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Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their

work: If one falls down, his friend can help him up.  But pity the man who

falls and has no one to help him up!  Also, if two lie down together, they will

keep warm.  But how can one keep warm alone?  Though one may be

overpowered, two can defend themselves.  A cord of three strands is not

quickly broken.  Ecclesiastes 5:9-12.

Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything

you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.  For where two

or three come together in my name, there am I with them.Matthew 18:19-20

For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has

destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.  Ephesians 2:14

I.  Partnering for Development: A Story

The Development Outreach by Northern Organizations to global

Recipients (DONOR) was commissioned by several North American

churches to promote transformational development around the world,

ministering especially to the poorest of the poor.  In their efforts to be good

stewards and effective missionaries, they partner with Christian

organizations in the South.  One organization they partner with is Reformed

Evangelical Churches Impacting the Poor (RECIP).  On behalf of a group

of local national churches, RECIP carries out holistic development work in

cooperation with DONOR.  DONOR provides financing and training to

RECIP, which organizes communities for work in health, adult literacy,

income generation, and agricultural development.  DONOR keeps a close
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watch on the funds it provides.  They want to be sure the work is done well,

so along with funding DONOR provides RECIP staff with training.

DONOR also requires RECIP to submit detailed budget and program plans,

and then expects well-documented reports on impacts and outcomes.  On

the financial side, DONOR requires professionally done annual audits. 

Continued DONOR support is contingent on success in the field and

integrity in the RECIP office.  Periodic evaluations involving DONOR and

RECIP staff are conducted both to ensure continuous improvement in

programming and to add another measure of accountability.

RECIP leaders are happy to be getting this support from DONOR.

In some ways they feel they are entitled to it, partly because Christian ethics

requires the rich to help the poor, but also because the North should make

retribution for past and ongoing injustices.  Fortunately, staff from both

organizations get along well and work together cooperatively.  Still, there

are some tensions.  It would be one thing if DONOR shared of their

financial resources freely, but they often tend to behave condescendingly.

Interaction among staff of both organizations leaves little doubt that the real

power lies with DONOR.  When RECIP leaders meet alone, they are known

to express concerns.  They note that what their communities really need is

an improved primary education program, but DONOR won't help with that.

They don't do education, only their own brand of community development.

As a result, RECIP doesn't really dwell too much on what they'd really like

to do, because they know that, in the end, the only real option is to do what

DONOR says, at least if they want the money.  Another complaint is that

DONOR can be inflexible and demanding.  Too often DONOR meddles in

what RECIP thinks are internal affairs.   A recent example is that RECIP

wanted to hire community organizers, but DONOR would only support the

use of volunteers.  DONOR doesn't seem to understand local culture.  They

insist, for example, that RECIP must have a board, but boards are North

American institutions that do not work very well in the local culture.   What

is probably most annoying is all the reporting.  In truth it seems as if

DONOR does not really trust RECIP staff.  If all the reporting isn't done

just right, then DONOR threatens to withhold funds.  Over the years,

RECIP has gotten used to keeping these complaints to themselves.  Since

DONOR holds the purse strings, RECIP realizes that it just can't do much

about it.  They have to swallow their pride and make due.  

For its part, DONOR is also happy to be partnering with RECIP,

and they are pleased to report to their own board and membership on the

good progress RECIP is making on program goals.  DONOR used to send

Northerners to do the community work, but it was costly to put them into

the field.  They tended to resign just when they were starting to become
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effective, and they were limited in their language and cultural abilities too.

In the long run, DONOR hopes to train locals so they can carry out the

work when, one day, DONOR leaves for good.  That's why it is so

important to work with a local organization, both to do better work now and

to build them up for the work in the future.  Still, when DONOR staff get

together and talk things over, they also express concerns.  To begin, it isn't

clear that RECIP's staff is as committed to development work as DONOR

would like.  They seem to have a healthier interest in their own salaries,

vehicles and hiring their own relatives than they do in achieving results in

communities.  RECIP has begun to establish a governing board, but the

board seems to be under the control of RECIP's executive director, and

DONOR wonders if RECIP is only going through the motions of board

formation just to please DONOR.  One of DONOR's goals for RECIP is for

them to be self-sustaining over time so that DONOR can withdraw and

know that the work in communities will continue.  But DONOR doesn't see

much movement in that direction, because RECIP seems to act as if

DONOR will always be there to finance their work.

