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It’s a nightmare when articles get double-parked. Let me explain.
When Ruby Diamonde’s Letter from Bangui came in for this month’s
edition, it spoke movingly of a forest haven for animals in a country
sadly better known these days for human strife.
If Ruby had caught a glimpse of Eden, Sophie Pritchard’s piece on
the excesses of some conservation NGOs offered up hell. The same
nature reserve, with the same NGO partner (WWF), but across the
border in neighbouring Cameroon, was a site of evictions and human rights abuses.
What to make of it?
Not much except to accept that the reality in Central African Republic may be
somewhat different from that in Cameroon.
At another point in the preparation of this magazine, a colleague asked: ‘You
won’t forget all the good work NGOs do too, now, will you?’ I don’t think
that was ever in doubt – it figures in some form in almost every edition of New
Internationalist.
But with NGOs numbering in the millions globally and the largest ones with
budgets that match transnational corporations, it is also worth inspecting the
charge-sheet against them. NGOs inspire public trust; we express solidarity by
giving to them. Even their most trenchant critics are quick to add, ‘I don’t mean all
NGOs...’ Maybe this edition will help you decide how to find ones you can support.
A further provocation this month comes from Jeremy Seabrook’s searching essay
on the roots of radicalization. It’s an analysis that’s largely missing among the
friction the subject generates.
And Roxana Olivera’s piece from Peru takes us back to the forest, where heroic
defenders of nature and the public interest have put their lives on the line. n

DINYAR GODREJ
for the New Internationalist Co-operative
newint.org

This month’s contributors include:
Sofi Lundin is a Swedish
freelance photographer and
journalist based in Oslo. She
strives to describe social and
environmental issues from the
perspective of those being
affected – be it child slaves in
Haiti or discriminated ethnic
groups in the Congo rainforest.
Dionne Bunsha divides her time
between Mumbai and Vancouver.
An award-winning journalist, she
was a senior editor at Frontline
magazine and is the author of
Scarred: Experiments with Violence
in Gujarat (Penguin India).

Jean-Pierre Kepseu is a
professional photojournalist from
Cameroon. His passion for
photography started at school and
he has now worked as a freelancer
for 15 years, chasing images across
the African continent.
Sophie Pritchard is co-founder and
co-ordinator of Edge Fund, a memberrun fund supporting grassroots action
for radical social change in the UK. She
has a particular interest in the power
dynamics between funders, NGOs and
the people they aim to help, and in
creating alternative ways of working
together that break them down.
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This season is all about friends, family and festivities,
and many of us like to share gifts. If you’re still searching
for that elusive present idea, or hunting for intriguing
stocking fillers, then look no further!
At New Internationalist, we’ve a great range of eco
and ethical gifts for you. From stunning baubles made
using recycled books, to highly original banana leaf
slippers, and exquisite handmade soap gift sets made by
Dalit people in India. Just browse our online shop at
http://shop.newint.org.

And, why not support global justice and independent
media by buying a friend a gift subscription to New
Internationalist magazine too? We’ve some great offers:
see newint.org.
On behalf of all of us at New Internationalist, we wish
you season’s greetings.
Helen Wallis,
Engagement Manager, New Internationalist
helen.wallis@newint.org
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to all notions of public provision (healthcare,
education, the lot).
Increasingly, governments began looking
to NGOs to provide cheap services, a role
that continues to grow with austerity policies.
However, rarely does government funding
to NGOs match the scale of the cuts. Aid to
‘developing’ nations also began increasingly to
be funnelled via NGOs rather than through
government organs – between 1975 and 1985
the amount of aid taking this NGO route shot
up by 1,400 per cent.1
With the fragmentation of the Left under
the neoliberal attack, much of the energy
that could have gone into fighting the power
went into forming the NGO – they became
repositories of a residual idealism still reeling
from the onslaught. Arundhati Roy describes
the transformation achieved: ‘Armed with
their billions, these NGOs have waded into the
world, turning potential revolutionaries into
salaried activists, funding artists, intellectuals
and filmmakers, gently luring them away from
radical confrontation.’2
Today, 30 new ones are formed every day
in Britain; and there are 1.5 million in the US
alone.3 Fully 90 per cent of currently existing
NGOs have been launched since 1975.4 Roy
calls them ‘an indicator species’, saying: ‘It’s
almost as though the greater the devastation
caused by neoliberalism, the greater the
outbreak of NGOs.’5

NGOs – do they help?

