use a framework used by Dwyer, Schuur and Oh (1987) 
on IORs to analyse the phases of relationships. The above model discerned the phases of 
relationships as: 1) awareness and exploration, 2) expansion (build-up), commitment 
(maturity), and 3) the eventual dissolution (decline). I stressed that there is little 
systematic understanding of the breaking down of IORs. Therefore, I discussed dynamics 
of relationships in the decline phase and particularly a feature called vilification (Jap and 
Anderson 1998).  
 
In addressing the second aspect, i.e., the role of individuals in IORs, I used the concept of 
‘boundary spanner’ (Alexander 1995, Tushman 1977, Aldrich and Herker 1979) for the 
individual level analysis. I understood boundary spanners as staff or representatives of 
organisations who are acting assigned formal roles in which their task is to coordinate the 
actions of two or more interdependent organisations (Alexander 1995:118). I also 
mentioned the different roles that they play such as communication (Laing and Lian 
2001), gatekeeping, (Tushman 1977), collecting and processing environmental 
information (Alexander 1995) and opinion brokering (Barden 2005). The concept of 
‘operators’, those staff carrying out a core activity of an organisation (Mintzberg 1983), 
was used to understand the role played by Desk Officers of CFAs. Similarly, NGO 
leaders were understood as ‘interface experts’ (Hilhorst 2003), given their skills in 
relating to a multitude of stakeholders.  
 
The ‘how’ question was addressed by analysing the phases and dynamics of relationships 
based on the trajectories of individual case NGOs presented in Chapter 7. The ‘who’ 
question was addressed by providing profiles and analysis of NGO leaders. Secondly, an 
analysis of Desk Officers of CFAs was made (in Chapter 9). I summarise below the 
patterns, trends and conclusions of the analyses on ‘how’ and ‘who’ drives IORs 
including the phases and dynamics of relations. 
 
 
11.6.1 Phases of IORS 
 
Awareness and exploration 
 
The early practice of CFAs in making new contacts was through their existing 
counterparts. This was made through their so-called ‘natural-partners’ or constituencies 
such as church groups. Essentially, the admission of new counterparts was based on 
character-based trust (Zucker 1986) and homophily (Blau 1967). The leaders of senior 
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and large counterparts (who founded pioneering organisations in the late sixties to early 
seventies) played the role of gatekeepers. It was through them that the new organisations 
approached the CFAs. The gatekeeper role was based on reputation, trust, personal 
integrity, common ideology and shared political and religious convictions between donor 
and senior leaders of NGOs. However, from the mid-nineties the recognition and respect 
for the senior leaders gradually eroded with the onset of professionalism. Consultants 
emerged as the new form of gatekeeper.  
 
The familiarity and knowledge about each other was found to be very low in the 
awareness and exploration phase. The case NGOs had little or no knowledge about CFA 
policies. All they knew were the possibility of accessing funds and others who had been 
funded by a particular CFA. There is very little specialisation of support of CFAs in Sri 
Lanka. Their identities in terms of work are blurred. With the lack of a clear identity of a 
discernible group of SNGOs or nature of work that they are engaged in, the emerging 
identity link seems to be that of the local consultant who has taken over the reigns of a 
gatekeeper.  
 
Dwyer et al. (1987) identified a few properties of a relationship at the awareness and 
exploration phase: commencement of communication and lengthy exploration time as 
both sides gauge and test each other. They also asserted that neither side wields 
significant power over the other as neither depends on the other or feels committed to the 
arrangement. The properties such as communication and duration were also extant in 
CFA-SLNGO relations. However, CFAs clearly wield power when establishing a link. 
NGOs can approach the CFA, but at the end of the day it is the CFA’s decision that 
matters. Therefore, there is a clear power differential here at the very beginning of the 
relationship. The shift of gatekeeper role from charismatic SNGO leaders to consultants 
further constricted the limited influence by SLNGOs on CFAs’ decisions in establishing 
links. The awareness level of SLNGOs about CFAs was found to be very low.  
 
Build-up and maturity  
 
Dwyer et al. (1987) assert that IORs that reach this phase of exploration prove fruitful, 
and relationship properties start to build up: Each side makes investments and takes risks 
that will build barriers to exit and create incentives to cooperate. Communication 
increases significantly. Conflict is kept in check. Norms develop. Commitment to the 
relationship develops. Trust builds up (1987:19). Further, they say that relationship 
deepens, becomes consolidated and stable. The relationships between FFP, OFPD and 
SLFN and their respective CFAs were characterised by almost all the above relational 
properties. PAC and WS had these relational properties till the mid- and late nineties, 
respectively. Though SCC’s budget went up, none of these relational properties existed in 
its relationship with Red-CFA. The key trend in our cases that goes against Dwyer et al.’s 
assertion is the conflict situation. PAC’s case clearly showed the lack of a mechanism to 
mitigate conflicts between CFAs and their counterparts, thus pushing the organisations to 
vilify each other, which finally entails decline and death of the relation. As I argued 
before, conflict is intrinsically linked to the issue of power. Dwyer et al.’s work, which is 
based on market relations, assumes a symmetrical relation between buyers and sellers. 
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However, our cases displayed a different feature. Various steps and events in the build-up 
and maturity phase were characterised by a power balance tilted in favour of CFAs while 
Sri Lankan NGOs wielded very limited countervailing power. Therefore, asymmetric 
power was identified as a key feature in IORs between CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs that 
moulds the outcomes of relationships.  
 
Decay, decline and death 
 
The signs of decay mentioned in the theory, such as loss of effective communications, 
lack of clarity and agreement on goals, benchmarks, discussions replaced by form rather 
than substance (Lorange and Nelson 1987), existed in the relationships that went sour in 
our cases. Vilification became a striking feature in this phase. The response to vilification 
took the form of reciprocation of negative behaviours (Olson et al. 1996). The process of 
vilification was latent in the early stages, and over time subtly undermined the 
relationship, poisoning the relationship and hastened its subsequent demise (Wietzel and 
Jonsson 1989). The withdrawal process was completely driven by CFAs, with all 
decisions taken unilaterally, leaving little or no space for negotiation and consultation. 
Those organisations that did not challenge, protest or resist the withdrawal decision were 
well taken care of (e.g., FFP). Some NGOs resisted and protested the withdrawal 
decisions/processes of CFAs. But after a while such protests became subdued when 
NGOs realised that they got nowhere. The IOR theory identifies ‘history with 
organisation’ as an inter-organisational moderator that determines the continuity of the 
relationship. The long years of a relationship between organisations would present a 
significant barrier towards exit as such a relationship creates a ‘structural immobility’ 
(Pettersen 2002:14). This could be an explanation for understanding the continuation of 
support to SCC, in spite of it being a misfit in the eyes of donors and maintaining a 
distance from them. However, the long history of relationship with PAC did not create a 
‘structural immobility’ to the abrupt end of its relationship with the donor. What became 
crucial in this case was the role of boundary spanner. Therefore, the history of 
relationships with organisations could be mediated by the Desk Officers, SNGO leaders 
and the nature of their relationship. History with an organisation has a moderating effect 
but it can be countered by Desk Officers to some extent.  
 
The decline phase brought many issues to the surface, such as contradictions, differences 
and reservation of CFA staff and NGO leaders about each other and their organisations, 
which were hitherto swept under the carpet for many years of their relationship. This 
shows the inability of the two parties to produce one of the IOR outcomes: the functional 
conflict (Cote and Latham 2004), which is the resolution of disputes in an amicable 
manner. The donors’ prerogative to make decisions on the allocation of funds clearly 
functions as the base of power (Dahl 1957). The alternative argument that Ebrahim 
(2005) makes (information and reputation generated by NGOs could be used as a base of 
power to make the exchange with CFAs more balanced or interdependent) does not hold 
true in our case studies. The grievance and appellate mechanisms in the decline stage are 
designed and administered by CFAs, leaving little space for objectivity and fair play. 
Overall, we see the power play of CFAs in the most visible form in the phase of decline.  
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11.6.2 The role of individuals in IORs 
 
11.6.2.1 NGO leaders as a reflection of political currents 
 
My approach to leadership was different from the studies that understand how NGO 
leaders respond creatively to the shifts of the environment in which they function and 
steer their organisations strategically (e.g., Hailey and Smillie 2001). I understood NGO 
leaders as reflections of political currents of different times. My analysis of the profiles of 
leaders and life stories was based on an analysis of socio-economic backgrounds, 
generational features, political ideologies and leadership styles in a broader historical 
context. I discerned that particular political contexts in different historical junctures 
served as a fertile ground for the emergence of different types of NGO leaders. Those 
leaders have been thoroughly influenced by the political currents and ideologies in 
different periods and their NGO action has been moulded accordingly. The leaders of the 
case studies represented a spectrum of leaders emerging in periods dominated by the 
ideological springs of the old Left, New Left and liberals. The profiles of NGO leaders 
were also a reflection of the rise and fall of the Left in Sri Lanka.  
 
The political orientation of leaders according to the above explanation is determined by 
the political currents of different historical junctures. The political orientation fashions 
the ideology of leaders. This makes an impact on how leaders assert themselves vis-à-vis 
their stakeholders. We observed the ideologically and politically inclined leaders 
asserting themselves strongly with Desk Officers and CFAs. On the other hand, less 
ideologically and politically inclined leaders displayed flexibility, compromise and 
compliance. The other link identified was between the political orientation and 
management orientation. Organisations lead by politically oriented leaders paid less 
attention to management issues while the less politically oriented leaders attached a high 
importance to them.  
 
11.6.2.2 Desk Officers and DO-ing 
 
The analysis of Desk Officers clearly established that they come from diverse 
backgrounds. A common feature was the exposure they had to other cultures, often at an 
early stage of their lives. Their motivation to take up a DO job stemmed from a variety of 
roots, from religious to parental influence to academic interests. Patterns of Desk Officers 
from different generations varied as to how they dealt with the ‘mud’ or exposure to the 
South, what I called neo-missionaries (‘in the mud barefoot’), volunteer-experts (‘in mud 
wearing boots’), students (‘in the mud with books’) and explorers (‘in the mud wearing 
sandals’). However, there were also several exceptions. Their educational backgrounds 
were diverse. I also showed how Desk Officers’ class, nationality and gender identities 
play a role in shaping their conduct as Desk Officers. It was clear that Desk Officers 
cannot be squeezed into one category and treated alike. This is similar to what Crewe 
says about sweeping all expatriates into one pigeon-hole as being misleading as 
generalising about ‘locals’ (Crewe 1997).  
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The Desk Officer practices (in the form of their individual colour and preference, and 
transfer of Desk Officers) suggested that there is a huge element of subjectivity involved 
in the work they do. Despite the existence of organisational policies, rules, guidelines, 
systems and guidelines, Desk Officers generally enjoy a great deal of freedom, flexibility 
and discretion when carrying out their responsibilities. The majority of CFAs formulated 
formal policy on Sri Lanka only in the late nineties and early 2000s largely because of the 
initiative of the relevant Desk Officer. In many cases Desk Officers wrote policy papers 
for Sri Lanka. The systems were found to be fragile in CFAs so that the individual colour 
of Desk Officers and their practice could influence the decisions with regard to different 
stages of a relationship. Therefore, the DOs can always bend the rules without breaking 
them. I linked this feature of DO work with the concept of strategic agency, which is 
“planned persuasion of interests based on rational assessment of available means and 
strategic conditions” (Beckert 1999:778). Formalisation, centralisation, size of the 
organisation and inclusiveness (Pettersen 2002) could potentially function as 
organisational moderators to constrict strategic agency. The emerging pattern, trends and 
conclusions in relation to the role of DOs can be presented in the following conceptual 
model (Figure 11.4). 
 