The above story is of course made up, and some of the points are

exaggerated, but my guess is that many of the people involved in North-

South organizational relationships will see themselves somewhere in this

story.  There is some good in the story above, principally that Christians in

North and South are cooperating with each other to bring the full, or

holistic, gospel message to the poor.  This in itself is a mark of progress

over the days when Northern organizations ran intentionally paternalistic

programs.  But there is still a long way to go.  

Today, one of the generally accepted principles of development

work is that Northern organizations ought to work in partnership with

organizations from the South.  Partnerships have so much become the norm

that Alan Fowler says that "today's rule of thumb in international

development is that everbody wants to be a partner with everyone on

everything, everywhere" (2000, 3).  What development workers are

discovering, however, is that good, or authentic, partnerships are very hard

to build and maintain, for some of the reasons alluded to in the above story.

But there is hope too, and I will argue here that Christian organizations can

indeed learn to work together in authentic partnerships.  But it will take

some changes in mindset and some changes in practice, in both North and

South, to make progress in our partnerships and in the development work

we do together.  

II. Why North-South Partnerships are so Important
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Let's start out by admitting that the relationship described in the

opening story is not really a partnership, even though that is the term used.

Fowler says that many of the relationships referred to as partnerships are

really more like patron-client, or donor-beneficiary, relationships (1998,

140).  A number of studies on these sorts of North-South partnerships show

how difficult it is to work in authentic partnership when Northern

organizations, due to advantages of funds, education, and networks, are so

much more powerful.  Eade and Ligteringen conclude that "the word

'partnership' has today become devalued through uncritical overuse, often

to mask paternalistic practices on the part of NGOs" (2001, 15).  

That begs the question of what a true, or authentic, partnership

actually does look like.  Several researchers have tackled this question, as

have I in a study I did of the Christian Reformed World Relief Committee's

(CRWRC) partnerships in eight countries around the world.  According to

these several sources, authentic partnerships would include the following

characteristics:

C Common vision, sense of purpose, and clearly articulated goals

C Complementary strengths

C A sense of equality in the relationship (in size and character of the

organization and also in how people are treated and whose voices

count)

C Autonomous, self-standing organizations

C Shared responsibility and clear understanding of roles

C Mutual accountability

C Joint decision-making

C A strong, compatible working relationship

C Open and transparent communication

C A constructive method of resolving conflicts and disagreements 

C Willingness to compromise

C A practice of listening to and learning from each other

C Common understanding about the future of the partnership (See

Fowler 1998:144, Penrose 2000, 243, and Mancuso-Brehm 2001,

24).  

Up to now, the record of establishing these sorts of partnership

among Northern and Southern development organizations, even Christian

ones, has been poor, but there are good reasons for redoubling our efforts

to achieve them, not least because the notion of working together in

partnership is strongly supported in Scripture, as found in the passages

highlighted at the beginning of this article.   If Christians work in
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partnership, then we can expect to diminish hostility and to promote

reconciliation, to build on each other’s strengths, to help each other in times

of need, and to find the power of God in our work.  Authentic partnerships

will be more effective now, and more effective in the long run than the sort

of patron-client relationship that DONOR and RECIP now share.  Focusing

specifically on the arena in which development work is done, authentic

partnerships will have pronounced and positive impacts on four areas.

Local Impact: The most commonly accepted rationale for North-South

partnerships is increased efficiency in achieving impacts in such areas as

agricultural output, child mortality, income, and literacy.  This is probably

the one achievement that DONOR has already gained by working through

RECIP (notice the use of the preposition "through" instead of the more

partnership based preposition "with").  Efficiency gains can be expected

because local organizations know the local culture better, Southern

organization labor costs are lower, Southern organizations and their staff

have more longevity than Northern organizations and their staff, and

partnerships take advantage of complementary strengths.  If the partnership

becomes authentic rather than paternalistic, the gains will be even greater,

because there will be the added advantage coming from the sense of

ownership that RECIP will have in the mission.  Now, RECIP staff are

really just in the employ of DONOR.  Ownership is a powerful motivator

and a huge factor in the achievement of successful performance.