Noor Khamis / Reuters

NGOs are no longer seen as the blameless agents of benevolence.
DINYAR GODREJ inspects the charge-sheet against them.
Witness the growth spurt in nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and
you would be forgiven for thinking the world
becomes a more caring place every day.
These legions of not-for-profit groupings
that fan out across the world, intent on ‘capacity
building’, ‘reducing poverty’ and ensuring that
the ‘voices of the most marginalized’ are heard,
surely reflect an acceptance that too many have
suffered for too long, and the tide can turn with
the right kind of wind behind it.
History, however, teaches us that the exact
opposite may be true.
Whereas organized charities go back
over 100 years, the term non-governmental
organization is more recent, dating to the
formation of the United Nations in 1945, when
12
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a select club of international non-state
agencies were awarded observer status to
some of its meetings. The common factor
uniting this group, apart from the fact that
they were neither government agencies nor
businesses in the traditional sense, is that they
would have an avowed mission to work for a
social good – whether it was as torchbearers for
human rights, the environment or just oldfashioned ‘development’ (a new-fangled idea
back then).
Fast forward a few decades and we witness
an explosion of NGOs. The spur was the rise of
neoliberal ideology, eventually enshrined in the
Reagan-Thatcher years. Predatory capitalism
and the so-called free market were the answer;
government needed to be hands-off with regard

Not today: a girl
walks past a school in
Kibera, a Nairobi slum
without running water
or electricity, where
800 aid organizations
operate.

‘It’s almost
as though the
greater the
devastation
caused by
neoliberalism,
the greater
the outbreak
of NGOs’

Partnership or challenge?
Along with governments and corporations, the
two torrents of power in the global landscape,
NGOs are seen as a third force. Indeed, the
big international ones – the BINGOs – with
budgets of hundreds of millions of dollars are
pretty powerful. But are they a countervailing
force, striving tirelessly for social justice and
the underdog? Poverty alleviation may be the
rhetoric, critics argue, but in practice little that
is lasting has been achieved on this front by
NGO activism.
There is the compromising nature of their
funding to consider – today contributions
from governmental and intergovernmental
aid agencies and from corporate donors often
form the largest chunks of their income.
Although some BINGOs will still deny it,
this influences their outlook, making them
increasingly accommodated to the wishes
of their donors. Their language becomes
all about forming partnerships with these
interests, rather than challenging them. Work
within the system, and business will transform
the lives of the poor – it’s the Bono school of
development, but with taxes.
In a recent article Dhananjayan
Sriskandarajah, the secretary-general of Civicus,
a global network of civil society organizations
and activists, wrote: ‘We have become a part

The Big Story

of the problem rather than the solution. Our
corporatization has steered us towards activismlite, a version of our work rendered palatable
to big business and capitalist states. Not only
does this approach threaten no-one in power,
but it stifles grassroots activism with its weighty
monoculturalism.’6
In a short educational film called ‘Does aid
work?’ made by Oxfam (‘produced with the
financial assistance of the European Union’) the
argument is that increased aid by rich countries
will help people lift themselves out of poverty
and make it a thing of the past.7 How exactly?
By providing health interventions (anti-retroviral
drugs for 1.4 million people in the last few
years) and education (40 million children being
educated). These are excellent things, no doubt
about it. But Oxfam fails to mention how a poor,
educated person on anti-retrovirals manages to
magic themselves out of poverty in a system that
is only interested in extracting their labour at the
cheapest possible price.
On the other hand its latest report, ‘Even it
Up: time to end extreme inequality’, is more to
the point, informing us that the world’s richest
85 people have grabbed wealth equivalent to
the poorest half of the world’s population.8 It
makes an urgent case for progressive taxation,
action on tax evasion and for governments
to invest in public services. It details some
of the violence inequality does, cautiously
praises some countries (Brazil, China – but
oddly not the more revolutionary Venezuela)
for achieving higher wages for workers, and
is a model of reasonableness. It makes a series
of excellent recommendations – including
telling governments to govern in the public
interest – but stops short of calling full out for a
redistribution of this obscene wealth. Instead
it suggests a cap on the income of the richest
10 per cent equivalent to that of the poorest
40 per cent. A fine advocacy document no
doubt, but the coalface is elsewhere.
And we have heard such noises before.
Indeed, many a campaign to hold transnationals
to account has petered out into ‘working with
business’ and corporate social responsibility
projects. We are at such a pass that some
BINGOS actively seek corporate ‘partners’
with the promise to make the latter look good
by association (see ‘The company they keep’,
page 16).
Funding dependency and a hierarchical,
corporate culture – many heads of BINGOs
come from the business world – are a
large part of the problem. According to
Sriskandarajah: ‘Our conception of what is
possible has narrowed dramatically. Since
demonstrating bang for your buck has become
all-important, we divide our work into neat
projects, taking on only those endeavours
that can produce easily quantifiable outcomes.
Reliant on funding to service our own sizeable
N E W I N T E R N AT I O N A L I S T
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organizations, we avoid approaches or issues
that might threaten our brand or upset our
donors. We trade in incremental change.’6

