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Tony Vaux began by agreeing with Mr. Forbes Matonga that the relationship between national NGOs and international NGOs (INGOs) was a matter of serious concern. All too often, the power lies on the one side and the knowledge, as well as work, lies on the other side. The state of this relationship is very shameful and Vaux called on the participants not to leave the conference without “some plan to put it right”. 

The unhealthy relationship had become particularly apparent during the tsunami response when many NGOs expressed the feeling that they were being exploited by INGOs whose main focus was spending money. NGOs scaled up, but were then left with unsustainable levels of staff. They also lost the confidence of the local population; the relationship changed from one of working together to one in which NGOs simply provided funds, goods, and services. The question is where did we go wrong, how did we get to this morally wrong position?
 

Vaux traced this development back to the origins of the Red Cross/Red Crescent Code of Conduct (Code) in the early 1990s. INGOs were becoming increasingly competitive and many new organisations were appearing without necessarily having the skills and standards. The Code, in which Vaux was involved, was an attempt to limit competition and focus humanitarian action around principles rather than expediency or emotional response. Since the problem was identified as being competition between INGOs, there was little to no consultation with NGOs on the Code. The Rwanda crisis of 1994 further increased fears of big INGOs worrying about poor standards in humanitarian action, particularly with regards to small, untested NGOs based in the West who took on responsibilities that they could not meet. This experience led to the Sphere Charter and Standards.

 

Although much of this activity was intended to restrain poor practice among Western aid agencies it had the effect of marginalising national NGOs that did not speak the language of the Code and had not prepared themselves to work with Sphere Standards. This development led to a kind of 'class division' in which some NGOs occupied an inferior position in need of Sphere and Code training.

 

These tensions were further exacerbated by the huge increase in humanitarian funding in the 1990s from bilateral donors. Humanitarian aid became a recognisable 'industry' with strong interests of its own. Partly to attract the attention of donors, INGOs increased their policy analysis and advocacy work but much of this was targeted towards Western institutions rather than national governments. INGOs have done very little to strengthen advocacy at national level.

 

After September 11, 2001, the role of INGOs became particularly suspect to national NGOs because of the apparent links to Western security interests in the context of the 'Global War on Terror'.

 

These trends have led to serious tensions between INGOs and NGOs.

 

The changes in the international system away from a North-South bipolar system towards a multipolar world are not reflected in our humanitarian system. At the same time, with the financial crisis, the West has lost some of its authority or credibility with regards to solving problems. On the positive side, with Barack Obama's commitment to re-establish American leadership on the basis of truth and justice rather than strength and power, there may be an opportunity to address the political undercurrents of the problem. But more is needed. The real problem is the uneven balance of power between INGOs (with the money) and NGOs (with the long-term local interest).

 

ICVA may be able to play a useful role in addressing this current imbalance but no-one gives up power easily. The initiative may not come from INGOs but will need to come from NGOs.
