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1.
Introduction

"The world is quite thorny for the poor. No one will voluntarily make room for them. The scope of manoeuvering for the poor ultimately depends on the organizational efforts of the poor. How quickly can they build up their solidarity and hence the countervailing power...determines the extent of benefits which will accrue to the poor
."

The thrust for sustainable, self-reliant and participatory development has become a fundamental "CREDO" in the vision and mission statements of most development agencies. It also figures high on the priority list of poverty alleviation programmes of most national governments. Donor agencies, both governmental and non-governmental, as well as International or UN-organizations have always proclaimed to assist poor people in their struggle for independence and autonomy. This has encompassed a great -and sometimes confusing, if not conflicting- variety of development strategies allegedly leading out of poverty and towards sustainable livelihood, self-sufficiency and self-reliance. "No people are too poor, too isolated or too marginalized to remain beyond the reach of effective projects and programmes. While we have come to appreciate the importance of specifically designed micro approaches, the lessons of the 1980s have also reminded us that even these initiatives can fall short of expectations without equally careful attention given to the macro socio-political and economic framework in which all development goes forward
."

In retrospect, the reality looks quite different, the results tell another story. The experience of the past decade is even more disheartening
. It is true that the focus on poverty alleviation is sharper today because of the pioneering efforts of the United Nations System over the past three decades in casting light on important development issues. Yet, it cannot be ignored that the lack of politcal will of the rich countries, bad governance and civil war in many poor countries, important gaps in concepts, the design of programmes and operational strategies account for the persistence of mass poverty in the face of all development efforts
. More dependencies have been created at the expense of the poor in Africa, Latin America and Asia-Pacific. 

The poor and their potential for earning a decent livelihood are dependant from a complex multitude of key variables. Their access to assets like land and capital as well as to other resources/services is most limited and depends on a host of factors that cannot be influenced by the poor individual. However, it is well within the mandate of resource agencies (“Donors”) in the North and Civil Society Organizations (CSO’s), especially Non-Governmental (Development) Organizations (NG’D’Os)/ Self-help Promoting Institutions (SHPI) in the South to work on issues, establish networks of solidarity and thereby try to change the man-made framework conditions that inhibit change in favour of the poor.

This picture looks quite familiar even when analysing the side of the recipients of foreign or domestic development aid. Various approaches have been tested
. For the UN and World Bank, "popular", "people's" or "community participation" have become core and key elements to successful programmes. Participatory development to promote self-reliance and sustainability is meant to tackle obstacles in poverty alleviation and further refine concepts, strategies and development programmes. 

The policy instruments for poverty alleviation strategies and self-help promotion exclusively targeted for the most disadvantaged groups in rural and urban areas of Asia are as varied as the variables that influence or cause poverty. At the grass-roots level, People's Organizations (PO) and Self-help Groups (SHG) try to mobilize and organize people to stand for their own rights and provide them with inputs - both material and moral- to support their struggle for self-reliance.

2.
The concept of self-reliance and participatory development

It may be useful to look into some of the definitions and explanations by various authors on participatory development
, self-reliance and self-help promotion
. As we all agree, there is no derth of also recent research and publications on concepts, strategies, concrete stories documenting success or failure of attempts to help people stand on their own feet, earn a decent livelihood for themselves and their families on a sustained basis. What we have to look for are the critical elements of intervention, both by support institutions at local or national level as well as donor agencies.

The basic principle of development as adopted by NGOs is to help people to help themselves. This does not exclude the need to study the socio-political realities and mechanisms of society at large and to work for changes wherever chances of people to develop are unevenly shared, or where the access of people to assets and resources is restrained. On the contrary, self-help promotion and sustainable development are broad based concepts with a clear focus on and an almost exclusive option for the poor. Such people may be disadvantaged initially perhaps due to the lack of self esteem and poor self awareness or they lack the awareness of their own potential or lack the required material or human resources upon which to build their future.

Partners in development cooperation too should have an identical understanding of self-reliance and sustainable development that build up a peoples awareness of their potential, imbues them with self confidence and helps their self-respect grow. The essence of self-reliance lies in the firm belief that people have the potential to organize themselves. Basically, every individual has the capability and should be enabled to have the capacity to utilise his own resources to attain self-reliance. But self-reliance is best achieved through collective efforts and interaction among the people. The principal of interdependence should characterize the efforts made towards self-reliance building to achieve sustainable development.

