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Dependency
In the meantime the 
steady flow of funds from 
the North to developing 
countries in the South 
points to persistent poverty 
and growing dependency. 
The organizations that use 
the money understand 
community participation to 
mean the involvement of the 
local people in a programme 
introduced by the agency 
for the development of 
the community. Often, the 
community itself is not given 
the primary responsibility 
for its development. On 
the other hand, many 
NGOs seek to include 
the views of community 
members and to be guided 
by their articulation of their 
development priorities. 
In practice, however, 
communities are adept at 
understanding the priorities 

of development agencies 
and reflecting these in 
their comments and input. 
Therefore, in seeking to 
strengthen organizational 
relevance to the broader 
development and poverty 
challenges that African 
citizens face, it is our 
considered opinion that 
in addressing structural 
and organizational issues, 
NGOs must include a re-
examination of the interface 
between them and the 
communities they work with. 

Meaningful change
The results of the work 
of civil society should be 
reflected in the extent to 
which citizens are able to 
take charge of their lives in 
seeking to improve their lot. 
It should be evident in the 
extent to which communities 
are assertive in securing 

and enjoying their rights; 
and in holding government, 
duty bearers and other 
actors accountable in their 
interactions with them. In our 
assessment, the difference 
between organizations 
that deliver meaningful, 
positive change and those 
that promote dependency, 
and by extension poverty, 
is dependent on the 
extent to which the 
organization’s outlook 
and activities promote 
community organization. It 
is those NGOs that combine 
appropriate research with 
practice as well as action and 
reflection - in dynamic and 
socially relevant interaction 
with community members 
and their organizations- that 
stand an excellent chance 
of delivering meaningful 
change.

Empowering Civil Society Organizations: 
The Role of Community Organizing 

One of the enduring legacies of the last three decades is the extent to which NGOs have 

redefined Africa’s development politics. They have been incorporated into development 

policy making and a framework for NGO-Government policy relations has been developed 

in many countries. However, despite the inclusion of civil society actors, their impact on 

policy has remained limited because power relations have remained intact. Structural and 

organizational issues prevent civil society organizations from wielding any real influence and 

changing the direction of development policy (Opoku-Mensah, 2007). 
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Community organizing
Community organizing 
presents a powerful way 
of communicating to 
citizens the need to take 
responsibility for actively 
holding the government 
and other duty bearers 
accountable.  It is a 
planned change strategy 
to development. It is 
particularly effective in 
enabling citizens, through 
a participatory process, to 
overcome passivity and 
fear. It aims to transform 
apathetic and voiceless poor 
into dynamic participatory, 
responsive and responsible 
community members. It is 
an indispensable tool for 
development workers and 
other agents of positive 
change. 

Lasting impact
Acquiring community 
organizing skills is critical 
to making the work of 

community organizers, 
and development workers 
in general, much more 
effective. The lasting effect 
of civil society should not 
be measured by the volume 
of funds funneled to the 
South. Instead it should 
be measured by the extent 
to which communities 
become emancipated 
from dependency and the 
debilitating effects of unequal 
power relations. To make 
durable impact, organizations 
will be required to tackle 
powerlessness and enable 
citizens to be aware of their 
individual and collective 
potential and capability. 
What is needed are change 
agents determined to 
overcome inertia; and to prod 
and pressure community 
perceptions that support 
complacency and impunity 
on the part of duty bearers. 
Such change agents will need 
to uncover dissatisfaction, 
challenge status quo and 

the accompanying fear of 
change, thereby energizing 
the community members 
towards change and freedom 
from poverty. That energy 
would be directed at, for 
instance, advocacy-oriented 
issues; developing alternative 
and appropriate technologies; 
or organizing socio-economic 
and income generating 
activities. Community 
organizing allows NGOs to 
work with communities to 
shift power relations so as 
to enable them to positively 
influence and change 
the pace and direction of 
development policy.   

Opoku-Mensah Paul (2007) 
‘Restructuring African 
Development Politics: NGOs and 
Development Policy Making in 
Ghana’ in eds. Opoku-Mensah, 
Paul, Lewis, David, Tvedt, Terje 
Reconceptualising NGOs and Their 
Roles in Development: NGOs, Civil 
Society and the International Aid 
System. Aalborg University Press  