Figure 11.4: Desk Officer make-up and behaviour 

 
    Make-up of a Desk Officer 
 
 Psychological   Experiential  Personal   
 factors    factors   background 
 
 Motivational roots   Exposure to the South  Academic training 
  Religious influence   Volunteer  Class 
  Childhood experience   Expert  Gender 
  Parental influence   Student  Nationality 
      Informed tourist 
 
 
 
   Individual colours  Preferences of Desk Officers 
     
 Behaviour  Academic/professional Organisational  
 of  Perceptive/interpretative Field 
 Desk  Political   Sector 
 Officer  Role/circumstantial  Class 
   Superior   Scale 
 
       

 Organisation moderators  Degree of 
strategic agency 

Centralisation Formalisation Org. Size Inclusiveness  
High 
 
Low 

High 
 
Low 

Small 
 
Large 

High 
 
Low 

Low 
 
High 

 
As identified in organisational theory, the Desk Officers’ role is not confined only to 
communication (Laing and Lian 2001) and opinion brokerage (Barden 2005). Rather it 
goes well beyond the communication and opinion brokerage roles to that of influencing 
the very decisions of the work supported by a donor agency. The DOs’ close and constant 
engagement with those organisations that are being supported, and the fact that the donor 
depends largely if not entirely on the feedback and recommendation of the DOs for both 
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operational decisions as well as policy processes, make them indispensable in the private 
channel. The role of Desk Officers is therefore a vital factor in a relationship between Sri 
Lankan NGOs and CFAs. 
 
 
11.6.2.3 Dynamics between leaders and Desk Officers 
 
In the methodology chapter, I identified four possible interfaces between boundary 
spanners of CFAs and NGOs: 1) organisation to organisation (CFA to NGO), 2) 
boundary spanner to boundary spanner (CFA Desk Officer to NGO leader), 3) 
organisation to boundary spanner (CFA to NGO leader), and 4) boundary spanner to 
organisation (CFA Desk Officer to NGO) as an adaptation of a model by Barden (2005). 
From the discussion on DOs it became clear that their boundary-spanner role allows them 
a great deal of authority, discretion and flexibility to interact with the SNGOs. Therefore, 
in effect, it is the Desk Officer who manages the relationship from the CFA’s side. In the 
case studies it was clear that the leaders monopolise the function of playing the boundary 
spanner role. In this sense, the relationship is forged between the two boundary spanners, 
the second interface of the four types I identified. Therefore, though two organisations are 
involved, in effect the relationship is managed by two individuals, the Desk Officer and 
the NGO leader. Therefore, the inter-personal relationship becomes crucial in 
determining the organisational interaction. 
 
In Chapter 10, I analysed the combinations of NGO leaders and Desk Officers of case 
study NGOs when their relations with CFAs were thriving, stagnating and declining. I 
discerned four factors that function either as compatibilities or incompatibilities between 
the two parties influencing the success or failure of the relationships. These factors were 
work orientation (professional, activist, a combination of the two), ideology, age and 
gender. Though the first two factors function as critical factors, I established that gender 
and age too play a major role in relations between Desk Officers and SNGO leaders. I 
also brought in an additional dimension to the discussion by including the particular 
phase of the evolution of the Co-Financing Programme. There was a link between the 
phases of CFP and the work orientation of Desk Officers. However, I came across several 
cases of Desk Officers who had idiosyncratic work orientations that were not 
symptomatic of the different phases of CFP. Hence, despite a tightening regulatory 
context in the CFAs, the primacy of the Desk Officer role emerged as a main conclusion. 
The compatibility factors between Desk Officers and NGO leaders and the influence 
from organisational and institutional levels can be presented in the following conceptual 
model (Figure 11.5). 
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Figure 11.5: Compatibility between boundary spanners 

 
 
      
Inst’l Org’l  Desk Officer  Compatibility  NGO-leader Inst’l 
factors  
factors moderators features   factors   features 
 
 
Envt. Formalisation DO DO  Work orientation  Political  Political 
pressures Centralisation colour preference   Activist  orientation  trends 
 Size      Professional 
 Inclusiveness     Prof-activist Management Degree of 
         orientation  NGO-ness 
   Strategic agency  Ideology 
   of Desk Officer   

Age 
      

Gender 
 

11.7 Revisiting the main research question 

In this subsection, I revisit the overall question taking into account the three levels of 
analysis as a whole. Firstly, I summarise the analytic themes emerging from iteration of 
data along the constructs of the above model relating to exchange ties and outcomes of 
IORs. Secondly, I summarise the analytic themes that emerged outside the above model. 
 

Figure 11.6: The synthesis IOR model 

Environment  Exchange ties  Inter-org’l Org’l  IOR outcomes 
influence     moderators moderators  
 
           
Economic cycles  Legal bonds  History with  Formalisation  
      organisation 
Volatility in   Shared      Centralisation  
political system  values   History with  
      boundary Size of org’n   
Government  Communication  spanner 
intrusion and       Inclusiveness 
disruption  Trust       Continue 
            
   Perceived      Leave 
   power         
          Acquiescence  
   Reputation 
          Functional 
conflict 
Institutional  Organisational, inter-organisational, individual  
analysis   inter-individual analysis 

Adapted from Pattersen 2002, Barden 2005, Laing and Lian, Cote and Latham 2004, Sutcliffe and 
Lammont 2003, Alexander 1995 
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The institutional level analysis was made under the theme environmental influence on 
IORs (Section 11.5). History with boundary spanners and history with organisations 
(inter-organisational moderators) were discussed under the role of boundary spanners 
(Section 11.6.2) and phases of relationships (Section 11.6.1), respectively. Organisational 
moderators (centralisation, formalisation, size and inclusiveness) were discussed under 
role of boundary spanners (Section 11.6.2). What is left to analyse in the above model are 
the exchange ties and outcomes of IORs. I discuss them in this section. I organise the 
discussion of analytical themes under the following captions: 1) acquiescence, 
compliance and resistance (outcomes of IORs), 2) reputation, trust and legal bonds 
(exchange ties), 3) communication, shared values and conflict (exchange ties and 
outcome of IOR), and 4) power as an overarching factor in determining IORs (exchange 
ties and outcomes of IORs). Finally, I make an overall analysis of the interplay between 
institutional and individual influence on IORs, to understand how Desk Officers play a 
crucial role in spite of organisational constraints. 
 
 
11.7.1 Acquiescence, compliance and resistance 
 
Acquiescence was considered an outcome of IORs (Cote and Latham 2004). It was 
defined as the extent to which a party adheres to another party’s requests (Morgan and 
Hunt 1994). In the discussion on phases and dynamics of relationships between SLNGOs 
and CFAs (Chapter 8), I raised the issue of compliance versus non-compliance. From the 
case study organisations, I discerned three types in relation to the degree and nature of 
acquiescing: ‘adherents’, ‘neglecters’ and ‘resisters’. The form of compliance of 
‘adherents’ (e.g., reports are so useful for us - we learn a lot from them) resonates with 
the ‘framework of power’, where power was understood as something that is “exercised 
by shaping the needs of others and thus A does not simply get B to do what B would not 
otherwise do, rather makes B acquire desires and actively pursue ends that are in A’s 
interests” (Lister 1999:6). A ‘neglecter’ like SCC was aware of the ‘craft’ of being in the 
good books of donors, but it attached no seriousness and importance to such activities. 
For it, complying with the regime of donors and performing the rituals of NGO-ing was 
not a serious issue, probably due to the many ‘lives’ lived elsewhere and multiple 
engagements. I also identified that acquiescence has a cumulative effect. The essence of 
the argument was this: once a counterpart is complying, then it can pile up its other 
strengths so that it can be a blue-eyed boy of the donor. But if the counterpart is not 
complying with the reporting and other contractual obligations, it loses all chances of 
being in the good books of donors and runs the risk of souring the relationship, which 
could finally lead to its ending.  
 
The analysis of compliance and non-compliance provided many insights into 
understanding donor-SNGO relations. The case study experience suggested that 
compliance is not only a legalistic or contractual obligation. Rather, compliance to donor 
expectations is a form of acquiescence to the donor ‘regime’. What is appreciated by the 
donor is not the reports per se, but the acquiescence that is linked to ‘means of power’ 
(Dahl 1957) (that “A gets specific actions by B, by using its means of power to get B to 
perform” (Lister 1999:6). The neglect of contractual obligations and not observing the 
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donor rituals (e.g., field visits by donor staff) was also found to be a form of not being 
acquiescent. Challenging the new expectations of donors, for instance by PAC, appeared 
as a form of resistance, which is the opposite of acquiescence. Therefore, compliance was 
found to be closely linked to acquiescence, and non-compliance to resistance. Both 
expressed different power configurations and implications. The former reinforces the 
CFA’s privileged power position while the latter questions it.  
 