2.1.
Major objectives in self-reliant and participatory development

Self-reliance is not just one factor in development, nor even one goal. Rather, it is a total approach to development - an end and a means for social development, which seeks to create the widest opportunity for all people to release their full human potential. It's purpose is achieved when people concerned gain self-respect and confidence in their abilities. In order to unfold and develop these abilities, one must be familiar with the sources from which the way of life, values and cultural identity of the people derive. To a large extent, these sources consist of moral standards, cultural and religious traditions and the general attitude towards nature, one's fellow beings and transcendental matters. It is important to discover those sources, to understand and use them to the fullest in order to promote development strategies that are compatible with peoples needs and way of life. According to the International Council of Social Welfare (Vienna 1986) self-reliant and participatory development is best described as processes which include all or most of the following objectives:

1.
Priority on producing for and meeting the basic needs of all members of the community by that community;

2.
Maximum initiation of development by local people, and full participation of the people in all phases and aspects of the development process;

3.
Priority focus on the development and optimum use of local resources, structures and processes. Encouragement and care of local initiative, creativity, knowledge, skills and culture;

4.
Reduction in the need for relationships based on dominance or dependence between sectors and groups involved in development;

5.
Maximum sharing of both the benefits and costs of development at all stages and across all sectors and levels of society (global to individual); and

6.
Promotion and support of local social institutions - especially strengthening of the family and cohesive communities.

2.2
Principles and criteria of self-reliance and sustainability 

Sustainable development was first discussed in association with the report of the Brundtland Commission, 'Our Common Future' (Oxford 1987). Here, the World Commission on Environment and Development defined sustainable development as "Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs". In a critical commentary to this report, six principles of self-reliant and sustainable development were described as

1. the principle of the cultural and social integrity of development: Development must grow within, and not be slapped on from the outside;

2. the ecological principle: Development must be compatible with and restore diversity and rely on sustainable forms of resource use;

3. the solidarity principle: Development must provide the basic necessities of life and secure living conditions for all people, promote equity and avoid unequal exchange;

4. the emancipation principle: Development must foster self-reliance, local control over resources, empowerment and participation by the underprivileged and marginalized, and opportunities for action people can feel is fulfilling;

5. the non-violence principle: Development must be peaceful, both in the direct sense (the non-use of physical violence) and in the structural sense (violence as embodied in the institutions of society); and

6. the principle of error friendliness: Development must allow for mistakes without endangering the integrity of the immediate ecosystem and resource base
.

These principles go much further than the original purely economic definition of sustainability encompassed. In this context, sustainability was seen as a level or condition achieved by an income generating programme whereby the programme itself is able to continue without further external assistance. That means, it should achieve independence from subsidies and grants and still continue to provide adequate services and be able to plan future activities. Ideally, its programme impact should multiply beyond the initial persons or groups involved.

The critical elements or success factors of sustainable development processes and the degree to which the peoples organizations or communities move towards self-reliance can be described as follows:

-
a community or an organization with a strong degree of self-reliance would be quite autonomous in its decision making and its activities - as opposed to being dependent on the decisions or actions of others;

-
a self-reliant community or organization would develop many self-sustaining activities. It would be increasingly able to maintain itself and its development largely through its own efforts, capacities and resources - as opposed to activities being continually externally sustained;

-
and a self-reliant organization would be substantially self regenerating. It might receive and require some external inputs, but it would generate energy, direction, ideas and new resources internally too, and these would be the vital element.

3.
Sustainable Development and participatory organizations

From various studies on self-help promotion, participatory development, poverty alleviation and self-reliance it becomes obvious that sustainability at the micro-level is secured through development of grassroots organizations. It is through such organizations that the poor attempt to bring about planned changes in their lives
.

The poor (“target groups”) need to organize themselves, and initiate a process of self-reliant development if they are to stand on their own. As individuals, they confront too many odds and are likely to lose in the struggle for survival. The strategies, systems and tools used for organization development vary considerably from one NGO to another, but it is absolutely essential that the programmes aiming at self-reliant and participatroy development while adopting the self-help approach build up strong, viable, participatory and accountable people's organizations at the grassroots.

The main characteristics of such self-help groups or local level NGOs are that they are
:

-
small and homogeneous. The smallest units in even very large-scale programmes of NGOs comprise of five to ten members only. Although co-operatives and village-based organizations tend to be larger, there is a distinct advantage from the smallness of the primary groups in terms of greater cohesiveness in relationships and more intensive participatory interaction in decision-making.

-
results of an organization development process which is based on close face-to-face relationships and participatory deliberations. Basic management and decision-making skills can be acquired by the group, not necessarily through formal training, but through regular meetings, accountable leadership, internal discipline in financial matters and acceptance by the group of simple rules and procedures. Almost all NGOs invest heavily in training of the target group as the building block in human resource as well as institutional development. Training (orientation and skills) of project or programme staff is also given a very high priority.

