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LAST month USAID announced the $40m Gender Equity Grants Programme in Pakistan to advance women’s rights and support government policies discouraging gender inequities. 

According to the announcement, the “United States will work with the Aurat Foundation in partnership with the Asia Foundation to provide 400 to 500 grants to local organisations”. 

The disbursed grants will range from $25,000 to $100,000 and will be spent on projects to “expand women’s access to justice and human rights and strengthen the capacity of organisations in Pakistan that advocate for gender equity, women’s empowerment and the elimination of gender-based violence”. 

The announcement of the grant to the Aurat Foundation marks the beginning of the implementation of developmental aid disbursements promised under the Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act 2009. Under the act $7.5bn in developmental assistance will be provided from 2010 to 2014 to improve the government’s capacity to address its most critical infrastructure needs and its ability to provide economic opportunities to those most vulnerable to extremism. In addition it is meant to strengthen Pakistan’s “capacity to pursue economic and political reforms that reinforce stability”. 

The promises are part of the effort to build trust between the United States and Pakistan so that the latter can believe that Washington is a long-term partner, committed to the country’s development, and is not pursuing short-term strategic goals. The mechanism of disbursement aims at rewarding NGOs that have a long track record of promoting reform and social welfare despite limited budgets. 

It is this last point — the vast expansion of budgets through the coming of age of American largesse — that presents the most complex questions. According to Aurat Foundation’s most recent annual report on its website, its receipts in 2008 equalled Rs46,703,482 which translates roughly to about $543, 316. The provision of the grant therefore represents a phenomenal increase in its budget. In an instant, an NGO has been transformed from a grant-funded organisation to one disbursing grants even a small fraction of which equals more than its entire budget two years ago. 
I focus on the Aurat Foundation here for several reasons. First, its commitment to transparency has earned it esteem. Second, its commitment to gender equity has been unassailable. 

Optimistically speaking, all this could portend an incredibly rosy future for gender-based projects in Pakistan. If the drastic increase in budgetary mechanisms correlates to an organisation’s capacity for promoting gender equity using cultural competency and many other institutional skills it has amassed over several years, then surely increasing resources automatically equates with an increase in its ability to enhance its effectiveness. 

Such a perspective is substantiated by the fact that vast chunks of foreign aid in the past decade have been directed towards NGOs rather than government institutions. The idea behind the strategy is clear: NGOs are more transparent and have the ability to assess projects independent of the politics of votes and favours and thus represent better avenues for investment. 

As Pakistan writhes in its post-flood misery, and the decay of institutions and the poverty of its populace come under world scrutiny, hopes pinned on NGOs present some modicum of hope. But while idealism presents a worthy respite in dark times, it must not turn into a denial of the reality. Prior experience in neighbouring Afghanistan and other aid-receiving nations suggests that such a drastic and inordinately large injection of cash into organisations used to operating on much smaller budgets poses huge risks for their organisational structure and capacity to maintain transparency and effectiveness. 

The transformation of an NGO applying feverishly for grants to ensure the continuation of integral projects that educate women about maternal health or provide shelter to abused and destitute women into a grant-giving organisation presents both a remarkable opportunity and a dangerous trap. 

The transformation of an organisation from an NGO with a diverse funding base to a grant-disbursement organisation with multiple times its original budget points to the artificiality of the aid economy. In altering the market through an external influx of cash, this aid economy necessarily poses daunting challenges to sustainability and independence. 

Will organisations like the Aurat Foundation be able to return to their $500,000 budgets when the grants dry up or move elsewhere? More importantly, will such organisations be able to function with the same independence they enjoyed when they had a small but diverse funding base? Finally, with such a gargantuan budget in a resource-poor country, will most of their energies be devoted to managing their largesse rather than promoting the grassroots level work that they have done in such an exemplary way for the past many decades? 

The answers to these questions are complex particularly at a time when Pakistan stands before the world with an outstretched palm. The ravages of the floods represent the requirements of humanitarian aid; the urgency of which must be distinguished from the development-based aid at issue here. 

Perhaps, inescapably, development aid brings with it an artificially constructed market and an arguably unsustainable model that relies on the assumption that sudden, vast and a drastic influx of cash channelled through good people can radically transform a society. Testing this assumption in Pakistan, using our most esteemed NGOs as scapegoats, is a costly gamble. It we lose this gamble, it may mean losing the very institutions that have worked hardest and best for the country.
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