The resistance in donor-SNGO relations is not necessarily overt, deliberate and easily 
identifiable (Ebrahim 2005:102). This is the case in relationships characterised by 
unequal power relations. Scott says that open defiance is rare in such relations because 
“open insubordination in almost any context will provoke a more rapid and ferocious 
response than insubordination that may be as pervasive but never ventures to contest the 
formal definitions of hierarchy and power” (Scott 1977:33).1 However, the lack of overt 
and open resistance and defiance does not mean that the weaker party passively accepts 
the dictates of the stronger party. Instead, the structurally weaker parties, such as SNGOs, 
express their resistance and defiance in a subtle and passive manner. SNGOs adhering to 
the donor regime by way of writing reports in the exact way that donors expect may 
appear compliant, as we saw in our cases. But this is a rather subtle form of resistance 
that enables the NGO to carry on as usual (Ebrahim 2005:102). In fact, what many 
apparent ‘adherents’ do is “respond to their own interpretation and material realities 
within the limits of their economically dependent position” (Crewe and Harrisson 
1998:89). In effect, they defy the control of the donors by giving the appearance of 
obeying the rules of aid exchange without actually putting them into practice. In Sri 
Lankan NGO parlance this is called ‘andanawaa’.2 This is a craft that many SNGO 
leaders are good at. Having mastered ‘Aidlish’,3 the language and expectations of the 
donor, they produce reports in the exact way that donors expect (“We are a results-based 
organisation” was the title of a report of one of our case study NGOs). Hence, one can see 
these reports and proposals sprinkled with the flavour of the month of donors – 
participation, good-governance, gender, etc.4 One can question whether these nicely ‘log-
framed’, ‘bulleted’, ‘boxed’, ‘ticked’ and ‘success-storied’ reports represent what the 
NGOs really do. Some of these reports were found only in The Hague, suggesting that 
they are produced only for the consumption of donors. Therefore, I agree with Crewe and 
Harrison who assert that compliance may be more appearance than reality (1998:74). I 
                                                 
1 Though Scott’s work is on the relations between landless peasants and landlords, I find his work sheds a 
great deal of light on understanding issues of power between donors and SNGOs. Hence, I refer to his work 
in this section extensively.  
2 ‘Andanawaa’ is a modern Sinhala slang that is difficult to translate. Usually it is used with the prefix 
‘gonaata’. Gonaata andanawaa figuratively means that one is taken for a ride. Literally, the phrase means 
that you dress the other as a bull.  
3 Shutt (2006) uses ‘Aidlish’, based on Raymond Apthorpe’s reference to ‘Aidland’, to denote the project 
language spoken by donors and NGOs. 
4 Jude, the leader of WS, summed up nicely how these reports are made: “If you know a bit of good English 
and some Marxism, then every year there’s some kind of thing that the donors select – women, human 
rights, labour. If you know how to handle all this and write a good report you can easily get money. Work 
is not that important. What is needed is a good report. You should show a good dream to the donor, you do 
this that and finally achieve something. Once you get into this system you realise that there are lot of 
possibilities. If you lose one you have another. If you can do a bit of spin you can do wonders” [in Sinhala: 
poddak karakwanna puluwannam godak weda karanna puluwan]. Int.74. 
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likened this practice of NGOs to ‘giving unto Caesar what is due to him and to God to 
what is due to Him’. Acquiescence therefore should not be interpreted as surrender and 
neglect of power relations. It can also be a means of tact, strategy diplomacy and 
pragmatism.  
 
Open defiance is rare in power-laden relationships (Scott 1977). Therefore, NGOs like 
PAC that openly challenged the donor are an exception rather than the rule. However, the 
PAC case showed us that it got nowhere in spite of its continued defiance, resistance and 
challenges directed towards the donor. This happens in donor-SNGO relations, as such 
stubborn forms of resistance “are inaudible and invisible to donors, who can afford to 
ignore them because they are in a stronger economic and political position” (Crewe and 
Harrison 1998:89). It seems that the resister can only take solace in the fact that it 
challenged the powerful one; but at the end of the day it realises that it has won the fight, 
but lost the war.  
 
IOR theory asserts that winding up a relation would entail termination costs. In essence, 
termination costs are costs in switching from an old counterpart to a new one. A higher 
degree of switching costs presents a deterrent to ending the relationship, and strengthens 
the perceived value of commitment to the relationship (Cote and Latham 2004:8). This 
assertion seems to have no relevance to donor-SNGO relations, according to our case 
studies. Perhaps there is no switching cost because a CFA can always find as many 
SNGOs as they want, but not the other way round.5 This is another structural power 
asymmetry involved in the IORs between NPAAs and SNGOs. 
 
Acquiescence in classical IOR sense is the extent to which a partner adheres to another 
partner’s requests (Morgan and Hunt 1994). This is considered an important construct in 
the quality of the relationship because when organisations are committed to successful 
relationships, they recognise that the demands made by each other are mutually beneficial 
(Cote and Latham 2004). This means that acquiescence is a two-way relationship. 
However, our case studies showed acquiescence as a one-way relationship that involves 
the SNGO, the apparently weaker party, being acquiescent towards the donor that creates 
and maintains the regime of relationships. Very rarely can one hear a donor being 
acquiescent to a SNGO. It is interesting to note how donors claim their responsiveness, 
using terms such as ‘working with the poorest of the poor’, ‘in solidarity with the 
marginalised’ and more recently ‘good-donorship’. Clearly, these terms carry a great deal 
of patronage and are far from the hallmarks of a relationship that acknowledges a two-
way exchange.  
 
 
11.7.2 Reputation, trust and legal bonds  
 
Reputation, trust and legal bonds were identified as exchange ties in the IOR model. I 
discuss these three constructs under one theme, as reputation and trust are closely 
interlinked. Legal bonds are used in a situation in which trust and reputation is low or 
                                                 
5 A Desk Officer from ICCO told me that the South Asia Department alone receives about 50 ‘proposals’ 
from various NGOs.  
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considered unimportant by donors. Trust and reputation play an important role in 
conceiving and sustaining inter-organisational relationships. Trust is considered the glue 
that binds cooperation, which is socially contrived (Harriss 2000). Reputation is 
understood as a form of currency that the donor receives from SNGOs in exchange for 
the financial resources made available (Ebrahim 2005). Reputation is also understood as a 
factor that produces trust. The reputation of leaders was identified as a key determinant in 
forging new links and expanding existing links. Reputation was seen as a crucial factor 
for mobilisation of funds from donors (Ebrahim 2005). Legal bonds refer to the extent to 
which formal contractual agreements incorporate the expectations and obligations of the 
exchange partners (Cote and Latham 2004:7). I understood instruments such as legal 
bonds and contracts as representing ‘confidence’, one of the drivers of cooperation. 
Confidence is used to mitigate the risk involved in relationships that involves little or no 
trust. Therefore, trust and confidence can be placed in the extremes of a continuum that 
drives relationships.  
 
The shift of ‘reputation and trust’ from old organisations to new organisations such as 
FFP and OFPD suggested that reputation and trust in donor-SNGO relations is not a 
property of an NGO. Instead, it is ascribed by the other, the donor. Therefore, reputation 
is to be understood as a relative concept that changes with the change of dynamics of the 
party that ascribes reputation. Reputation is not an absolute property of an NGO; rather it 
is an ascription of the donor. The current practice seems to be that a donor would ascribe 
a positive reputation to a leader or organisation as long as such a reputation has a utility 
value in the market of back-donors, be they the government or individual supporters. 
Reputation still plays a major role in relations even in an environment where donors 
apply other forms of ‘confidence’ as well as relying on contractual/legal agreements. The 
contractual/legal agreements are tools used by donors to enforce their regime. Hence, 
they become the means and scope of power (Dahl 1957) to the donor.  
 
Ebrahim’s argument that the SNGO-donor relationship is an interdependent one is based 
on the claim that the former provides status, prestige and reputation by way of 
performance and information. On the face of it, this seems to be the case. However, for 
donors, reputation is not a scarce resource, as our case studies show. Perhaps this was the 
situation when donors were ‘going after’ SNGOs in the seventies and eighties. To use 
Pfeffer and Salancik’s (1978) criteria, reputation is still a critical resource but it is not 
concentrated. The donor has many other alternatives for the control over the interest 
group because of the proliferation of SNGOs. In this sense the donors function in a 
‘buyer’s market’ that has more sellers than buyers.6 Therefore, though reputation derived 
from SNGOs is a critical resource to establish legitimacy and raise funds, donors are in 
control of that resource. Moreover, it is the donor that decides the form of ‘resource’ and 
subsequently declares reputation of a particular SNGO. Such a practice clearly 
contradicts the existing IOR literature discussed. IORs were said to characterise a 
bilateral mobilisation of resources based on judgements made by each party. Each party 
was to play a dual role: 1) maker and executer of its own exchange decisions, and 2) as 
the object of the other’s exchange decisions (Barden 2005:6). The case study experience 
                                                 
6 In economics, low prices result from excess of supply over demand. This is also called a soft market, the 
opposite of a seller's market. 



Chapter 11 

314 

suggests that the maker and executer of exchange decisions in IORs between donors and 
SNGOs is the former. 
 
Often, reputation in donor-SNGO relations is viewed as a unilateral relationship – donors 
deriving reputations from SNGOs. Very rarely does the NGO literature discuss the flow 
of reputation from donor to the SNGO. This makes the forms of donor-SNGO relations 
different to mainstream IOR theorisation, which asserts “each party as the object of 
other’s exchange decisions” (Barden 2005:6). Moreover, reputation is understood only in 
a positive sense. Very rarely is the negative reputation (or disrepute) of parties discussed 
in SNGO-donor relations. Generally, foreign donors in the Sri Lankan context carry a 
negative connotation. Their role is often understood as conspiratorial and inimical to 
national interests. This disrepute is ascribed to donors by the anti-NGO lobby in Sri 
Lanka, ranging from ultra-nationalistic groups to the government. Sri Lankan NGOs 
cannot be bunched together as a homogenous group. There are many NGOs that toe a 
nationalistic line, though they pay lip service to the slogans and values promoted by 
donors. In this sense, such organisations live their NGO life with a contradiction, the 
disrepute of donors. A similar disrepute is ascribed to donors by Non-party Political 
Formations/NGOs, such as SCC. Its criticism is that donors depoliticise groups with 
political and revolutionary potential. In this sense, NGOs like SCC too live with a sort of 
contradiction, the disrepute of donors (in SCC’s language, having a thorn in the flesh). In 
the discussion on theory, IORs were defined as a form of being “willing to transfer 
something of value in return for something else of value” (Barden 2005:6). Taking into 
consideration those organisations that live their NGO lives with contradictions, one can 
question whether such organisations make their exchanges with donors ‘willingly’ or out 
of no choice or out of pragmatism.  
 
 
11.7.3 Communication, shared values and conflict  
 
In this subsection I discuss communication and shared values, which were identified as 
exchange ties in the IOR model, and conflict, one of the IOR outcomes. I discuss these 
constructs together as they emerged inter-related in the case studies. Communication is 
understood as meaningful and timely information between firms and also as the glue that 
holds a relationship together (Cote and Latham 2004), and it functions as a dimension of 
closeness between the two parties (Laing and Lian 2001). Frequent and adequate 
communication was said to produce a common language between inter-relating 
organisations (Alexander 1995). The existence of a common language is linked to shared 
values understood as the extent to which partners have beliefs in common about what 
behaviours, goals, and policies are important or unimportant, appropriate or 
inappropriate, and right or wrong (Morgan and Hunt 1994:25). Exchange partners who 
share values were understood as being more committed to their relationship (Cote and 
Latham 2004). IORs are said to be positively influenced by the quality, frequency and 
adequacy of communication between the organisations and the existence of shared values 
between the organisations. In IOR literature conflict is not understood in a negative sense. 
It is considered functional rather than destructive (Morgan and Hunt 1994). Hence, 
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functional conflict is viewed as the resolution of disputes in a friendly and amicable 
manner. 
 
