
The global economic down 
turn is perceived by some to 

have started to turn the corner, 
especially in America. In other 
parts of the world, notably 
China, a massive stimulus 
package is showing signs of 
reviving the economy. This is 
good news for many around 
the world. It should also be 
good news for civil society 
organizations operating in the 
developing world that depend 
on donations and other income 
from the North. However, 
the resumption of funding 
levels will likely not reverse a 
fundamental change that has 
happened upon civil society 
working in the South.

Shifts

First, full recovery will take 
some time. The effect of this 
is to extend the period over 
which a number of Non 
Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) are vulnerable to 
significant downscaling. In the 
meantime, the reduced amount 

of resources that NGOs are able 
to put on the ground translates 
to less interventions and lower 
clout among their stakeholders. 
In real terms, funding for NGOs 
has reduced and, in any case, 
the resources available have 
been dwarfed by high needs 
arising from the impact of the 
down turn in the South.

Second, in some African 
countries, an increasing amount 
of resources has become 
available from governments 
towards education, health and 
agriculture. In others, such 
as Kenya, the Constituency 
Development Fund mechanism 
is availing more resources for 
spending at the local level. The 
sum of these shifts is to place 
responsibility for development 
in the hands of government 
and the people while NGOs 
migrate from direct benefit and 
infrastructure projects, otherwise 
referred to as ‘service delivery’, 
to focus on advocacy and policy 
interventions in favour of poor 
and vulnerable groups. 

Third, accountability is a touchy 
matter as borne out by recent 
events in a number of African 
countries including Sudan and 
Ethiopia. There are concerns 
that NGOs could become 
parallel states, funded by 
foreigners, staffed by aliens and 
responsible to none. Besides, 
the duality of accountability 
between local and foreign 
stakeholders undermines 
representative legitimacy for 
many NGOs working in the 
South. 

Convergence

In the meantime, two key 
broad developments, one in the 
corporate world and the other 
among the citizens, are opening 
up the prospect for an alliance 
of corporate and civil society 
interests. 

Corporate social responsibility, 
growing from the days of token 
donations, is moving towards 
focus on themes that address 
the broader interests of citizens 
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and resonate with the work 
NGOs do. Companies are 
also dedicating an increasing 
amount of money and direct 
staff involvement towards social 
responsibility. 

On the other hand, citizen-led 
conversations regarding the 
performance of government 
and democracy as practiced in 
Africa, is becoming a familiar 
feature of political discourse. 
The disruption visited upon 
the lives of many citizens by 
the economic downturn will 
lead to further social stress 
and, especially in urban areas, 
to political disquiet. Events 
in Kenya and Zimbabwe are 
throwing into sharp relief the 
fact that businesses cannot 
afford to ignore these questions. 
Going forward, governance and 
economic development will be 
the two most pressing concerns 
for African peoples. On these 
two priorities, corporate and 
civil society activities find 
convergence. 

Therefore, there is plenty room 
for corporate and civil society 
collaboration on ‘brick and 
mortar’ projects; and on policy 
initiatives aimed at combating 
poverty, alleviating its effects 
and minimizing associated 

political risks. Lessons from the 
impact of political upheavals 
show that it is important 
for businesses to support 
efforts aimed at establishing 
flourishing, equitable 
economies; and strong 
democratic institutions. Long-
term stability and enlightened 
interests demand that private 
sector proactively engages 
with the process of building 
institutions that uphold good 
governance. This can best be 
done by carefully working with 
civil society.

Transform

The bottom line is that NGOs, 
at least in the meantime, do 
not have as much money as 
they used to have and are being 

‘displaced’ as governments 
take up their rightful 
role in the development 
process. With improved 
accountability, NGOs could 
reposition their income 
streams to tap a sizeable 
amount from the local 
corporate sector. On the other 
hand, companies can only 
engage and do so much in an 
arena that is clearly outside 
their ‘core business’ yet vital 
for long-term stability and 
business growth. This unique 
convergence of interests is 
an opportunity to develop a 
win-win alliance between 
enlightened corporate 
partners and civil society that 
will transform African nations. 
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