Civil Society: A second reason for working in partnership is the importance

of establishing and/or strengthening local organizations that will be there in

the long run and form part of the nation’s civil society. Locally owned civil

society organizations provide channels through which local people

participate in, direct, and thus own the development programs that affect

them.  These organizations also provide one means by which citizens can

participate in political and legal processes and thus both influence policy

and hold governments accountable.  The DONOR-RECIP relationship fails

badly here, because RECIP is taking its cues from outside rather than from

its own members.  As a result, their local roots are questioned, their voices

are weak, and their impact in doubt.  In an authentic partnership, DONOR

would not dominate, but facilitate and catalyze local processes, thus

strengthening both RECIP and local civil society. 

Global Development: A third reason for working in partnership is that the

scope of development is bigger than what occurs just in the South.  Global

issues like climate change, terrorism, international trade and finance, AIDS,
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ocean fishing, drug and arms trafficking, modern day slavery, and

international debt call for global solutions that require North and South to

listen to each other, learn from each other, and work together.  If people in

the South are to own the solutions and be committed to them, their voices

must be heard and they must contribute to the decisions and programs just

as much as people in the North.  The way to achieve this is in partnership.

Unilateral decision-making may work in the short run, but it sows seeds of

deeper troubles in the long run.

Kingdom Community: Finally, global development is about more than just

solving problems and tackling global issues; it is also about forming global

community, an aspect of partnership especially important to the Christian

community.  It is not only the impacts we achieve, or the problems we

solve, but the relationships themselves that have value. Andrew

Gwairangmin director of CRUDAN, a Nigerian Christian development

organization, says “we need each other.  Partnership is like being a friend.

We work together to grow and change.” Karl Westerhof of CRWRC says

that “partnership is about living in community with one another, which is

how God created us to live.  We must work together to overcome the

world’s brokenness, to build communities in which we can serve each other

and learn together.”  Tom Post, also of CRWRC, says “partnerships of

mutual respect build each other up and enrich each other, and so give us a

sense of life in the Kingdom of God.” Partnerships are thus one form of the

Pentecost vision of people from every tribe and nation joining together in

life, in work, in worship, in community.

All four of these reasons are important and integral one to the

other.  Historically, however, Northern non-governmental organizations

(NNGOs) began with a focus on short term results and they have gradually

moved to recognizing the importance of strengthening local organizations.

In contrast, Southern non-governmental organizations (SNGOs) tend to start

with the fourth reason and work back the other way.   They seem naturally

to place much greater emphasis on building community and developing

lasting relationships than do NNGOs. These orientations no doubt have

much to do with cultural characteristics (Rickett).  As NNGOs and SNGOs

work together more, and get to know each other better, and work toward

developing authentic partnerships, their effectiveness in all these important

areas of development will improve.

III. Why North-South Partnerships are Difficult to Build and Maintain

It is one thing to recognize the value of authentic partnership and
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to hold it up as an ideal, but it is quite another thing to achieve such a

partnership in practice.  For one thing, there is a long history of patronizing

behavior on the part of the North and a too easy acceptance of client, or

recipient, status on the part of the South.  But there are good signs that we

are all working together to overcome these patterns of relationships.  In fact,

I will make the bold claim that, by and large, the hearts and minds of the

development community are in the right place.  In both South and North,

we know how important it is to develop authentic partnerships.  What

causes the problems is not so much the hearts and minds, but the arms and

hands.  We have known for a long time how important indigenous process,

local ownership, committed participation, the development of the

organizational base, and the strengthening of global community are to

human development.  Few organizations and development theorists will say

anything different.  Instead, it is the practices associated with North-South

organizational relationships that get in the way (Brinkerhoff x).  These

practices are many, but they are generally associated with funding, capacity

building, and advocacy.

Funding comes from the North:  Funding is without doubt the most

sensitive and problematic issue in North-South partnerships, because with

funding from the North also comes the exercise of decision making

authority.  Holding the purse strings is a source of great power, and though

NNGOs don’t necessarily want to exercise that power, there are aspects of

the funding relationship that inexorably push them in that direction.  One

of these is the double-edged sword of accountability, with the key question

being to whom the partner organizations are responsible.  In theory, both

know  that they must, in the end, be accountable to the people in the target

communities, but in practice they must respond to the people and

organizations that give them money.  In their effort to be good stewards,

NNGOs have insisted on impacts and results, a practice that has led

somewhat naturally to a system of development contracting.  NNGOs know

what results they are looking for and they contract with willing Southern

partners to achieve them.  The problem is that contracts violate basic

principles of development and partnerships, for it is the Northern partner

who makes the key decisions.