The argument that NPAAs make is that they can work closely with SNGOs as opposed to 
governmental agencies by claiming a better quality relationship. Dialogue is an oft-used 
form of superior communication in the donor-SNGO discourse. Dialogue in donor-SNGO 
relations is a vague term but commonly refers to a discussion on what they do, their roles 
and the circumstances under which they work. Some of these concerns were addressed in 
partner consultations convened by the CFAs, but later these consultations were replaced 
by one-to-one discussions. In many instances, the issue of ‘critical dialogue’ between 
CFAs and counterparts was raised by CFA Desk Officers as well as their European sister 
organisations. I found that the issues raised about critical dialogue by Desk Officers 
questioned fundamental principles and bases of the relationship between CFAs and 
NGOs. SNGOs too made the same accusation against CFAs, saying that they are not 
open to dialogue. I concluded that a dialogue does not take place (what follows is only a 
blame game) because there is no common ground between those SNGOs and CFAs that 
seek a dialogue. Differentials in work orientation, ideology, age, gender and lack of third 
parties to bring the parties together prevent a constructive dialogue. CFAs and SNGOs 
that have differences end up in a downhill spiral of relationships by vilifying each other 
and burning bridges instead of having a constructive dialogue. However, better 
communication is no guarantee for a power-free relationship. Better communication only 
provides a sense of equality, but does not alter the structural inequalities (Crewe and 
Harrison 1998:74). 
 
Shared values are viewed in IOR literature as the extent to which partners have common 
beliefs about what behaviours, goals, and policies are important or unimportant, 
appropriate or inappropriate, and right or wrong (Morgan and Hunt 1994:25). Exchange 
partners who share values are said to be more committed to their relationship (Cote and 
Latham 2004). The literature on cooperation attaches a great deal of importance to shared 
values as an important dimension to understanding how trust is produced. Kamsteeg 
concludes that the “principle means of control was a shared belief in organisational goals 
and purposes between the donor agency and the recipient of development aid funds” 
(Kamsteeg 1999:97). “It was this shared religious conviction that actually brought donor 
and receiving organisations together and produced a strong basis for mutual trust and 
reliability” (Kamsteeg 1999:97). In this sense, shared values, beliefs, ideology and 
convictions play a major role in producing trust in a relationship.  
 
Ouchi (1980) adds another dimension to trust production, which is congruency between 
parties. Extending his concept of ‘clan’, he concludes that the salient feature of clans is 
the existence of ‘goal-congruence’ between parties (Ouchi 1980:248). The shared values 
in Kamsteeg’s understanding were the basis of the conception of relationships in the 
seventies and eighties. Common ideology, shared values, beliefs and convictions took 
precedence over the real work. What mattered was the fact they do things together based 
on their common beliefs. Such a behaviour is akin to clan (Ouchi 1980) and homophily 
(Blau 1964). Therefore, the binding factor was the actors, not so much the work. 
However, the nature of shared values changed in the nineties. With the onset of 
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professionalism, ‘work’, ‘how one does work’ and ‘how to report’ took precedence over 
shared values. The shared values in this period were essentially based on pragmatic 
considerations. Such shared values referred to the common understanding of and 
compliance with the expectations of donors on work, work methodology and reporting, 
which becomes part of what I called the ‘donor regime’. These values stem from donors 
and their interests. Many SNGOs are compelled to share such values if they are to 
continue the relationship. Some would do it voluntarily while others do so out of 
compulsion and exigencies of mobilising funds. What is often glorified in development 
cooperation as ‘shared values’ in current practice is a form of compliance or appearance 
of compliance, which is indeed fashioned by scope of power (Dhal 1957) and 
frameworks of power (Lukes 1974). 
 
As I said before, conflict is not understood in a negative sense in IOR literature. Authors 
take conflict into the open because it is considered part and parcel of a relationship. 
However, in IORs between donors and SNGOs, conflict is almost considered a taboo. 
Very rarely does NGO literature discuss conflicts, disputes and tensions in relations 
between donors and SNGOs. Is it because conflict is considered an aberration to the 
quality relationship in the private channel, which is considered superior to the official 
channel? The case studies provided ample evidence of the existence of conflicts between 
CFAs and SLNGOs. Some conflicts took place in the open while others occurred in a 
latent form.  
 
What became crystal clear in the case studies was the lack of ability of both parties to 
deal with conflicts in the relationship. Both parties experienced conflicts in case studies 
resorted to a vicious cycle of vilification. This worsened the conflict rather than 
mitigating it. The two parties seemed to function well as long as there was a lack of 
conflict, existence of harmony or the taking of a passive position on conflicting 
situations. One sees little or no effort taken to develop mechanisms of conflict mitigation. 
Does this mean that the relationships between donors and SNGOs take the existence of 
harmony or lack of conflict for granted? The lack of preparedness and mechanisms to 
handle conflicts is further exacerbated because the parties resort to dealing with the 
conflict by themselves. Very rarely does one see the use of mediators. While consultants 
sometimes play this role, their allegiance with donors disqualifies them as non-partisan 
actors. In a situation where there are no go-betweens, what happens is that by getting 
caught up in a process of vilification, both parties will burn bridges for a possible 
resolution of differences.  
 
CFAs have set up mechanisms to address grievances of counterparts. Here, the 
grievances refer to decisions and conduct of Desk Officers, the immediate boundary 
spanners, which are not acceptable to counterparts, and disputes that cannot be amicably 
settled by the two boundary spanners – the Desk Officers and NGO leaders. On paper 
these grievance procedures look impressive. The reality, however, is that counterparts 
very rarely voice their grievances. The rare case of an NGO referring its grievance to the 
higher-ups of the CFA in one of our cases showed the violation of the rules set by the 
CFA itself. There were inordinate delays. The handling of the grievance procedure was 
delegated to a party who was part of the dispute. On the one hand, the rules for grievance 
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handling are set by the CFAs. On the other hand, they become the sole executor and 
judge of rules. One could question this inherent flaw in the relationship. The mission 
statement of both organisations that says that they strive to combat poverty and injustice 
is no guarantee for a conflict-free relationship. Hence, I agree with Ebrahim (2005) who 
says that complementarity brings tensions between SNGOs and donors. 
 
 
11.7.4 Power as an overarching factor in IORs 
 
Perceived power was identified as an exchange tie in the comprehensive IOR model. 
Sutcliffe and Lammont (2003) viewed power in terms of resource dependency theory as 
one organisation having access to a disproportionately large number of resources or more 
economic leverage and as a form of authority. They understood perceived power as the 
reputation component of an organisation and the external manifestation of an 
organisation, and its history (Sutcliffe and Lammont 2003:17), and hence considered it 
having a negative influence on IORs. However, I opted to treat power as an overarching 
factor that influences the process (including exchange ties) as well as the outcomes of 
IORs. Therefore, I understood power as an integral element of a relationship. It exists 
even when not exercised or is not observable (Emerson 1962). I used the work of Pfeffer 
and Salancik (1978) that identifies three factors determining the dependence of one 
organisation on the other: 1) resource importance, 2) discretion over resource allocation 
and use, and 3) concentration of resource control.  
 
The main limitation I identified in Pfeffer and Selancik’s explanation of dependence is 
that they view power as a structural phenomenon (1981:4). Their form of power is 
confined to financial and technical resources or economic capital. The power wielded by 
individuals in organisations is not taken into consideration adequately by the external 
resource dependence perspective. A classification by Keohane and Nye (1989) used by 
Hudock (1999) distinguished two types of interdependence, namely, sensitivity and 
vulnerability. However, her treatment of power mainly rests on the external resource 
dependency perspective and, therefore, the conception of power is considered resource 
(capital)-centred and structural. Ebrahim (2005) used a broader definition of resources 
inspired by Bourdieu’s (1977) symbolic and cultural capital to identify information and 
reputation as resources owned by SNGOs. I discussed Lister’s work (1999) extensively 
on dimensions of power, which is based on the work of two early theorists of power, 
Dahl (1957) and Lukes (1974). Five dimensions of power were identified: 1) base, 2) 
means, 3) scope, 4) amount, and 5) frameworks of power (Lister 1999). Lister’s 
framework takes a broader perspective on power in IORs between donors and SNGOs. 
Though the first four dimensions are based on a behavioural perspective on power (i.e., 
the degree to which actions by individuals/groups can have a discernible effect on other 
individuals/groups), she incorporates Luke’s analysis that power is not just a relationship 
between individuals, but is sustained by socially structured and culturally patterned 
behaviour of groups (Lister 1999:6).  
 
What became clear in case studies is the great deal of authority and discretion that the 
Desk Officers were entrusted with to make decisions relating to allocation and control of 
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resources. This provided them the potential of power whether they use it or not. The case 
studies demonstrated the crucial role that DOs play in making or breaking a relationship. 
This resonates with Lister’s argument that at an organisational level, power is exercised 
through agency, not structure. However, she asserts that, on a larger scale, power is seen 
to be inherent in the structural framework of development and the dominant discourse 
(Lister 1999:13). The use of power in case studies was largely by agents, i.e., Desk 
Officers and NGO leaders. Crew and Harrison claim that donors do not control SNGOs in 
a straight-forward manner. They assert that “power inequalities do not determine the 
behaviour of those involved. Rather the impact of the practices of each group is 
conditioned by their place in power structures” (Crewe and Harrison 1998:77). The 
analysis of the phases of relationship clearly showed that every phase is power-laden, 
from the very admission to the withdrawal. Hence, I used the term ‘donor-regime’. The 
rules of admission, reporting, evaluations, extension of support and withdrawals are 
made, enforced and judged by donors. This form of power is akin to Dahl’s scope of 
power, which is exercised through structural and operational influence. I argued that it is 
the donor who decides the form of resources in an exchange. Therefore, the resources that 
donors possess or have the authority to allocate function as the base of power (Dahl 
1957). In this sense, the three criteria used by Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) to determine 
dependency exist in a donor-SNGO relationship. The very relationship is therefore a 
means of power. Power in our cases was not used coercively, either by agents or 
structure. Rather, it functioned in a subtle way. The ‘donor regime’ makes clear its 
expectations and standards in the form of written rules (reflected in contracts/agreements) 
and unwritten rules (those NGOs that comply get more funds and attention). Therefore, 
the SNGOs acquire such expectations and standards and pursue them, sometimes to the 
extent of claiming that such standards help them anyway. This kind of power is akin to 
Dahl’s framework of power that is exercised by shaping the needs of others.  

11.8 Emerging constructs 

The analytical themes that I discussed in the preceding sections are based on the IOR 
model I used. Though I incorporated the variations and additions that emerged from the 
case studies, the main themes were drawn from the IOR model presented in Chapter 2. 
The synthesis of case studies made in Chapter 10 included a few new analytical themes 
that emerged from the analysis of case studies. These constructs were not discussed in the 
literature used before. The following constructs suggest that they play a major role in 
IORs between SNGOs and donors. I discuss them below briefly. 
 
