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The funding landscape for development
NGOs is changing. This article explores
how large NGOs in India are responding
strategically to these funding challenges. 

Most traditional bilateral donors are
cutting their budgets. In many cases a
higher share of their foreign aid funding
is being directed towards the private
sector, infrastructure, and growth, which
tend not to be the preserve of NGOs. 

Foreign funding continues to support
knowledge sharing, rights-based work,
and advocacy, but there may be some
decline in funding for social programmes
(although this varies widely). Major
international NGOs, which help fund
partners across the world, are also
experiencing tighter budgets. 

However, new sources of funding are
opening up – individuals who make up
the growing affluent classes of the
'South', wealthier governments, growing
numbers of charities and philanthropic
organisations, and increasing technology-
enabled giving from individuals (including
diasporas) across the world. The
implications, choices and possibilities for
NGOs depend in large part on their
funding and country context, on their core
purpose and mission, and on their
institutional flexibility  and resilience. 

India has a well-established, vibrant and
diverse NGO sector. It is also a good
example of the growing phenomenon of
'rising powers' from which traditional
western donors are retreating. This is
occurring while considerable absolute
and relative numbers of people continue
to live in poverty. This is a paradox that
development actors are confronting in
the context of changing geographies of
global poverty and wealth within and
between countries. There are a number
of points to make here.

The first is that there is a recognition of
the significant changes taking place
within the international development
system, including financing options.

NGOs are highly
aware of the
issue, and are
reacting to it at
several different
levels. However,
responses to the
changing
financial
landscape are
not separate
from recognition
of wider shifts in
global political
and ideological
power. 

Larger NGOs, with the institutional
capacity to respond strategically, are
not just aiming to find alternative
funding sources, but to more
fundamentally reorient themselves
within a rapidly changing domestic and
international context. They are not just
looking for new sources of financing to
replace dwindling older sources so that
they can continue to work in old ways.
The need to adapt and shift their
resource profiles is one part of a wider
set of shifting contexts, challenges and
opportunities.

Partly as a response to this, large
transnational NGOs (such as Oxfam and
ActionAid) are ‘Southernising’ further. For
some years, many of these organisations
have, to some extent, been devolving
and decentralising their offices,
personnel, decision-making, and
agenda-setting. Funding, however, often
continued to flow primarily from
Northern to Southern partners. 

The beginnings of decentralisation are
under way, and a number of national
affiliates of these transnational NGOs,
which have been established fairly
recently, are actively exploring how to
build a sustainable domestic resource
base and move away from the traditional
grant-based model. This requires strong,
grassroots-led campaigns, which foster

recognition of the NGO 'brand' as a
national organisation. 

Branding, however, can be challenging in
a situation where such NGOs may
continue to be labelled as “international”
or outsider organisations. In some cases
this casts doubt on their legitimacy. As
mentioned by Obino in ONTRAC 541,
such affiliates can be regarded as
competitors by Indian civil society actors
already engaged in national campaigns
and advocacy. 

Obino also observes that a marker of
INGO decentralised governance is the
ability of national affiliates to participate
and contribute substantively to global
policy-making and agenda setting.
Indeed, this kind of engagement at the
national/country level is a prerequisite
for successful global advocacy (noted by
Hobbs in ONTRAC 542). 

In this context, Southern affiliates such
as Oxfam India were able to successfully
link grassroots-generated content that
informed national campaigns to global
policy processes, such as setting the
agenda for the post-2015 development
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Community health worker gives a vaccination in Odisha state, India.
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architecture. Thus, there appears to be a
strong interest within the global donor
community to continue to support and
fund projects where civil society in
Southern-based NGOs can influence
global policy conversations on issues
that are also nationally relevant.

Turning to potential domestic sources of
funding requires NGOs to demonstrate or
persuade new actors and audiences of
their legitimacy and credibility. These are
long-standing challenges for NGOs, but
they require specific strategies for
domestic constituencies. The Indian
middle class, for example, is likely to
respond to somewhat different messages,
issues and images, conveyed through
various channels (such as social media) if
they are to become contributors.