Two additional complications that accompany Northern funding
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are the creation of long term dependency and the potential for corruption.1

The standard method of avoiding corruption in the short run is to insist on

transparent and methodical reporting and auditing procedures, once again

giving authority to the Northern partner.  A key to overcoming both

corruption and dependency is for the Southern partner to become financially

self-sustaining.  RECIP would thus develop its own local donor base and

build a membership that would sustain it financially as well as hold it

accountable.  For many SNGOs, however, developing such local

membership bases and organizational structures has proven problematic, for

reasons my many field interviews with SNGO leaders made clear:

C SNGOs are so programmed to look outside local networks for

funding that they have not built either the culture or the

institutions of charitable giving in their local contexts. 

C Most people in Southern communities are poor, and have little to

contribute.  Though some people in the South are very wealthy,

and there is a growing middle class, SNGOs have not been highly

successful at enlisting their support.  

C Churches in the South have focused their ministry more on eternal

salvation than on the well-being of people in the here and now.  In

other words, they have not nurtured a strong commitment to a

holistic gospel message.

C SNGOs funded by outsiders tend to pay their staff at higher rates

than local norms require, or than most community members

receive, so local people do not feel a strong sense of obligation to

foot the bill for maintaining the organization. 

Without its own source of funding and its own membership base,

the raw truth is that the Southern chair at the partnership table just is not as

big as the Northern chair.  

Capacity Building is Oriented Toward the South:   The second main

practical obstacle to the development of authentic partnerships arises out of

the widely accepted notion that development is about the South, with the

consequence that NNGOs believe they must provide training to people in

the South.  The proverb about teaching the man to fish is widely and
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repeatedly told in the North.  Thus, when NNGOs think about development,

they are not usually thinking about what they themselves or their member

constituencies can learn from the South.  They are thinking instead either

about “target communities” of the South or about the capacity of the SNGO.

It is a strange partnership when one partner’s purpose is to develop the other

partner.  Whereas the partnership ideal calls for mutuality, exchanges,

listening, and learning from each other, the reality of North to South

capacity building takes over in practice.

This sets up the NNGO as the teacher and the SNGO as the learner.

The SNGO finds itself constrained to accept this situation because it comes

as part of the funding package; “accept our funds, accept our training.”

Thus it is that NNGOs, infused with educational and organizational

sophistication, as well as their Northern cultural biases, generally determine

and conceptualize the capacities that must be built in SNGOs.  Not

surprisingly, NNGOs generally try to build the sorts of organizations that

they have learned about in the North and that they see functioning well in

the North, which tends to dissipate the all important initiative that should be

coming from the South.

Because NNGOs usually envision a day when they will withdraw

or phase out, one capacity they hope to strengthen in partners is their ability

to raise their own funds.  But while capacity building in this area may make

good sense, the overall goal is a strange one, at least when considered in the

context of authentic partnership.  Liz Goold of Oxfam says that “’there is

a paradox that true partnership is achieved at the moment of mutual

independence and equality, yet this is generally the moment the partnership

ends (quoted in Mancuso Brehm 2001, 41).’”  Just when an authentic

partnership becomes possible, the NNGO phases out of the relationship.

The second problem is that there are precious few examples of this strategy

actually working.  Organizations initiated with foreign funds may develop

strong program and managerial skills, but becoming independent, self-

sustaining organizations is exceedingly rare.  