 
11.8.1 The extent of NGO-ness  
 
A problematic of NGO literature is that it tries to squeeze NGOs into one pigeon hole, 
without paying attention to contextual and historical specificities under which they 
function. This kind of ‘cookie-cutter’ approach to understanding NGOs obscures the 
great diversity among NGOs in different places and times. The trajectories of the six case 
NGOs posed the challenge of addressing this vast diversity. Looking at organisations 
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such as SCC and WS, one would question whether they are really NGOs or not. Clearly, 
SCC rejected the NGO identity, while WS and PAC did the same to some extent. An 
explanation for this comes from the analysis of NGOs’ previous forms and guises (‘pera-
bhawayan’, previous lives) and multiple engagements (omnipresence). These factors 
constrained SCC, WS and PAC from sharing an NGO identity while FFP carried no such 
baggage. OFPD and SLFN had a little baggage but had no problem in embracing the 
NGO-identity. Therefore, there was a link between the degree of identity 
ownership/sharing of NGO-ness and its impact on the relation. Those that shared the 
NGO-ness thrived in relationships. Those that rejected the NGO identity or had mixed 
feelings about it experienced stagnation and decline in relationship. This could be 
formulated as an emerging hypothesis: the extent of NGO-ness shared or owned by 
organisations makes an impact on their commitment to the relationship with donors. 
 
 
11.8.2 Emphasis on internal capacities and management  
 
In the case studies, a pattern emerged between an NGO’s capacity and management 
processes and their impact on relational outcomes. Organisations such as FFP, OFPD and 
SLFN managed the issues of capacity, staff and internal conflicts in an efficient and 
timely manner. They paid a great deal of attention to management and operational issues. 
In essence, these three organisations were aware of possible managerial problems and 
they took precautions well in advance. This does not mean that they were completely 
successful in doing so. But it was clear that these NGOs shared their efforts with donors, 
to convince them that the organisational and management issues were well taken care of. 
Hence, these organisations were in a better position or were seen to be in a better position 
to avoid or minimise instability in organisations caused by internal dynamics. Therefore, 
they were in a better position to focus on managing external relations. On the other hand, 
CFAs too believed that these organisations are well managed and possess the capacity to 
absorb funds. In contrast, organisations such as WS and SCC were fraught with internal 
problems and conflicts that resulted in organisational instability. This in turn put them in 
a weak position to focus on external relations. CFAs noticed the lack of attention being 
paid by these organisations to putting their houses in order. The decline phase in the 
relationship could also be caused partly by the internalities. The emerging hypothesis 
here is that the higher the emphasis of an NGO on internal capacities and management 
issues, the higher the capacity of managing an external relationship with a donor because 
of the relative stability in the organisation. 
 
 
11.8.3 Emphasis and importance on relationship 
 
I made an analysis of the afterthoughts of those organisations whose relations with CFAs 
stagnated and eventually dissolved. An organisation such as WS showed a somewhat 
repentant attitude, suggesting that it could have related with the donor better, while SCC 
claimed that it preferred a distant relationship with the donor. PAC expressed no regrets 
or qualms about its frank, open and confrontationist communication with Yellow-CFA 
towards the decline phase of the relationship. I contrasted these with the existing thriving 
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relationships. These organisations attach a high importance to the relationship with the 
donor. Put simply, they take the relationship with the donor seriously or appear to be 
serious. The importance and seriousness attached to the relationship is reflected mainly in 
adhering to what they call the contractual obligations. In fact, this is another form of 
being acquiescent. The emerging hypothesis here is that the more seriousness and 
importance an NGO attaches to the relationship and its contractual obligations, the more 
chances for a continuation and thriving of the relationship. 

11.9 The interplay between institutional and individual influence in IORs  

So far in this chapter, I discussed the two specific research questions and the overall 
research question around the IOR model. The two specific research questions of this 
study were: What drives relationships (the environmental influence on IORs) and who 
drives relationships (the influence of individuals or boundary spanners on IORs). These 
two questions resonate very closely with the persistent structure-agency debate, i.e., 
institutional control as the structure and the role of boundary spanners as agency. The 
discussion in the preceding sections captured how the environment or the institutional 
contexts of CFAs and SLNGOs influenced their work as well as their relations with each 
other. Overall, there was a strong link between the external influence in IORs of CFAs 
and SLNGOs. This was the case at the macro level. However, at the micro level there 
were different trends, sometimes contradictory to the macro trends. The role of agents, or 
the boundary spanners, emerged as a key determinant of IORs. Particularly, the Desk 
Officer role took precedence in spite of the institutional and organisational parameters 
and constraints. How should this behaviour be interpreted? In this section, I revisit the 
structure-agency debate and specifically how organisation theorists used it to address the 
above question.  
 
I discussed the attempts made by Bourdieu (1977), Giddens (1984) and Archer (1995) to 
unravel the complexities of relationships between individuals and social structures in 
organising social life. The common thread that runs though the works of the three 
scholars is the recursive relationship between structure and agents. They are 
interdependent on each other. Therefore, one cannot be understood independently of the 
other. Giddens adduced more centrality to the structure by asserting that social systems 
once established tend to perpetuate themselves (Giddens 1984). This resonated with 
Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’, which is understood as a system of durable, transposable 
dispositions that functions as the generative basis of structured, objectively unified 
practices (Bourdieu 1977). Agents assume a central place in Archer’s (1995) analysis. 
Archer’s differentiation between corporate and primary agents based on their potential 
and ability to influence structures and institutions sheds more light on how agents 
function.  
 
How was this debate resolved in organisation theory? The stance that the early neo-
institutional studies took on the agency-structure debate was that the patterns of agency 
and organisation are shaped by institutions rather than solely by instrumental 
calculations. These views of early neo-institutionalists resonate with the notion of habitus 
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introduced by Bourdieu, which leaves little room for agency (Battilana 2006), and 
Giddens’ assertion that once social systems are established they tend to perpetuate 
themselves (Dorado 2005). The neo-institutionalists started addressing the role of interest 
and agency through the concept of ‘institutional entrepreneurship’ (DiMaggio 1988, 
Fligstein 1997, Beckert 1999). DiMaggio (1988) understood institutional entrepreneurs as 
actors who have an interest in a particular institutional arrangement and who mobilise 
resources to create new institutions or transform the existing ones. The concept of 
institutional entrepreneurs is akin to Archer’s (1995) ‘corporate agents’ who have the 
ability to influence structures. Further, the neo-institutionalists recognised the need to 
understand the relationship between agency and structure as a dialectical one, and that 
institutions do not necessarily always constrain human agency, as the structures in the 
first place are created by humans (DiMaggio and Powell 1991). Again, the neo-
institutionalists’ views were influenced by the wider social theory debates of Gidden’s 
structuration theory and Archer’s morphogenic theory. 
 
However, I stressed that the neo-instutionalists have failed to incorporate interest and 
agency adequately as they often consider attempts to analyse the role played by 
individuals in institutional phenomena as reductionist (Battliana 2006). Therefore, I 
argued that relationships between individual interests and institutions in neo-institutional 
theorisation still remain unresolved. Though the paradox remains unresolved, what is 
clear is the reflexivity between structure and agents in organisational analysis. Two 
interfaces of structure and agents were discerned: 1) the institutional setting becomes the 
structure while the organisation becomes the agent, and 2) the organisation becomes the 
structure while the individual becomes the agent. Therefore, organisation was viewed as 
the overlapping factor connected to both the institutional setting as well as the individual. 
To understand organisational change and interactions between organisations, I argued 
that it is imperative to understand the dynamics at the levels of institutions, organisations 
and individuals.  
 
In brief, the answer to the first specific research question (environmental influence on 
IORs) was the following. The recent changes in Dutch political economy as well as 
global currents had constricted the autonomy, flexibility and collective strength of CFAs. 
Such institutional scripts not only constrain the CFAs’ ability to interact with SNGOs 
with flexibility, but also necessitate imposition of stricter reporting and other contractual 
obligations. The changes in the Sri Lankan political economy in recent times had 
transformed NGOs in Sri Lanka. The changes have made a once vociferous and 
politically inclined generation of NGOs take a back seat while giving way to a new 
generation of NGOs characterised by an elite, apparently of apolitical or liberal political 
orientation, sustained by massive donor funding. However, the answer to the second 
research question (role of boundary spanners) was that the institutional scripts from the 
Dutch context had not fully and completely impacted the work of CFAs in Sri Lanka.  
 
How can this be reconciled in the context of the structure-agency debate? How have the 
organisations (in our case, CFAs) that are supposed to be institutionally embedded 
distanced themselves from institutional pressures to act strategically? An explanation can 
be found in the concept of institutional entrepreneurs mentioned before. Institutional 



Chapter 11 

322 

entrepreneurs can be either organisations, groups of individuals or individuals (Fligstein 
1997). The notion of institutional entrepreneurs clearly involves ‘strategic agency’, which 
is the “planned persuasion of ends based on a rational assessment of available means and 
strategic conditions” (Beckert 1999:778). In our case studies as well in contextual 
analyses, we identified a time lag in translating the ministry-induced changes by CFAs to 
their counterparts. This reflects the first interface of structure-agent relation between 
institutions and organisations.  
 
Institutional scripts are not always constraining. They do not provide unanimous scripts 
as to how agents should act. Sometimes institutional scripts are contradictory. This allows 
agents to use discretion (Beckert 1999:780). In CFAs, the institutional scripts do not 
trickle down directly to the Desk Officers in the way they affect the policy and 
management staff. As seen in our cases, Desk Officers can, to some extent, ignore the 
institutional scripts or bend them. This is the second structure-agent interface I identified 
in which the organisation becomes the structure while the individual becomes the agent. 
The organisations change their policy in response to the pressures from their institutional 
environments. However, as our cases showed, there is also a disjuncture between the 
policy frameworks created by those who are in the business of ‘acquisition’ of funds and 
those who ‘disburse’.7 Our case studies showed that the Desk Officers who belong to the 
latter category are allowed to use a great deal of authority and discretion for decisions 
relating to different phases of the relationship. Clearly, the Desk Officers are a group of 
‘professionals’ who perform the role of ‘operators’ (Mintzberg 1983), wielding 
considerable amount of autonomy, flexibility and power. In this sense, the Desk Officers 
are clearly ‘institutional entrepreneurs’. However, the Desk Officers’ use of agency 
would be mediated by two factors. Firstly, they will still be subject to the institutional 
scripts. Secondly, it would depend on the individual Desk Officer. To use the 
Schumpeterian (1934) categorisation, some Desk Officers would play ‘manager’ (who 
acts on the basis of routines) while others would play ‘entrepreneur’ (the innovator who 
leaves behind routines). The latter resonates with Archer’s ‘corporate agents’.  
 
