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The ability of various campaigns to achieve their stated aims is already being questioned. There are examples where the advocacy campaigns of major NGOs have competed with, rather than supported, the interests of people in developing countries

Non-governmental organisations, or NGOs for short, have grown dramatically in number and in terms of the size of their operations over the last twenty years or so. Moreover, this has happened at a time when other forms of political participation have fallen, such as membership within political parties. Technological, economic and political changes brought about by globalisation, have further enabled NGOs to increase their international networking with other local partners, and also the amount of activities resultantly undertaken by them.

The influence of NGOs is also on the rise. They now at times appear able to influence decision making of governments, intergovernmental organisations and big businesses. The sense that NGOs have increasing presence and influence at the international level is leading to more questions being raised about their own legitimacy and accountability.

Concerns about the existing role of NGOs, and making them accountable in light of their stated goals, have been voiced in different quarters in recent years, including donors, national governments, and other civil society representatives such as the media. Even prominent entities like the World Bank admit the growing influence of NGOs as well as the accompanying need and demands for greater public scrutiny of NGOs.

While some NGO self-reflection may be promoted by those who want to undermine these organisations, there are important reasons why NGO accountability still needs some serious attention. For one, corrupt or self-interested use of non-governmental organisations does exist around the world and it threatens to undermine support for genuinely useful activities as well.

NGOs can be hijacked to serve other ends as well, besides siphoning off money obtained in the name of providing aid to the deserving. For example, in countries that recently became independent after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and in Russia, NGOs are often perceived as covers for organised crime. In Central Asian states, they commonly serve as platforms for failed politicians.

On the other hand, in Bangladesh or Pakistan, some NGOs are considered fronts for fundamentalist groups. After the terrible earthquake in Pakistan in 2005 for instance, numerous extremists groups gained a lot of credibility within the local populace through relief and reconstruction efforts, and even the government did not want to scrutinise the background of such groups too closely at a time when all the available help was needed to rehabilitate the earthquake victims.

NGOs themselves hold their own debates about improving their management, but here accountability is often limited to fulfilling administrative duties, instead of broader concepts of responsibility or of organisational values on the basis of which a certain kind of change is being propagated. It is however possible to identify other means to enable assessment of the effectiveness of NGOs from a general and broad perspective as well. The process of undertaking advocacy work by NGOs provided a good opportunity to assess the impact of these efforts in terms of addressing actual ground realities, instead of wrestling at length on conceptual issues using paperwork.

Numerous NGOs do engage in policy advocacy. This advocacy uses different techniques to pressure international actors, national governments or other powerful stakeholders such as corporations. NGOs have become very adept at undertaking advocacy on a range of issues, from hunger to sexual harassment, or foreign debt to deforestation. This form of advocacy is usually directed at a specific target group, often with the intention of generating specific policy responses due to the public pressure being generated through the advocacy campaign itself. Running such a campaign is itself a mechanism for holding relevant institutions to account, and providing affected persons with new means for being heard, and improving their situation.

Although NGOs have exponentially increased the number of advocacy campaigns launched over the last ten years, the debate about accountability mechanisms within advocacy campaigns is still in its infancy. It is very difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of advocacy campaigns as they operate in complex systems with lots of actors and processes that can influence the resulting outcomes, such as changing business interests, party politics or shifts in government priorities.

Still, the ability of various campaigns to achieve their stated aims is already being questioned. There are examples where the advocacy campaigns of major NGOs have competed with, rather than supported, the interests of people in developing countries. Some prominent Western NGOs are more interested in how their campaign appears to target audiences back home rather than to their intended beneficiaries in countries where these are being launched. The use of culturally insensitive methods to promote women’s empowerment is one obvious example of this latter phenomenon.

Other types of difficulties also confront any significant advocacy coalition of NGOs. Problems encountered by the well-known campaign to cancel, or reduce the debts of poor countries — the Jubilee 2000 — provides a clear-cut illustration of this fact. Jubilee 2000 originated in the UK, but it then it began inviting organisations from indebted developing countries to become part of the campaign as well. It grew into a high profile international network, due to the diversity of organisations and fluidity of the networking structure. However, the participating organisations had slightly different agendas and styles, and a group of organisations from the developing countries that wanted more rapid progress emerged, called Jubilee South. The resultant tensions between reformists and radicals eventually undermined the movement’s ability to exact concrete governmental responses.

Despite these challenges, there are opportunities available to make NGO-supported advocacy campaigns more effective. Some NGOs have already begun to invest in the process of explaining their ideas and strategies to people who come from the target beneficiary groups. NGOs could even seek to take this consultation to another level, involving intended beneficiaries in the planning and execution of advocacy.

These processes for greater representation are of course useful to provide genuine legitimacy and sustainability of advocacy issues, but these deliberations need to be expedient, or else they will begin to slow down networks and make it even more difficult to respond quickly to the emerging global problems and crises.