The Question of Voice:  Whose voice actually counts?  Whose concerns

and viewpoints are actually represented?  When Northern and Southern

organizations partner, it is important for both to have relatively equal voices

in their cooperative ventures.  Even more than that, however, when

organizations work in advocacy, on national and global issues, the question

of legitimacy is crucial.  Though their stated objective is to speak for the

well-being of the poor whom they serve, there are reasons to suspect that

organizational voices will be impure.  First, a SNGO that owes its existence

to its Northern partners may well adjust its voice to their interests and
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visions.  Second, instead of speaking for the poor, the SNGO, with its own

staff and organizational existence to consider, might prioritize its own

bureaucratic well-being in its entreaties with governing authorities.  Third,

when SNGOs are funded by outsiders, Southern governments might well

be predisposed to consider the voice of the SNGO to be merely a

mouthpiece for NNGOs, who themselves might be contaminated by

government money they have received.  If they perceive the voice as too

foreign and too troublesome, Southern governments may even take action

against the NNGOs.  In the North, similar problems arise.  NNGOs

approach donor communities, governments, and international organizations

purporting to speak on behalf of the poor, but there are some who suspect

that it is once again their own interests, visions, and interpretations that get

voiced.  Susan VanLopik, CRWRC’s education and justice coordinator,

refers to this practice as “hijacking the voice of the poor,” which she

believes is entirely too common.  Under these conditions, not only is the

partnership weakened by the domination of one voice over the other, the

quality of the development work itself, in the arena of advocacy, is

seriously undermined.

IV. Overcoming the Obstacles:  Principles and Practices for Authentic

Partnerships

I have identified the key obstacles to authentic partnership as

Southern dependency on Northern funds, the prevailing mindset that it is

the South that needs development, and the legitimacy of the voices involved

in the partnership.  These are formidable obstacles with a long history

behind them and practices that have arisen around them.  The following

practices are presented as means by which these obstacles can, in fact, be

overcome, and by which authentic partnerships can actually be built.  These

practices are intended to improve tangible development impacts and

strengthen local civil society, while at the same time avoiding the

troublesome consequences to local ownership, initiative, participation, and

organizational integrity that often characterise North-South organizational

relationships today.  The experiences of CRWRC and its partners, as

discovered in my year-long research study, are presented for illustrative

purposes.

Put Down Local Roots, Partner with Locally Rooted Organizations: 

Many SNGOs today were created as subsidiaries of NNGOs.  Many others

were formed locally in response to the availability of donor funds from the

North.  In both situations there is an initial dependence on Northern
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direction and funding that is very difficult to overcome.  Overcoming that

dependence is all the harder because most of these organizations never

developed local membership bases.  CRWRC attempted both of these

strategies, but over thirty years not one these partners developed into a

firmly rooted, locally owned and supported membership organization.  On

the other hand, some of CRWRC’s strongest partners today were founded

by groups of local people who had a vision, put in large amounts of

volunteer time in the early days of their organization, and have inspired

others in their country to join them.  They have joined in partnership with

CRWRC from a position of strength, with a strong sense of their own

identity and mission.  They are able to stand up to Northern pressure when

necessary and negotiations about programs are naturally more collaborative.

Locally rooted organizations are already well on the way toward ensuring

commitment and avoiding the mercenary participation that comes when the

Northern partner hires the staff and pays the bills.  The staff chosen by the

organization's members are not there just to get a pay check, but to carry out

a mission.  Local accountability and good organizational structure are more

likely, because there is a critical mass of local people who witnessed and

felt the pangs of birth, and who believe in the organization.  Organizations

with such local integrity enjoy greater legitimacy when they work with

communities, governments, business, international organizations, and their

Northern partners.

Work toward a Relationship of Equality: Equality of voice, respect, and

authority is fundamental to an authentic partnership.  Is such equality

possible when funding and training come from the North?  Some

development professionals agree with Firoze Manji that funding creates an

insurmountable obstacle to equality: “No matter how good the personal

relationship between the Northern NGO and the Southern NGO, the latter

must accept the humiliation of being the receiver of charity.  Perforce, there

is a relationship of unequals. And inequality never built capacity: it nurtures

dependence; it establishes the material basis for dancing to the tune of the

donor” (Manji 2000:78).

Others, however, believe there are ways to work together and

manage funding that promote organizational equality.  In my interviews

with over forty leaders among CRWRC’s partners, may of whom were also

in partnerships with other NNGOs, I found that the following practices are

associated with a greater sense of equality on the part of the Southern

partner:  

C The less direct funding there is from the Northern partner 
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C The less dependency there is on Northern funding 

C The more donors the partner has

C The more funds the partner raises by itself from local sources

C The more sensitively the NNGO manages the funding relationship

C The more the NNGO listens to partner voices

C The more partners are truly involved in decision-making

C The more the NNGO manifestly values partners’ contributions

C The more trust and mutual respect has grown

C The more frequent and transparent is the communication

C The less favouritism the NNGO shows toward other partners

C The higher is the education level, competency and self-confidence

of the partners 

C The more partners lead training sessions for other partners

Each of these areas can be intentionally addressed by each

organization independently and together in joint planning activities.