In donor-SNGO relations, the role of ‘strategic agency’ is played by ‘institutional 
entrepreneurs’, i.e., both the donor agencies as well as Desk Officers. In this sense their 
‘strategic agency’ destabilises the structure but still remains interdependent (Battilana 
2006). It was implicitly assumed that individuals and organisations always tend to 
comply, at least in appearance, with institutional pressures (Battilana 2006:654). 
However, as our cases show, there are limits to strategic agency. Some CFAs who 
delayed, avoided and bent the institutional scripts could not do so after some time. This 
was also seen in the case of Desk Officers. Our case studies prove that organisations are 
more vulnerable to isomorphism than the individuals. However, the boundary spanners 
can withstand the change better and longer than organisations. In this sense they are only 
sensitive to change. Therefore, I agree with Ebrahim whose work concluded that 
challenging and changing the established practices and policies of development is 
possible albeit at the margins (Ebrahim 2005:51). The concept of habitus or “structured 

                                                 
7 For a detailed analysis of the disjuncture between policy and practice see Quarles van Ufford (1988) and 
Mosse (2005). The work in van Ufford is based on Dutch CFAs. 
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improvisation” suggests that social and organisational change is likely to be slow and 
incremental (Ebrahim 2005:20).  
 

Figure 11.7: The emerging IOR conceptual model on NPAA-SNGO relations 
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With this, my discussion on the research questions comes to an end. In the preceding 
sections I revisited the overall research question (how and why relations thrive, stagnate 
and decline) as well as the two specific research questions (environmental influence on 
IORs, boundary spanners’ influence on IORs). In doing so, I summarised the theory used 
and contrasted that with the case study patterns, trends and conclusions. Based on the 
analytic themes drawn from theory as well case studies, I shaped emerging hypotheses 
and constructed conceptual models relating to the two specific research questions. The 
following conceptual model (Figure 11.7) sums up the analysis I made on the overall 
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research question in this section as well the conceptual models constructed already for the 
two specific research questions.  

11.10 Shaking the ‘articles of faith’ of the private channel 

I carved out a research niche to investigate the nature of relations between SNGOs and 
NPAAs because the ‘quality of the relationship’ is used to justify the private channel vis-
à-vis the official channel. The justification of the private channel was based on a set of 
‘articles of faith’. In this section, I revisit these ‘articles of faith’ or the arguments that 
justify the case for relations between Northern Private Aid Agencies and Southern NGOs. 
I question the arguments or assumptions of the private channel based on the overall 
patterns, trends and conclusions of this study.  
 
a. SNGOs and NPAAs work closely in a consultative manner 
 
This study considered power as an overarching factor in determining the process and 
outcomes of IORs. I stressed the enormous authority and discretion that Desk Officers are 
entrusted with, which in turn give them the potential of power whether they use it or not. 
Power was also observed functioning at the structural level (at CFA level) through 
different dimensions such as base, means, scope, amount and frameworks of power. The 
analysis of the phases of relationship clearly showed that every phase is power-laden, 
from the very admission to the withdrawal. The rules of admission, reporting, evaluation, 
extension of support and withdrawal are made, enforced and judged by CFAs. IOR is 
defined as a “process whereby two or more organisations create and/or use existing 
decision rules that have been established to deal collectively with their task environment” 
(Mulford and Rogers 1982:12). Given the way the ‘rules of the game’ is defined, 
enforced and judged, and the enormous power that Desk Officers wield, one can raise a 
fundamental question as to whether the relationship between SNGOs and NPAAs is a 
consultative one at all.  
 
b. There is harmony and congruency in the relationship 
 
Often, conflict and tensions in IORs between donors and SNGOs are underplayed. This 
study shows that the relationships are replete with both visible and latent conflicts and 
tensions. Many relationships stagnate or decline because conflict and tensions are not 
addressed sensibly and in a timely manner. In this sense, I agree with Ebrahim that 
interdependency between donors and SNGOs is characterised by both complementarity 
and tension (Ebrahim 2005:64). The quality of the relationship gives the impression that 
the relationship between SNGOs and NPAAs is a harmonious one as they work closely 
together. Indeed, there is harmony in such relationships. But conflict, tensions and 
dissonance too are part of the relationship. The conflicts and tensions stem partly from 
the different perspectives, ideologies and conceptualisations held. Conflicts in our cases 
showed that CFAs and Sri Lankan NGOs sometimes have completely contradictory 
conceptualisations of the work in which they are engaged. This should not be seen as an 
aberration in the relationship. Interacting organisations may not share the same views on 
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many aspects. They may have potentially contradicting and conflicting elements in their 
relationship. However, relationships between Sri Lankan NGOs and CFAs, as found in 
the case studies, did not have the capacity to live with such contradictions as they seem to 
take congruency between the two parties for granted. The case studies showed some 
relating parties were indeed strange bedfellows.  
 
c. SNGOs and NPAAs are interdependent  
 
The justification for IORs between SNGOs and NPAAs is that they are interdependent on 
each other. The NPAAs need the network and infrastructure of SNGOs to channel their 
funds to the South. Similarly, SNGOs need financial resources of NPAAs to carry out 
their work. Ebrahim’s argument is that donors need information, reputation and prestige 
of SNGOs to raise funds from the back-donors of the former. Hence, financial resources 
of the North are exchanged for reputation and information of the South. On this basis, the 
two parties are said to be interdependent. In an IOR exchange each party plays a dual 
role: 1) maker and executer of its own exchange decisions, and 2) as the object of the 
other’s exchange decisions (Barden 2005:6). However, this study showed that it is the 
donor who defines what a resource is. I argued that reputation is not a property of 
SNGOs; rather it is an ascription of the donor. The same happens with information. The 
donor decides what information is valuable for it. Given the scarcity of donors and the 
abundance of SNGOs, I argued that donors function in a buyer’s market. Therefore, 
information, reputation and prestige of SNGOs per se cannot be considered resources of 
SNGOs that can be freely exchanged, because the SNGO is not the ‘maker’ of its own 
exchange decision. It becomes the ‘executor and object’ of a donor’s exchange decision. 
In this sense, the NPAA is not dependent on SNGOs as long as it plays the ‘dual role of 
maker and executor of exchange decisions’ and ceases to be the ‘object of the SNGO’s 
exchange decisions’. Therefore, this study raises more questions on the claims of 
interdependence between SNGOs and NPAAs. 
 
d. There is complementarity among SNGOs and NPAAs  
 
The previous point raises the question as to what is being exchanged and what kind of 
complementarity exists between SNGOs and NPAAs. I defined IORs as “a party’s 
willingness to transfer something of value in return for something else of value” (Barden 
2005:6). This implied an exchange that characterises a bilateral mobilisation of resources 
based on judgements made by each party. Superficially, there is an element of 
complementarity in the relationship in the sense that both need each other. However, 
what SNGOs offer – information, reputation and prestige – is not a critical resource to 
NPAAs. But the financial resources from NPAAs are a critical resource for SNGOs. Isn’t 
this a warped complementarity? Or is there any complementarity at all? As long as the 
flow of symbolic capital from SNGOs (information, reputation and prestige) is not given 
a value so that it could become a critical resource, complementarity in NPAA-SNGOs 
cannot exist. What remains is a dependent relationship that tilts the power balance 
towards the NPAA. 
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11.11 Is there an exchange at all? The paradox of the gift8 

In justifying the private channel the need for a flow of resources from the North to the 
South is emphasised. The capital resources from the Northern donors are to be used for 
interventions that address poverty and other structural problems in the South. But what 
does the Northern party receive in exchange? Does it expect anything at all? This is a 
‘blind-spot’ in development cooperation in general and private channel in particular. 
Very rarely do donors talk about the issue of the flow of resources from South to the 
North, let alone acknowledge the value of it. If Inter-organisational Relations are 
understood as a “willingness to transfer something of value in return for something else 
of value” (Barden 2005:6), there should be a reciprocation of resources, in whatever 
form, from South to the North and vice versa. Why are donors reluctant to accept the fact 
and the value of transfer of symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1977) from South to the North? Is 
it because a ‘donor’ cannot be a ‘receiver’, technically? Or is it because the donors 
conceive that what they ‘give’ is a ‘disinterested gift’ or ‘pure gift’ (Mauss 1990)9 for 
which the gift giver does not expect something in return? Clearly, there is no valuation or 
acknowledgement of the ‘return of the gift’ from SNGOs. Is this because the 
reciprocation by the weaker party in whatever form threatens the superiority of the 
stronger party? Based on the way the private channel is organised as seen in our case 
study evidence, we can conclude that ‘the act of receiving is hedged with conditionality at 
best, while at worst the gift may become a form of patronage and a means of control” 
(Stirrat and Henkel 1997:720). 
 
What is more important than the flow of symbolic capital (in the form of information of 
SNGO work) is the ‘claim’ that NPAAs have a network of counterparts who maintain a 
close collaboration with them and that they work closely with the poor. This claim and 
the information of what SNGOs do and the reputation and prestige of SNGO leaders 
altogether produce the legitimacy for the existence of NPAAs and the basis to mobilise 
funds from the latter’s back-donors. Therefore, the real issue is more serious than what 
NPAAs tell their counterparts (“our back-donors want to know more about what we do in 
the South”). In fact, this is what the back-donors say. But the broader question is about 
the legitimacy of the NPAAs, the case for private channels and the impact of aid.  
 
The critics of development cooperation cannot be clubbed together as one group. 
Different stakes, ulterior motives and ideologies are involved in the critique of 
development cooperation in general and the private channel in particular. However, from 
                                                 
8 I borrow the term ‘paradox of the gift’ from Stirrat and Henkel (1997) whose article “The Development 
Gift: The Problem of Reciprocity in the NGO World” makes an excellent contribution to understanding the 
exchange relations between donors and SNGOs from an anthropological perspective. I too problematise the 
reciprocity of the gift as Stirrat and Henkel do, but from a different perspective. Following Henkel and 
Stirrat’s article, a few other attempts have been made to understand aid relations using the concept of gift, 
e.g., Eyben (2006) and Shutt (2006). 
9 One of the classics on gift giving is by Marcel Mauss: The Gift: The Form and Research for Exchange in 
Archaic Societies, 1924. Mauss’s focus was on the nature of gifts. Based on the historical and ethnographic 
material gathered, Mauss argued that gift giving needs to be viewed in the context of systems of exchange 
that involve obligations to give, to receive and to repay. What I refer to in this text is an English translation 
published in 1990. 



Concluding the study 

 327

an IOR perspective, the critique is relevant. If the case for the private channel is 
predicated on the quality of the relationship, why can’t the NPAAs treat the relationship 
as a two-way exchange, instead of a ‘disinterested gift’? The substance of the relationship 
is a two-way exchange, which is hedged with conditionality and patronage but is wrapped 
in the fancy paper of a ‘disinterested gift’. This perpetuates more dependency and inhibits 
a relationship that is characterised by open and frank dialogue about performance from 
both sides. When aid is presented as a ‘disinterested gift’, the receivers receive it as a 
mere gift or pretend that they receive it as a gift. Hence, we see the behaviour of SNGOs, 
taking trouble to host the visiting Desk Officers at the Galle Face Hotel, offer an exotic 
Sri Lankan meal, organise an adventure tour and present an assortment of handicrafts and 
Ceylon tea! This is not to ridicule the gestures of goodwill and hospitality on the part of 
the SNGOs. However, the reciprocation of exchange is often limited to these ‘trivial 
gifts’ and not the real currency that matters, which is information on what they do and 
asserting themselves on the strength and value of what they do. 
 