-
explicitly aiming at sustainable and self-reliant  programmes to overcome poverty. Ultimately, sustainability is dependant on the concept of ownership of the programme. While there are government-sponsored and NGO-initiated projects in all countries, at some point it becomes relevant to ask as to who owns the project or who are the main stakeholders. Those projects and programmes to fight poverty which have proved to be more durable and resilient, have the established principle of ownership by the people, the poor themselves. They possess the potential to become self-reliant in the forseeable future, or have achieved a varying degree of self-reliance already.

-
gradually building up capacity to identify and effectively mobilise own resources. The means used for developing such a capacity has to feature prominently in the project design. The ability and willingness to save -even very little amounts of money- and the willingness and ability to repay loans on a regular basis are pre-conditions to sustainable development. Accumulation of own capital in incremental amounts in turn would depend on the capacity building among the poor to save, invest and earn more income and thereby get out of the vicious cycle of poverty.

-
promoting institutional development. The process is reinforced when the grassroots organizations begin to acquire inner strength, a positive self-image of their potential and resilience to overcome problems or threats, be they external or internal in nature. They must, on a community or a group basis, diversify their programmes in response to their multiple development needs. As the organization grows out of the 'pilot-stage', it tends to become multi-sectoral, to ensure more comprehensive multi-dimensional development of the target group. It encompasses social development activities that can meet basic needs of the community relating to health, education, child nutrition, vocational training, housing and sanitation. In the process, the organization becomes more complex and it has to establish new linkages with government, non-government and private organizations, donor and consulting agencies to obtain the required inputs as needed.

4.
Relationship between NGOs and Self-Help Groups (SHG)

It is quite evident that the role of NGOs has to be seen in relation to their service for the poor and the marginalized
. Their reason to exist is the delivery of services (in the broadest sense) which are relevant and beneficial for the progress of the target groups.

These services are indeed of crucial importance for the initiation and growth of SHG and we can observe quite a big variety of NGO-functions. Without trying to be exhaustive, I would like to mention:

-
providing ideas and concepts

-
giving education, direction and motivation

-
obtain necessary funding

-
providing ongoing advice on orientation, organizational and technical matters

-
doing advocacy work for issues concerning the poor

-
networking local initiatives and experiences to influence policy making on higher levels

-
establishing contacts to mobilize international solidarity.

Although we recognize the great importance of these services for the development of SHOs, we cannot deny that there exist a number of risks and ambiguities in the process of their delivery. It is necessary to be aware of these pitfalls and to look for safeguards which may prevent undesirable developments at the expense of the poor, who are supposed to be benefitted from the NGO activities.

A very basic problem lies in the fact that the NGO has an advance in infromation and know-how, whereas the target group at an early stage of organization may not be able to define clearly its needs and the type of services it requires. It is therefore the provider of services who decides an actual service offered, which may be more in the material or nonmaterial (ideological) interest of the NGO than of the poor. A safeguard against such developments is the early involvement and active participation of the SHG in the development process and a clear resolution on the part of the NGO, to increase the options of the poor but not to impose preconceived solutions.

Working with the poor leads often to conflicts, since the empowerment of the poor is encroaching on existing power structures. The consequences of these conflicts may have to be shared by both the NGO and the SHG, which can lead to an approach which is trying to avoid even necessary conflict. In order not to endanger its existence or its activities, the NGO can withdraw to more save and noncontroversial activities wich may in fact not tackle the real issues. But we have also to see the danger where the NGO leads the SHG into a conflict situation where the consequences endanger the very existence of the latter, whereas the NGO just leaves for another field.

These short examples
 show the existing ambiguities in the relationship between SHG und NGOs and therefore require from the latter the introduction of mechanisms which can safeguard the continuous respect for the genuine needs of the poor. These checks and balances include:

-
the clear definition of functions and responsibilities;

-
the introduction of effective control systems, such as supervisory boards, accountability, audits,

-
Transparency and broadly based decision making processes. This transparency has also to prevail among the resource agencies involved,

-
the involvement of the SHG in the decision making about nature and form of the services provided by the NGO.

Ideally it should be the target group which pays for the services it receives. This is very often not, or not yet possible and therefore a resource agency steps in by funding the activities of the NGO. Such an arrangement carries the danger that the receiving NGO relies mostly on foreign funds without asking the beneficiaries to pay for services or tapping local sources. The dependance on a foreign resource agency then created has as its counterface a growing independance from the users of its services. This is definitively an undesirable prospect, especially when external subsidies are needed over a longer period of time. Since it is usually not possible for the resource agency to provide the SHG itself with the necessary purchasing power to buy the needed services, the direct support of NGOs is only the second best, but the only feasible way of securing its operation.

5.
Critical aspects in NGO – Donor Relationship

Are NGOs agents of the people or agents of donor agencies? This question has been at the core of many studies and evaluation reports. The impact of “money”, the chief commodity of donors, and the dependency of the “beneficiaries” need to be critically looked at
.