Make Covenants, not Contracts: Many North-South development

partnership relationships are contractual, with financing schedules, program

plans, respective duties, and expected results carefully spelled out.  There

are some planning and accountability advantages of contracts, but the

practice is being increasingly questioned because of how they reinforce

Northern dominance.  While CRWRC also works with contracts, some of

its working relationships are more loosely structured around partnership

“agreements,” which are more general and allow more flexibility.  Recently,

some CRWRC fields have begun exploring the value of partnership

“covenants.”  A covenant, or long-term relationship agreement, is formed

after an initial courting period in which the two organizations spend time

together to discuss their identity, their values, and their vision and mission,

and also do some preliminary community work together.  Once formed, a

covenant binds the two organizations as partners.  Shorter-term working

plans are then discussed, agreed upon, and put into action.  This approach

helps avoid the limitations of the standard, contracted, development

‘project’.  Instead of being held to a contract’s stipulations and demands for

particular impacts, the covenant approach allows the organizations, along

with the communities, to continually monitor, evaluate, and adjust the work

that is being done.  Both partners enjoy the confidence that their partnership

is deeper than a contract, and that the work they do together can be planned,

implemented, monitored, and evaluated accordingly. 

Really Work Together: The typical partnership is arranged so that the
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NNGO provides funds and training and the SNGO does the work.  The

Northern partner assesses project or program proposals, provides funds and

training, receives reports from grantees, and evaluates the work via reports

and periodic site visits.  This practice is so common that many Southern

development professionals have been raised and trained in this style.  A few

of CRWRC’s partners profess to prefer this style of work, but the strong

majority say they prefer the closer contact with CRWRC staff that they have

become used to.  CRWRC has developed a liaison, or accompaniment,

model of partnership, which typically places a team of two or three

CRWRC staff persons with only five or six partner organizations in a given

country.  With that kind of ratio, CRWRC staff are engaged in frequent

consulting and planning with partners.  Community visits, annual planning,

various types of training at both organizational and community levels, and

evaluations are done in close collaboration.  In some cases the CRWRC

staff person is responsible for a particular program the SNGO is working on

(e.g. developing a training curriculum).  Davis Omanyo from Kenya says

that ‘with other (Northern) partners, it is grant writing, funding, reporting,

and evaluations.’  Omanyo had been trained at a Masters level in this style

of work, and, having become accustomed to it, found it hard at first to

accept the more frequent interaction that CRWRC was expecting.

Eventually, however, he reports that CRWRC staff became ‘workmates and

friends, and a good level of trust was built up through this frequent

interaction.’  Omanyo now believes this is how a partnership ought to

function.  One of the drawbacks of this practice is how expensive it is to

maintain field staff.  CRWRC’s partners are aware of the high cost of

expatriate field staff, but when asked if, given the option, they would prefer

more money to the CRWRC staff presence, about 90% said they would

choose the close working relationship over the money.  This is an important

point, especially if part of development is about building global kingdom

community.  We must focus as much on relationships as we do on

traditional measurable impacts.

Channel Each Other’s Voices: One of the main reasons for working

together more closely is the legitimation of the advocacy function of civil

society.  CRWRC’s Susan VanLopik insists that CRWRC staff must have

frequent personal contact with people at the grassroots.  If they do not

continually see the faces of the poor and hear their voices, then when the

NNGO speaks for the poor in the North, they will have a strong tendency

to substitute their own ideas of what the poor need instead of letting them

speak for themselves.  They will speak for the poor rather than channelling

the voices of the poor.  Working together helps authenticate the voices of
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advocacy when presented in the North.  Likewise, when a Southern

government considers a policy of special interest to NNGOs (e.g. customs

procedures, institutional registration, taxation), a close working relationship

allows the Southern partner to speak before its government with greater

integrity and influence.  In addition, through their partnership, Northern and

Southern organizations can help their own member constituencies learn

more about each other by bringing them into relationship with each other.