The removal of the fancy wrapper of the ‘disinterested gift’ would involve the two parties 
treating the exchange explicitly as a two-way process. In a Maussian sense, the gift then 
becomes both ‘interested’ and ‘disinterested’, which means that both parties jointly 
determine what they expect in return and they acknowledge the value of it. This 
potentially reconfigures the asymmetrical power relationship. A complete symmetry in 
IORs is not realistic. Even in an interdependent relationship, asymmetry exists. There will 
always be an element of power asymmetry. But the acknowledgement of power makes 
the exchange parties be real about it and have ways and means to mitigate tensions and 
conflicts emanating from power differentials.  
 
 
Epilogue: back to the donor-attic in London …  
 
I started the first Chapter by quoting what my then NGO chair said in a meeting with a 
consortium of donors, held in an attic of a donor office in London. I stopped narrating the 
story when a pin-drop silence prevailed after my chair said: “As long as we agree, you 
say the money belongs to both of us. But the moment we disagree, you say that the 
money belongs to you”. A donor staffperson, a grey-haired man like my chair but also 
with a grey beard, who facilitated the meeting, suggested that we have an early lunch. 
The donor staff went out perhaps to get some fresh air and natural light while the Sri 
Lankan delegation munched the cold-sandwich lunch drudgingly in the attic, dreaming of 
a plateful of rice which they had been missing for a few days. The meeting recommenced. 
The grey-haired and bearded facilitator praised our proposal as a ‘precious gold mine’. 
But he said that it is still too raw to be considered for funding. We were asked to ‘refine’ 
it. The meeting was adjourned earlier than planned. I got an SOS from home, asking me 
to come immediately as my wife was admitted to the hospital to deliver our first child, a 
couple of weeks earlier than expected. I caught the next flight available to Colombo while 
my colleagues languished in London for a few more days. The ‘proposal’ was never 
‘refined’ and it might be still lying somewhere in my old office. Towards the end of my 
Ph.D. process, I visited the same donor office in London. This was about seven years 
after our meeting. The office building had been refurbished thoroughly. I learnt that this 
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office was shifted to another place for about a year for repairs and refurbishment. The 
new interior décor of the office impressed me. The donor office had changed beyond 
recognition. I was curious to know what the refurbishment had done to ‘that’ attic. I went 
to the upper floor to see it. It was still there but with a new coat of paint and a better 
carpet. But still it was artificially lit. Natural light, I thought, is yet to reach that attic. 
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ANNEXES 

 
 
Annex 1 
 
Interview Guide – Past and Present Sri Lanka Desk Officers 
 

1. Your employment history 
 
2. Your background – studies, etc. 

 
3. What motivated you to take up work in a CFA? 

 
4. How was the transition from your predecessor to you? 

 
5. What are your impressions and critical moments regarding partners in SL? 

 
6. What are the roles of the donor and Southern counterpart? 

 
7. Can the current practice be called a partnership? Why? 

 
8. What do you think about partnership? 

 
9. How do you assess an effective partnership? 

 
10. What do you expect from a good partner? 

 
11. What are the key considerations in selecting a new partner or extending the support to an existing 

partner? 
 

12. What is your strength, bias, approach to work? How crucial is this in work? 
 

13. Can the Southern NGOs influence you and your work? How? 
 

14. Do you influence them? 
 
 
 
Annex 2 
 
Guideline for Interviews with Case Study NGO leaders 
 
1. The substance and structure of relationship 

 
 How important is the relationship between your donor and you?  
 Who are the key actors with whom you have different relationships?  
 How important are those relationships compared to that with the donor?  
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 How do you define the relationship you have with the donor? 
 What makes up that relationship?  
 What are the respective roles (division of labour) of the two parties? 
 What is the scope of the relationship? 
 Do you see a scope for a relationship that goes beyond funding? If so what? 
 What makes an effective relationship? 

 
 

2. Basic info on relationships 
 

 Have there been any other donors supporting you before? Give details (from when, 
quantum) 

 Are you being supported by other donors now? Give details. 
 Who maintains the relationship with the donor? (only the leader? or other key staff?) 

 
 
3. Experience of relationships (general) 

 
 Have you conveyed or discussed your views and ideas on relationship with the donor? 
 Is there any written document on your position/stand on your relationship with the 

donors?  
 How much time/attention do you pay for the maintenance of the relationship between the 

donor and you? Do you do this on a regular and planned manner or do you do this in an 
ad-hoc manner? 

 Does the relationship you have with the donor live up to what’s called “partnership” ? If 
so and if not, why? 

 Do you have different types of relationships with other donors, if any ? If so how does the 
Dutch MFO differ from others? 

 
 
4. Process of relationship 
 
Beginning of the relationship 

 
 How did you get to know the donor? How did the initial getting-to-know process 

happen? 
 Was a local consultant/representative of the donor involved? What was his/her 

role?  
 Did you have a choice of a donor at that time? Or not? 
 What made you to start a relationship with the donor? 
 In your opinion, what made the donor support you?  
 Was it based on a particular principle/consideration or based on expediency of 

getting funds? 
 Were you aware of the details – such as vision, mission, goals, background – of 

the donor? 
 Do you see a congruence between the donor’s goals and yours? In what sense? 
 Do you think that both the donor and you have common ground? 

 
• Maintenance  

 
 What are the means of communication between the donor and you? 
 What is the frequency of such communication? 
 How do you assess the quality of such communication? Are those living up to your 

expectations? If yes, why? / If not, why?  
 How often does the donor visit you? What is the agenda of such a visit? Who sets the 

agenda of such visits? How important are those visits to you? 
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 Have you ever visited the donor in the Netherlands or have you been invited to attend 
common platforms/workshops/etc. convened by the donor? 

 Reporting, monitoring, evaluations: How flexible are the guidelines given by the donors 
on reporting? 

 How useful are these reports to you? Are you using them? If yes, for what? If not, why? 
 

Evaluations:  
 Have there been any external evaluations?  
 Who initiated these evaluations?  
 Did you have a say in these evaluations? If so how?  
 Who did the evaluations? Who suggested the evaluators? Did you have 

any say on the final selection of the evaluators?  
 Was the “relationship” an issue to be evaluated?  
 Has the evaluation had any effect on the donor? (the assessment of their 

role)? 
 

Role of the consultants/representatives of donors:  
 What are the backgrounds of these consultants? 
 Is there any link between their backgrounds and the counterpart 

organizations that has been supported? 
 What has been their role?  
 How do the counterparts perceive their role? 

 
The role of desk officers: 

 
 With how many desk officers of the donor have you been working? 
 How do you assess your relationship with each desk officer? 
 Did the emphasis on various aspects of your relationship with the donor 

changed when the desk officers changed? If so in what ways? 
 Have these changes affected your work? How? 
 Apart from the desk officers, do you have any links with other staff of 

the donor? If yes, with whom? 
 

Grievance procedures: 
 

 Have you had any conflicts, difference of opinions about decisions with 
the desk officers? 

 How have you been able to resolve these conflicts? 
 Whom do you approach if you don’t agree with the decision of the desk 

officer? 
 Have you made such efforts? 
 What was your experience? 

 
• End of relationship 

 
(For those terminated or to be terminated soon) 

 Why was the relationship ended? What was the reason?  
 Who made the decision? 
 Were you aware of a possible termination well in advance? 
 Was the time and modality of termination negotiated between the two? 

Were you able to influence the outcomes? Or did it happened 
unilaterally? 

 What are the guidelines for termination of contracts? 
 Are these guidelines adhered to consistently? 

 
(For those who are in a relationship currently) 
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• Do you have an idea as to how long you can continue the relationship? 
• Who decides on the length of the relationship and on what basis? 
• Do you give thought to a possible withdrawal by the donor? Do you 

have a strategy to deal with it in such a situation? 
 

• Post-termination phase 
 

• What has happened to the organisation since the withdrawal by a 
donor? 

• Was the work affected? 
• What are the critical moments of your organisations life? How was the 

donor involvement in these moments?  
 
 
5. Relationships and influence 
 

 Do you discuss with the donor about content matters such as policy, programme themes, 
strategies, work spread? How strong/influential are these discussions? Have there been any 
changes as a result of these discussions? 

 Have there been any initiatives by the donor to introduce you to new areas of work?  
 How do the recommendations of external evaluations (often commissioned and paid by the donor) 

influence the future programmatic and organisational aspects? 
 Can a change of organisational and programmatic changes be attributed to the external 

interventions such as evaluations? 
 Is the implementation of recommendations of evaluations made conditional for future funding? Is 

this agreed upon by the counterpart? Or done as there was no choice? 
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SUMMARY OF THE THESIS IN DUTCH 

De Noordelijke particuliere hulporganisaties (NNGOs) rechtvaardigen hun bestaansrecht 
op basis van de toegevoegde waarde van hun relaties met Zuidelijke NGOs (ZNGOs). Zij 
stellen dat de fondsen die de NNGOs beheren door de kwaliteit van hun relaties met 
ZNGOs de armen in het Zuiden efficienter en effectiever kunnen bereiken dan de fondsen 
die via overheidskanalen worden uitgegeven. Deze studie stelt deze stelling van de 
NNGOs aan de orde, en daarmee de basis van het bestaan van de particuliere sector en 
zijn uitgangspunten.  
 
De belangrijkste doelstelling van deze studie is om te begrijpen welke vorm de relaties 
tussen NNGOs en ZNGOs zijn hebben en hoe zij zich ontwikkeld hebben in 
veranderende omstandigheden, waarbij de casus van Nederlandse MFOs en Sri Lankese 
NGOs als voorbeeld dient. De belangrijkste onderzoeksvraag is ‘hoe en waarom zijn 
relaties tussen Nederlandse medefinancieringsorganisaties en Sri Lankese NGOs 
gegroeid, gestagneerd en/of afgebouwd? De studie beschouwt relaties als een continu en 
dynamisch proces of ‘pad’ dat zich ontvouwt door de tijd heen in een wisselende context. 
Als onderdeel van deze vraagstelling onderzoekt de studie ‘wat’ en ‘wie’ deze relaties 
aansturen. Onder ‘wat de relatie aanstuurt’, wordt onderzocht welke faktoren de relaties 
ondersteunen of juist in een bepaald keurslijf drukken. Onder de vraag ‘wie stuurt de 
relatie’, wordt onderzocht hoe mensen in de Nederlandse MFOs en Sri Lankese NGOs de 
relatie ondersteunen of juist inperken. De eerste specifieke onderzoeksvraag behandelt de 
vraag hoe Nederlandse MFOs en Sri Lankese NGOs door hun respectievelijke 
institutionele contexten worden beïnvloed, die ertoe leidt dat zij op hun beurt weer op een 
bepaalde manier onderhandelen met elkaar. De focus van de tweede onderzoeksvraag 
‘wie stuurt de relatie aan?’ wordt bekeken op het niveau van organisaties en individuele 
stafleden.  
 