Finally, growing the share of funding
from domestic (and diasporic) sources,
may affect the issues and approaches
taken by Indian NGOs. The Indian
general public, and corporate and
philanthropic funders, for example, may
have strong preferences for 'tangible'
outcomes, such as health clinics, over
rights-based advocacy. They may also
help drive more national concerns and
issues, such as inequalities perpetuated
through social discrimination on caste,
and ethnic lines. 

These are issues that Northern donors
have tended to neglect compared to,
say, gender. It is important to note,
however, that the conversation around
reducing inequality is quite a recent
phenomenon within Indian civil society.

Securing financial resources to support
NGO activities is core to their survival
and impact. The changing development
landscape appears to be reducing some
streams, but opening up others. Many
NGOs will find this a tough transition, but
some will certainly flourish. Financing
options and choices will be central to
shaping other aspects of NGO identity,
functioning and role.
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From “business as usual” to innovation: part    
funding in South Africa
When Broederlijk Delen announced its
withdrawal from South Africa in 2008,
our partners instinctively began looking
for funding sources amongst the
international donor community and were
mostly unaware of potential alternatives
for funding civil society initiatives. When
we finally withdrew at the end of 2011,
their approaches were very different.
Many had successfully diversified their
funding sources, including local funding. 

During that period, we were not the only
NGO to withdraw from South Africa. The
country was working hard to profile itself
as an emerging economy, becoming a
member of the BRIC group (now BRICS)
and strengthening its position as regional
leader. As a result, many donors changed
the focus of their support to the many
other African countries still dangling at
the bottom of all development charts. 

When we announced the withdrawal to
our partners we followed three main
principles: we developed a tailor-made,
multi-year withdrawal plan for each
partner; we introduced flexible funding
oriented towards financial sustainability;
and we undertook targeted capacity
building for institutional strengthening
and fundraising. Exit strategies were
developed over two-to-three years. The
timeframe adopted depended on the
funding cycle of the organisation and the
importance of our financial contribution
to its overall budget. 

With each partner, we had a thorough
discussion on their donor portfolio and
how they saw future developments.
Most partners had very little, or no,
funding that originated in South Africa,
despite the many opportunities present
there. Government funding was
considered cumbersome to apply for,
unreliable, and short-term only. With a
few exceptions, NGOs had no links with
the private sector, be it for funding
purposes, or as partners in development. 

Our partners were grouped in clusters
according to their main area of expertise

and met on a regular basis (two to three
times each year) to exchange
experiences. During these meetings, a
lot of attention was paid to exploring
novel ways of funding and collaborating
with non-traditional partners (the private
sector, local government, mentoring of
emerging farmers or businesses by
more experienced entrepreneurs, etc.). 

The Broederlijk Delen local
representative played a key role in the
identification of opportunities and
bringing potential interested parties
together. Partners were stimulated to
share their experiences, both successes
and failures, of local (national)
fundraising and collaboration with the
private sector.

As part of our exit strategy, all partners
could renegotiate the use of their
budgets in case they managed to secure
new funding before the end of the
Broederlijk Delen funding. Broederlijk
Delen actively tried to link partners to
new donors (within our own networks),
but with limited success. This was
because many of these donors were also
withdrawing from South Africa, or the
funding interests of donors and our
partners’ policies did not match.

Because of the length of our exit plan,
we found that it was difficult for
organisations to look beyond that
timeframe, given the volatility of the
donor environment that they were
dealing with. Most partners thus opted
for a “business as usual” planning, with
only a few proposing specific initiatives
that would help to improve their long-
term financial sustainability. For
example, one organisation opted to
speed up the process of paying off the
loan for its infrastructure, another to
increase its fund to pre-pay its members
for the craft products they produce. 

Another project was already in the
process of developing into a separate
organisation when we announced our
exit. They were granted very flexible
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