Such a practice will make the partnership relationship more of a two-way

street as people in the North come to realize that their role in global affairs

may be different and more central than they had ever imagined.  By

interacting with people from the South in a more equal way, and listening

more intentionally to the voices from the South, they will likely also learn

something about their own development.

Match Funds: There is no reason to think that the wealth and income gap

between North and South will soon disappear, nor any good reason to call

for an end to development assistance from North to South.  The real

question is how to achieve such transfers without falling into the traps of

excessive control on the one hand and lack of accountability on the other.

This leads one to a middle course between two extremes that have

dominated the aid community’s thinking on funding.  One extreme is to

assume that the North should just fund everything willingly.  This approach

describes many North-South relationships, but it undercuts local ownership.

The other extreme is to assume that Northern funding must completely end

when Southern partners become financially self-sustaining.  An appropriate

middle position is the fairly common, but little practiced, one of matching

funds, a strategy that allows continued help from the North, but that also

requires local commitment and ownership in the South.    

CRWRC has worked with the matching funds concept in several

countries, but results are not yet conclusive.  If the concept of matching

funds were to be implemented, two guidelines seem in order:  First, neither

partner should pay the salaries and start up costs of the other; instead, each

partner should raise these resources locally from its own membership and

donor base.  Contracts and government grants should not be used to pay

salaries of core staff as this will distance them from their organization’s

membership.  Second, once in partnership, both SNGO and NNGO should

finance jointly created programs in keeping with their capabilities.  The

extent to which the membership of each organization is contributing should

be a matter of periodic joint evaluation.

Phase Out Phase Out: One striking finding from the CRWRC interviews
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is that Southern development leaders are unanimously opposed to the idea

of NNGOs phasing out of the relationship.  This has much to do with the

fact that they value the partnership relationship for more than just its

practical benefits.  They see the partnership itself as part of the development

process.  Such a view makes good sense from a community building

perspective, but also from an effectiveness perspective.  For development

issues that are global as well as local, we need to develop civil society

organizations that build a sense of community, or social capital, on a global

scale.  What better way to do this than to build lasting partnerships among

like-minded organizations from South and North?  It makes little sense to

phase out of relationships that take so much time and effort to build.  

Like their Southern partners, CRWRC staff also have become

increasingly disenchanted with phase out, mostly for the simple practical

reason that they see no sense in phasing out of a partnership when good

development work is being done.  The traditional reason for phasing out is

to avoid dependency, but if care is taken to work in a covenantal way, to

work closely together, and to match funds, dependency can be avoided.  As

long as there is important work that two partners can do together, and as

long as the two organizations work productively together, changing and

evolving as times and needs call for, there is no reason to quit working

together.  

Because the development community has for so long been steeped

in thinking that assumes the legitimacy of the full autonomy and self-

sustainability, there has been little thought given to what a healthy, evolving

partnership might look like.  This is an important area for growth as North-

South partners work together to forge new models of partnership that

assume growth rather than separation.

Evaluate the Partnership: Another striking finding from the CRWRC

interviews is that even though CRWRC has worked in partnership for thirty

years, even though they put a lot of value on the partnership itself, and even

though they have developed many practices for working together and

listening to each other, they have never been careful about actually

evaluating the partnership itself.  Instead, partners and staff report that they

evaluate the achievement of program goals and the capacity growth in the

partner organization, but not the relationship itself.  If the growth of civil

society is itself part of what we hope to achieve in the developmental

process, and if community building is an important part of our overall goals,

then we need not only to evaluate the work at the grassroots and the

strengthening of the SNGO, but also the partnership relationship itself.
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Choose the Right Relational Model: Alan Fowler argues that partnerships

are not the only type of legitimate relationship among organizations.  Not

all working relationships should be referred to as partnerships.  Authentic

partnerships ought to be reserved for organizations that have deep

similarities in identities, underlying values, belief systems, and sense of

mission.  Such relationships should be cultivated carefully and over the long

term.  This does not prohibit shorter term ‘strategic partnerships’, which

have lower expectations about the depth of the relationship.  A strategic

partnership might link up a broad based community development

organization in the South with, for example, an organization that provides

microfinance support and capital.  Compatibility of identity and underlying

beliefs is less important in such a relationship, and short term, business-like

contracts might well be the appropriate model.  Other relationships might

be properly identified as collaboration, cooperation, alliances, consortia,

networks, or joint ventures.  For example, a relationship among a large

international donor, a NNGO, a SNGO, and a local government body to

bring potable water to a region, might be more appropriately thought of as

a cooperative venture than as a partnership.   