De studie stelt dat het dominante ‘partnership’ begrip dat gebruikt wordt om donor NGO-
zuidelijke NGO relaties te begrijpen weinig bruikbaar is, omdat het te weinig theoretische 
houvast biedt en vaag blijft. Inplaats daarvan, gaat de studie uit van een generisch 
analytisch kader gebaseerd op organisatie theorie. De studie gebruikt een benadering die 
de dynamiek en de raakvlakken beschrijft op drie niveaus; instituties, organisaties, en 
specifieke stafleden die het contact onderhouden met de zuidelijke partners. De studie 
analyseert de veranderende relaties tussen de organisaties Cordaid, Novib en Hivos met 
zes Sri Lankese organisaties in de periode 1994 en 2004. De belangrijkste methode van 
onderzoek is de ‘case study’. Dit werd gecombineerd met andere methodes, zoals archief 
onderzoek, diepte interviews, en participerende observatie.  
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De studie analyzeert hoe MFOs hun aantrekkelijkheid en macht verloren in een ongunstig 
politiek klimaat, waarin zij het moeilijk vonden om verandering tegen te gaan. Dit heeft 
tot resultaat dat de MFOs zich nu in een geheel andere positie bevinden dan twee 
decennia geleden. Zij hebben hun gepriviligeerde positie verloren en ontvangen nu 
fondsen volgens een beleidskader met strakkere regels en meer voorwaarden. Aan de ene 
kant, moeten de MFOs voldoen aan overheidsregels om fondsen te ontvangen. De MFOs 
hebben steeds de veranderingen in die regels moeten volgen om aan de druk van het 
overheidheidsbeleid te voldoen. Professionalisme, zakelijke benaderingen, interne 
herstructurering, vermindering van partner landen, toenemende druk op hun partners in 
het Zuiden om ‘resultaten’ te laten zien, zijn allemaal wanhopige manieren om bij te 
blijven in de hulp industrie. MFOs proberen zich te stabiliseren tegen de meer ongunstige 
omstandigheden die in de vroege jaren negentig zijn begonnen en zijn verslechterd in de 
eerste jaren van het nieuwe millennium.  
 
Sri Lankese NGOs zijn het produkt van een politieke geschiedenis die samenhangt met de 
laatste periode van het kolonialisme in Sri Lanka. De Sri Lankese NGO sector heeft zich 
in the postkoloniale periode meer gericht op ‘rechten’ en politiek dan op ‘behoeften’ en 
ontwikkeling. De Sri Lankese NGOs zijn nauw gekoppeld aan de opkomst en ondergang 
van de linkse beweging in Sri Lanka. De periode vanaf de midden jaren negentig heeft 
een grote vermoeidheid onder de politiek-georiënteerde NGOs laten zien. In die periode 
is ook een nieuw type NGOs opgekomen dat wijdverspreid werd in deze nieuwe fase van 
neo-liberalisme in Sri Lanka. De samenstelling van NGOs in Sri Lanka vertoont daarom 
een grote complexiteit, in termen van uitgangspunten en doelstellingen die verschillen per 
periode, met groepen en achterban-en uit verschillende klassen, etnische, religieuze, en 
ideologische achtergronden.  
 
De zes ‘case study’ organisaties werden opgezet in verschillende periodes, beginnend in 
de late jaren zestig. Een duidelijke koppeling werd gevonden tussen de politieke 
economie van een bepaalde periode en het type organisatie dat ontstond. Drie domeinen 
werden hierbij onderscheiden: de oorspronkelijke vorm en richting van een NGO, en haar 
verscheidenheid aan netwerken en leiders als de weerspiegeling van haar sociaal-
politieke geschiedenis. Drie fasen zijn onderscheiden in de ontwikkeling van relaties 
tussen Nederlandse MFOs en Sri Lankese NGOs; 1) kennismaking en wederzijdse 
exploratie, 2) uitbreiding, opbouw en stabiliteit, en 3) afbouw en ontbinding. Data uit de 
case studies over deze thema’s laten het proces zien dat NGOs en MFOs doorlopen 
wanneer zij samenwerken. Ieder thema wordt in afzonderlijke paragrafen behandeld; 
verschillende activiteiten en gebeurtenissen uit iedere fase worden geanalyseerd samen 
met de dynamiek in het proces die een rol speelde. De discussie rondom iedere activiteit 
/gebeurtenis wordt gevolgd door een analyse van de trends, patronen en machtrelaties die 
hierbij een rol speelden.  
De case studies laten een duidelijk verschil in de machtsrelaties zien, die vanaf het begin 
van de relatie een rol speelt. Zij laten zien dat er geen mechanisme is om met conflicten 
tussen MFOs en NGOs om te gaan, zodat de organisaties uiteindelijk elkaar in 
toenemende mate zwart maken, wat leidt tot afbouw en ontbinding van de relatie. 
Conflict is inherent verbonden met macht. Verschillende stappen in de opbouw en 
stabiele fase van de relatie tussen MFOs en NGOs leiden ertoe dat de machtsbalans ten 
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faveure van de MFOs uitvalt, en dat NGOs hier weinig macht (countervailing power) 
tegen in kunnen brengen. Daarom is macht een sleutel element in de relaties op 
organisatie niveau tussen MFOs en Sri Lankese NGOs; een element die de uitkomsten 
van de relaties mede bepaalt. Het ontbindingsproces wordt geheel aangestuurd door de 
MFOs. Alle beslissingen worden eenzijdig genomen door de MFOs, en laten weinig tot 
geen ruimte voor onderhandeling. De eenzijdige machtsrelatie komt vooral tot uiting in 
deze laatste afbouwfase.  
 
Programma medewerkers spelen een essentiële rol in de relatie tussen zuidelijke NGOs 
en MFOs als bruggenbouwers. Zij hebben diverse achtergronden. Zij hebben 
gemeenschappelijk dat zij al vroeg met andere culturen in aanraking zijn gekomen. Hun 
motivatie is dan ook divers: religieus, ouderlijke invloed, en academische belangstelling. 
De praktijk van de programma medewerkers laat zien dat een grote mate van 
subjectiviteit inherent is aan hun werk. Ondanks het feit dat de MFOs beleid, regels, en 
beoordelingssystemen hebben, hebben programma medewerkers een grote mate van 
vrijheid en flexibiliteit in het uitvoeren van hun verantwoordelijkheden. De praktijk van 
programma medewerkers in het MFO systeem geeft hen voldoende manoeuvreer ruimte. 
De beoordelingssystemen zijn zo fragiel binnen de MFOs dat de individuele kleuring die 
programma medewerkers geven aan hun werk, de beslissingen ten aanzien van een 
bepaald stadium van een relatie kan beïnvloeden.  
 
Er is een sterke koppeling gevonden tussen de veranderingen in zowel de Nederlandse als 
Sri Lankese institutionele context en de verschillende fases in de relaties – opbouw, 
stabiliteit en afbouw. Ondanks dat feit, blijkt dat andere factoren ook van invloed zijn op 
het proces in weerwil van de trends in de institutionele context. Daarom onderzoekt de 
studie ook de niet-institutionele factoren die de fasen van de relatie beïnvloeden. Hierbij 
ging het vooral om de dynamiek op het niveau van de organisatie (MFOs, NGOs) en het 
individuele niveau (de bruggenbouwers). De discussie op het niveau van de organisaties 
en individuele bruggenbouwers ging om analytische thema’s zoals ‘toegeven’ en 
weerstand, reputatie en vertrouwen, en conflict en harmonie. De studie laat een grote 
dynamiek zien in de relaties, die wordt veroorzaakt door deze manier van samenwerking 
tussen organisaties. De mate van overeenstemming tussen de bruggenbouwers aan beide 
kanten is geanalyzeerd. Belangrijke factoren zijn: leeftijd, sexe, werk oriëntatie en 
ideologie. De verschillende combinaties in de achtergrond van de bruggenbouwers leidt 
tot verschillende maten van overeenstemming of differentiatie tussen hen. Werk 
oriëntatie en ideologie zijn sleutel factoren. Leeftijd en sexe leiden soms tot een 
belangrijk verschil in de mate van overeenstemming. De overeenstemming/gebrek aan 
overeenstemminganalyse wordt bekeken binnen de inbedding in de institutionele analyse 
om te zien of zij worden ingegeven of versterkt door externaliteiten.  
 
Drie nieuwe thema’s die van belang zijn voor de analyse komen naar voren uit dit 
onderzoek. Het eerste thema gaat over de mate waarin NGOs zich als NGOs voordoen. 
Dit wordt gedefinieerd als de mate waarin de organisaties zich een NGO-identiteit 
aanmeten. Diegenen die minder zich NGO voelen hechten minder aan hun relatie met 
donoren en vice versa. Het tweede thema gaat over de interne capaciteit van de NGO. De 
NGOs die belang hechten aan hun interne organisatie en management capaciteiten 
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houden beter stand in hun relaties met donoren dan anderen. Het derde thema is het 
belang dat gehecht wordt aan de relatie met de donor. Daar is geen duidelijke trend in. 
Sommige NGOs waarvan de relatie ontbonden was, zeiden achteraf dat zij anders hadden 
kunnen handelen terwijl anderen zich verdedigden voor het standpunt dat zij innamen. 
Uit die discussie komt naar voren dat er een behoorlijk pragmatisme is in een dergelijke 
relatie. De positie van diegenen die hun gedrag verdedigden – dwz. een afstandelijke 
relatie met hun donor hadden – is dat het voornamelijk om een financiële relatie ging. 
Deze drie thema’s zijn allen een constructie van de interne werkelijkheid bij de Sri 
Lankese NGOs.  
 
Gebaseerd op de patronen, trends en conclusies van de case studies, stelt het onderzoek 
de volgende aannames over de particuliere hulp sector aan de kaak: 1) Zuidelijke NGOs 
en Noordelijke MFOs werken nauw samen op een consultatieve manier, 2) er is 
harmonie en congruentie in de relatie, 3) zuidelijke en noordelijke NGOs zijn wederzijds 
afhankelijk, en 4) er is complementariteit tussen zuidelijke en noordelijke NGOs. De 
studie stelt een fundamentele vraag aan de orde in de conclusies: is er überhaupt sprake 
van een uitwisseling in de relaties tussen noordelijke en zuidelijke NGOs? De studie 
beargumenteert dat een relatie nodig is waarin beide partijen samen bepalen wat zij 
verwachten van de relatie en de waarde van elkaars bijdrage erkennen. Dit zou de 
ongelijke machtsverhoudingen in principe op een andere basis brengen. Een volledige 
symmetrie is niet realistisch. Er zal altijd een element van asymmetrie blijven in de 
machtsrelaties. Maar de erkenning van die macht leidt ertoe dat beide partijen 
realistischer zijn erover en manieren kunnen ontwikkelen om met de spanningen en 
conflicten die daaruit voortvloeien om te gaan.  


