Towards a strategy for INGO/UN agency’s responding to Nargis and working with civil society partners (CSOs)
(excerpted from the Save the Children Fund…)

Many INGO/UN agency in-country strategies include justification of and plans for a significant focus on working with civil society both as an objective it it’s own right (capacity building) but also to meet the objectives of humanitarian programme (operational capacity). The rationale for working with civil society actors is linked to the fact that the public sector is poorly developed and the aim of longer term self-reliance. This also holds for emergency responses such as Nargis. 

However, there are a number of additional reasons for prioritising working with CSOs in the current situation: 

· CSOs have already reached many communities that INGOs have not, and developed relationships that will be important for on-going work; disregarding these relationships and replacing local groups by INGO/UN agency teams may not always be the best decision  - it can both disappoint local communities and weaken opportunities for productive relationship between the CSOs and INGOs in the longer term

· CS may be able to maintain access to areas over time in a way that INGOs can not

· Massive INGO/UN agency expansion to directly implement to relief and recovery will weaken both shorter and longer term capacity of CS to play its role. This will occur not only if INGOs bypass local groups, but also as they recruit staff from local groups, capture all available resources etc 

· The level of poverty of Delta populations even pre-Nargis was such that a positive CS expansion would be a very important process for much needed longer-term development

· An important part of the psycho-social healing process involves promoting self-help and local groups to respond to local needs. By ensuring that self-help groups (SHGs) and local community-based organisations (CBOs) are taking a lead, we can be supporting this healing process in a way that INGO/UN agency direct implementation would find less easy.

· Given the scale of the recovery needs, the vulnerability of populations to further cyclones and the political issues, the imperative to strengthen local capacities for self-help must be treated as ‘minimum standard’ of our response 

· Sub-contracting to CSOs to implement our objectives and meet our targets may not be the best approach – a degree of negotiation will be needed

· Supporting CSOs also poses risks to the CSOs themselves – sometimes the heightened profile that funding and INGO/UN agency support brings can make political problems for local groups

· There is huge variation in CSOs – they range from self-help groups that target less than 100 families to organised networks that can support tens of thousands of families across many townships. Different CSOs are good (and bad) at different things

· Nargis has resulted in the formation of many new CBOs and SHGs and also promoted expanded action by existing groups. For Myanmar, this is an extremely significant occurrence and could have highly significant implications for longer term development and for an INGO/UN agency’s wider goals

· CSOs will often need some capacity development themselves to fulfil their potential to meet scale and quality standards

· Not all CSOs are benign or effective; several may not be very accountable, promote low levels of participation and may not meet minimum standards. Some are already corrupt. 

The implications of not working with civil society are highly significant. INGOs could seriously weaken local self-reliance and miss the rare and crucial opportunity to contribute to longer term recovery and development. However, working through CS is not always easy and a realistic strategy would need to be developed that overcame the risks associated with such an approach. Clearly the priority of meeting people’s immediate needs can not be compromised. The key challenge for an INGO/UN agency therefore is to work out who best can do this in a given location where an INGO/UN agency intends to work: the INGO/UN agency or a local CSO or a combination of the two. This will involve not only identifying if a local CSO is already working there, but also their capacity and the most productive working relationship. 

If CSOs can do it better than an INGO/UN agency, then the INGO/UN agency should support them to do so. If there is no legitimate CSO present then the INGO/UN agency should implement. If there is a CSO but its capacity is insufficient, the INGO/UN agency needs to decide whether it can help them build their capacity and to do so quickly and effectively; where this is not possible the INGO/UN agency should continue to implement themselves.  

Based on this rational, and INGO/UN agency could consider adding a new and explicit strategic objective to its Nargis response that considers civil society. This might be articulated as follows: 
To undertake the (INGO/UN agency’s) Nargis Programme in such a way that it will: 

i)  enable civil society organisations to maximise their contribution to immediate  relief and recovery interventions

ii)  leave behind a strengthened civil society, better able  to respond to longer term recovery and development needs and to future disasters  

