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Poverty and sustainability

SINCE the ﬁ.smn cumznc)r crisis in 1997 and
even before then, development NGOs in the
country have been facing a financial crisis. [ use
the restrictive term “development NGOs" de-
hheratel}r, to refer only to non-government or-
ganizations engaged in human and community
" development work, and to distinguish it from
the rest of “civil society,” which includes polit-
cal organizations and parties, civic groups and
even religious organizations.
. Anyway, NGOs have traditionally depended
on a few sources of funds to. sustain their op-
erations. Some NGOs are created and/or sup-
ported by corporations or families, who consider
the NGO their vehicle for social development.
Cynies have often accused these corporations
and families of using these NGOs or founda-
tions as tax shelters or as salves for their con-
sciences. But let’s not get into that.

Other NGOs rely on local philanthropists or
local fund-raising activities, such as bazaars,
sponsored affairs like premieres and concerts,
fun runs and the like.

Many development NGOs also depend on
foreign sources of funds, These range from the
development agency of a foreign government
(such as the US Agency for International Devel-

‘opment, and the Canadian International Devel-
opment Agency), a United Nations agency (such
as the UN Fund for Population), or a foreign
church organization (such as Misereor, which
is the German bishops’ fund-raising arm) or
even a foreign private fund (such as the David
and Lucille Packard Foundation or the Freidrick
Ebert Foundat{nn].
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WHYnlmuldaﬁ:ragn government or a foreign

institution be interested in funding the work of
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For some governments, the “transaction” may
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tage, such as improving relations between the
two countries, or it may simply fall in line with
its foreign policy, ﬂilﬁa!ﬂﬂﬂlmﬂghlg

develupmentiu poor countries (a dmrelnp-ed '

economy, alter all, has a greater appetite for
foreign goods). Or the impetus may simply
spring from genuine humanitarian concern (let's
‘not discount that totally).

But even if institutions have been the
most common (I don't know ifit's the pre-
ferred option) source of funding '
NGOs, dealing with them has its drawbacks.

For one, foreign funds are generally limited to
what is called a “cjrele,” most commonly three
years. That is, after a project proposal is ap-
proved and an amount is agreed upon, the money
will stop coming after three years, or even be-
fore that if something goes wrong, thereby lim-

iting the life of any ot Sometimes, a funder
may believe sos in the project that it will
approve an extension, but that, too, is limited
toa cycle.

For another, project funds are expected (and
for this reason the accounting and paper work
demanded is stringent) to be used solely for the
project itself. Funders generally frown upon
project money being used to sustain secretariat
or administrative operations, such as salaries of
personnel. Although one has to wonder how the
funders expect an NGO to sustain its operations
without the personnel to carry out the projects.
Administrative mafmemﬂndhyﬂm
local partner as its “counterpart.”

BUT as I said earlier, ],atel_i,r, the development
NGO community has been facing a financial eri-
sls. Over the years, there has been a steady

decline in funding. Private local and foreign’

sources have been badly hit by the economic
crises. Even projects which have been up and
running have had their scope and financing
curtailed to accommodate a funder's changed
circumstance,

Assistance from foreign gu:rvemmﬂnts is also
subject to-shifting political priorities, whether
from a change in administration or a foreign
affairs emergency. After the fall of the Berlin
Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union, for
instance, aid money was shifted from Asia ‘and
Africa to the newly independent furmer Soviet
states and to Eastern Europe,

No wonder the buzz word among NGOs
these days is “sustainability.” Simply put, it's an
organization's ability to stand on its own with-
out need of external supports, be it from gov+-
ernment, a foreign funder or a sponsor. For the
truth of the matter is, unless it finds sustainable
sourcesof funds, an NGO, no matter how praise-

worthy its endeavors, cannot exist for long.
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IRONICALLY the call for “sustainability” and
the drying up of traditional funding sources
come at a ime when the need for development

delivery

generating activities, job gener. education,
community organization and the like—is in-
creasing in urgency and :
All the foregoing, in fact, is by way of a
lengthy to a discussion of the “PEACe
Bonds,” which was the attempt of Code-NGO, the
largest umbrella organization of development
NGOs in the country, to go beyond the “tradi-
tional” sources of funds to ensure the
“sustainability” of its members and its members’

“We had Iungbem conscious of the tighten-
ing and in fact closing off of many sources of
funds,” says Marissa chair of
Code-NGO. “But at the same time, we realized
that we needed to act witlmunmt urgency to
address poverty in our country. And this was
brought home to us even more vividly after the

May 1 siege of Malacafiang.” (More tomorrow)