V. Looking Ahead:  What’s to Become of DONOR and RECIP?

Let us return to the story of DONOR and RECIP and map out a possible

future for them.  Currently, there is a tendency among both DONOR and

RECIP staff to locate the problems with their partners.  Both DONOR and

RECIP leaders know that their partnership is not as good as they’d like it to

be, but they have a hard time envisioning changes because they have

learned to live and work in a structure of development assistance that is

based on mindsets and practices inimical to authentic partnership.  As

DONOR and RECIP look to the future, both have their work cut out for

them.  If they really want to change, here are some suggestions for them. 

DONOR must avoid the tendency to allow funding to drive

programs and programs to drive relationships.  In large measure, this

sequence needs to be turned around.  DONOR should work hard to find

partners whose members share its fundamental commitments and values,

who have a strong commitment to mission, and who are generating

financial support from local members.  DONOR may need to be patient.

DONOR must then work with partners to develop programs that are owned

by all stakeholders.  DONOR must not come in with pre-packaged

programs and goals, and it must resist the temptation to contract.  This will

require flexibility on DONOR’s part to allow different program emphases

and styles.  In all its work, DONOR needs to learn how to listen and to work
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together with partners, not in a superficial, politically correct way, but in a

deeper way that shows give and take and compromise on both sides.

DONOR must be willing to put its own staff in the field to work together

with their partners, and they must open up their own organization to

evaluation by their partners.  Evaluation should not go just one way.  One

thing DONOR should not do is lower its standards of excellence and

accountability, but it needs to rethink, and reprogram, how those standards

are set and how accountability is built into the partner relationships.

As for RECIP, probably the biggest change it must make is to

work at deepening its local support and to build an organization that is truly

locally rooted.  This means that the first place RECIP should look for

funding support is its own members and stakeholders, and then, once there

is some significant local support, it can look to its own government and to

potential partners from the North.  For its own well-being, integrity, and

longevity, RECIP must cultivate local supporters who believe in the mission

so much that they are willing to sacrifice time and finances to it.  Local

supporters and members must build oversight mechanisms to build a strong

organization that is accountable to its local supporters.  For SNGOs linked

to churches this will mean building a commitment to holistic ministry

within church congregations, and to back up that commitment with financial

support.  If RECIP develops such local autonomy, with a strong sense of

mission, a support base of people who give of their time and money, then

RECIP must also be careful about accepting Northern partners.  RECIP too

must be patient, and it must avoid joining up with partners that only seek to

dominate.  The temptation RECIP will have to resist is accepting funding

from a NNGO that wants to contract with RECIP to do a job that the NNGO

has determined should be done.  RECIP must jealously guard its autonomy

and identity.

Together, RECIP and DONOR must also make some adjustments

in their relationship.  They will need to spend significant time getting to

know each other and building up a level of trust that will allow them to

work together in confidence.  This will begin in the process of developing

a covenant, and will continue over the years as they recommit to their joint

mission.  RECIP and DONOR should work together to fashion periodic

agreements about the particular work to be done, and both organizations

should contribute financing, training, and personnel in accord with their

abilities.  If both DONOR and RECIP accept the idea that they should be

long term partners in mission, then they should work together to forge plans

that envision the evolution of both their joint mission and the character of

the partnership itself.  RECIP and DONOR should plan together how they

will implement, monitor, and evaluate programs.  They should also plan
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carefully how they will hold each other accountable to each other and to the

broader mission they both share.  They should spend time evaluating not

only their programs, but also their partnership itself.  

Finally, names are important.  As DONOR and RECIP make

progress toward building an authentic partnership, there will come a time

when both organizations realize that their very names identify them as

participants in a patron-client sort of aid system.  When the time is right,

both organizations will want to rename themselves, not in some superficial,

pretend way, but because they really are on the way to something new and

better that will be more effective locally, build a stronger and more vibrant

civil society, become part of the solution to global problems, and bring

God’s people together as neighbors and friends working together in God’s

kingdom.
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