To fulfil this aim, the INGO/UN agency could adopt the following strategies for engaging with civil society: 
1. Where the INGO/UN agency’s programme is overlapping with operational areas where CSOs are already active, it would have two basic options: 

a) To develop its own formalised partnerships with those CSOs which can provide particular sectoral and/or geographic based services that fit with the INGO/UN agency’s aims. This option would be suitable with more established, experienced CSOs who could become implementing partners and take on defined responsibilities for service delivery.

b) Alternatively, to at least ensure proactive coordination and complementarity with those CSOs whose activities are already sufficiently supported by other agencies (incuding Paung Ku
). This might be the case for smaller CBOs who are able to effectively cover defined needs of a given community but need no direct support from the INGO/UN agency. In such cases, it may still be that the INGO/UN agency could add value by providing relevant technical training that would allow these groups to enrich their own interventions (e.g. training in child protection issues). 
2. For any village/ward where there is no existing CSO already operational, the INGO/UN agency’s standard intervention should be based on establishing local, community based capacities for participating in the relief and recovery response. To this end, the formation of/support for village committees is often part of the INGO/UN agency’s mainstream approach to work and should remain so. These structures may or may not evolve into more autonomous self help groups or CBOs. In either case, the INGO/UN agency staff would need to have the basic skills in group mobilisation, organisational management and downward accountability.

3. Across all its operating areas, the INGO/UN agency could also be engaging with CSOs at a broader level to be conveyors of information. The INGO/UN agency could usefully use CSOs to transmit key messages regarding the relief and recovery process, rights and responsibilities and key messages related to specific sectoral issues (e.g. family unification, watsan issues etc). This would require that the INGO/UN agency make the effort to develop positive relationships with all CSOs at township level and build up required levels of mutual trust.
4. Similarly, the INGO/UN agency should consider supporting CSOs to act as receivers of information from affected communities. By supporting them to take an independent monitoring role, they could be part of the INGO/UN agency’s strategy for M&E and strengthening downward accountability. In this way the INGO/UN agency could be using civil society as a ‘third party’ to collect feedback from its target communities about the strengths and weaknesses of the INGO/UN agency’s own interventions. Such an approach could pay significant dividends, not only in improving the responsiveness of the INGO/UN agency’s projects but also in developing trust and appreciation at all levels (not least of donors) and set an example for good practice in relief and recovery.

Action points – some suggestions for next steps

a) If the above makes sense, the first step would be for the INGO/UN agency to appoint a 2-person (Myanamr and expatriate), full time, Civil Society Focal Point. This two person team would become responsible for rolling out the INGO/UN agency’s civil society strategy in practice, based on the final approved strategy, possibly based on the above summary.
b) A key first task of this 2 person team would be to facilitate the necessary processes to elaborate and mainstream this strategy of CS engagement and ensure that all Nargis Programme staff internalises this approach (from outreach workers upwards). 

c) Based on this they would then need to design and support the field guidelines and plans for Township field staff to identify and assess existing CSO activity in their work areas (PK and LRC may be able to assist on this).

d) Coordination with the Local Resource Centre (LRC), Paung Ku and area managers to assist in identifying potential partners, sectoral and geographically. On the basis of this, the INGO/UN agency would tehns tart its own process of negotiating partnership agreements.
e) Establish a clear working relationship for Nargis with Paung Ku. PK will have the necessary funding to allow CSOs (in whose areas the INGO/UN agency is working) to apply for grants up to $10,000 for relief and recovery. While PK can take on all grant management and standard monitoring, the INGO/UN agency could clearly assist in specific technical backstopping. While the INGO/UN agency may well need to provide support (financial and in kind) to its own partners in greater amounts, it would be able to rely on PK to fund and manage the small grant schemes. As a key member of the Paung Ku consortium, the INGO/UN agency will also be continuing to participate in the mentor network facilitated by PK. 
f) Establish a clear working relationship with LRC. Over the coming weeks, LRC should establish civil society focal persons in every township and start to provide a similar service to what it is currently doing in Yangon (inc. coordination between CSOs and INGOs, networking between CSOs, provision of relevant training and capacity building support). 

g) The INGO/UN agency to become an active member of the Accountability and Learning Cluster (led by Kerren Hedlund). Among other initiatives, they are currently exploring options for how CS could take a role in monitoring international relief and recovery interventions.

� Paung Ku and the Local Resource Centre is a 7-member consortium project that identifies and supports CSOs.