Donor agencies of all kinds seek and cherish direct (funding) relationships with NGOs. We are excluding here the bilateral ODA from Donor Government (agency) to Recipient Government (Agency) and focus on the Civil Society and NGOs as recipients of outside financial help. Not denying the good intentions of both donors and recipients, one has to be aware of the structural limitations of the system of international aid for local development that creates the risks and failures.

5.1
Donor tailored activities

The most obvious risk of receiving foreign aid is that a local organization will almost inevitably design and organise its activities to suit the donor. Every donor agency has certain procedures, criteria, cycles of decision-making and reporting, evaluation-system and preferences. If a local organization wants to receive money, it is forced to artificially isolate a section of its current and planned activities and define this as a “project” or “programme”: a concise, planned activity taking place over a limited number of months/years and aiming for certain measurable results. The natural stream of improvising and responding to an ever-changing environment is frozen into some blue-print and donors will start examining whether future activities match the project planning, instead of looking at their overall impact, also outside the project. Not only does this approach require a level of managerial and planning skill that most local agencies do not have (or want to have), but it introduces a way of thinking and decision making that does not usually help real participation by members.

5.2 Donor oriented leadership

It’s not only the choice of activities that can be determined by the presence of some donors. Perhaps more important even is the fact that the quality and structure of the leadership of local organizations can be affected by over-exposure to donor agencies. One of the many in-built limitations of most donor organizations is that they can only deal with a limited number of people, who should be able to project an attractive image of their organization, who speak not only English, but development jargon as well, who are “on call” whenever the donor needs them. This situation can generate a leadership style that is extremely dangerous, especially for so-called “participatory organizations”. It can reinforce centralised decision making, put emphasis on formal education and verbal fluency and provide an incentive for leaders to look at the donor instead of members. It puts a premium on those organizations and, within the organization those people, who are based in town, the Capital, and who know more about report and proposal writing than about listening to the people. Office manners and administrative routine become more crucial to such leaders than work with members and life in rural areas.

5.3 Donor dependent organizations

The next level of donor impact on local development efforts is the nature of the local organization itself. When local organizations are entirely dependent on outside funding, the quality, competence and integrity of the local organization can be affected. Accountability to local people is replaced by accountability to donor. Whether activities serve any real purpose and respond to real needs doesn’t matter, so long as the donors are satisfied. Consequently quite artificial organizations develop, without a strong local base and without real roots in the social and political reality of their place.

5.4 Donor-dictated development

The highest level of interference by donors – the strategy for development as such. Not talking about direct (criminal) corruption through the embezzlement of funds, but referring instead to the imposition of models of development and the moral, intellectual or political corruption of the minds of people.

International development thinking is highly fashion-conscious and at more or less regular intervals some “new answers”, “new development models”, “new approaches” and “new Strategies” come up and are exported to the South. 

When it was (en vogue) to follow the “Basic Needs”, or “Integrated Rural Development”, or any “Sector-specific” approach, donors would steer the local organizations in that direction too. These fashion-designed approaches have led to wave-like funding for “Green Revolution” (to oppose the “Red Revolution”), “Basic Health”, “Education-for-all” and other huge programmes in times when the target of 0.7% GDP was still on the agenda and matched by corresponding spending by donor governments and through donor agencies all over the rich world. 

6.
Concluding remarks

The promotion of peoples' participation and the struggle for genuine self-reliance of people's organizations at the grassroots can and should be promoted from the outside. However, these interventions have to be carefully planend, cautiously assessed and orchestrated with the overall planning and implementation of the people concerned. This requires not only a rethinking in donor agencies, but of equal importance is a more active involvement of the "beneficiaries" by self-help promotion institutions and other intermediaries. This is to be facilitated through participatory planning methods, people-oriented extension approaches and people-centered technology development, as well as transparency and accountability at all stages of planning and implementing projects.

Inspite of tremendous progress along these lines and laudable efforts and achievements especially of NGOs in the South, it is observed that many good intentions fail, because the institutional framework (legal, social, cultural and economic conditions) in most countries do not favour participatory approaches in general and the emergence of genuine initiatives towards self-reliant and sustainable development of the bottom poor in particular.

This institutional framework, of course, is man-made, determined by power-relationships and dictated by bureaucratic rules and regulations which are rigid - but definitely not eternal. That means there is room for action and change and where needed, the right kind of advocacy and lobbying , internal, national and international pressure on Governments can bring about long awaited reforms and changes, which have to be compatible with our understanding of human dignity, self-respect and independence of partners in self-reliant and sustainable development
.

[TL/ 30.09.2003]
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