Do they help?
So, to turn to the question posed at the
beginning: do they help?
We could start with Bangladesh, which has
the world’s largest national NGOs, effectively
operating as a parallel government – they put
more money into development activities than
the government does. Most of their beneficiaries
remain firmly below the poverty line. There
is criticism, too, of the market model of
development they have followed. This has been
over-reliant on microcredit, which produces
‘rational profit-seeking individuals’ rather than
community efforts – to say nothing of the debt
traps many have found themselves in.
Or we could look at the Philippines, where
I had the opportunity to observe first-hand
how joined up small radical NGOs were, both
with each other and the communities they were
reaching out to, unafraid of supporting people’s
resistance. Successive governments have actively
encouraged NGO participation in government
departments and on all kinds of local boards.
Has this co-opted them? The successes they
have achieved remain localized. They have
been able to make no dent in the fundamental
problem that has plagued the country – the
concentration of wealth and land in just a few
hands and continued élite governance. The 25
richest Filipinos continue to grow richer, with
assets almost equal to the annual income of the
country’s 55 million poorest citizens.11
It is perhaps unrealistic to expect such large
structural changes to be delivered by NGOs
when governments don’t tackle them either.

Frederic Courbet / Panos

Brand aware: Turkana
women in Kenya carrying
the Merlin medical
charity’s bags handed out
at a health post. Merlin
joined Save the Children
in 2013.

Doing it for the donors
NGOs, not just the giants, face huge,
entrenched, complex problems; due to donor
pressure they are increasingly forced to respond
with a discrete project with x number of
deliverable outcomes. They reach out to us,
too, in this way – ‘your $50 will buy mosquito
nets for a family of four’. Social change doesn’t
work like that, yet, increasingly, NGOs striving
for it are forced to.
On assignment to cover the human cost of
the military dictatorship in Burma in 2008, I
came into contact with a number of NGOs run
by Burmese people operating just across the
border in Thailand. I was a bit taken aback by
the number of reports thrust into my hands;
obviously the funding of reports was popular
among donors.
One particular feminist grouping impressed
me with the breadth of their concerns. The
usual report writing, educational and incomegeneration activities, were just the tip. Below
the radar they were in dialogue with Burmese
opposition political groupings, building up
everyday feminist values, promoting cooperative social organization within the
refugee camps, acting as big sisters to children

More serious are the charges that they
NGOize popular resistance movements,
acting as unelected spokespersons, deflecting
energy away from confrontation with self-help
projects and the like, and dividing communities
struggling against dispossession. ‘They take
sections of people into their fold,’ said one
Indian activist, ‘and restrict their concern for
these people, while others do not exist. They
breed small hopes, solve small issues and take
small actions while the movement process
is attempting to address the larger issues of
displacement facing all our people, NGO
beneficiary or not.’10
Indeed, many of the most radical popular
movements today refuse any funding from
NGOs, only forming alliances when the NGO
could help spread their message.

orphaned by the military, doing their best to
shelter other refugees who were in hiding as
‘illegals’ in Thailand. The group was reaching
out, undercover, to communities back in Burma
and above all keeping alive the flame of active
resistance to the military regime, when it would
have been all too easy to give up hope.
These women seemed able constantly to
adapt to new challenges and were respected by
the people they worked with. Little of this was
fundable. So they also did the conferences and
presentations in hotels and labyrinthine project
applications that foreign funders required.
I couldn’t help thinking that their real
achievements were despite what was expected
of them.
Most media scrutiny of NGO accountability
is of how they use funds, their accountability
to donors. But what of their accountability
towards the recipients of their interventions?
A common complaint is that the linkages of
aid which NGOs deliver set a predetermined
agenda on the kind of services they offer.
Historian Diana Jeater writes of her experience:
‘When I first started working in Zimbabwe in
the 1980s, I was impressed by how all the NGO
workers I met emphasized the need to listen to
rural women. I was quickly disillusioned when I
realised that “listening” meant “finding out how
to present what we want to deliver in ways that
make them acceptable to rural women”.’9

14
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When it comes to emergency humanitarian
assistance, certain specialist NGOs are the
first port of call. Criticism often follows later
about duplication of efforts, mishandling of the
situation or of not being consultative enough in
reconstruction efforts. But no assistance is the
worse option in this instance.
On the environmental front we have some of
the most activist large NGOs, whose members
are unafraid to put their bodies on the line, as
well as some of the most corporate friendly and
compromised (read about the latter on page 20).
NGOs have achieved much in single-issue
campaigning, ranging from the abolition of
slavery to the landmines ban and access to HIV
medication.
When it comes to defending human rights,
whether it be espousing the causes of political
prisoners or mounting challenges to the
persecution of sexual minorities, they have
often invited the ire of governments. It is this
kind of work that governments want to shut
down when they seek to ban NGOs or to stop
them receiving foreign funds.
Sadly, this is not a disinterested field with
universal values. Western NGOs can be
quicker to condemn human rights abuses in
the Majority World than in their own. Human
Rights Watch has come under fire for its
revolving door with the US government: in
2009 its advocacy director Tom Malinowski,
who had previously served as special assistant
to Bill Clinton and speechwriter to Madeleine
Albright, even justified CIA renditions ‘under
limited circumstances’.12 It has also shown bias
in its reporting of war crimes committed by
Israel and Palestine.13
Even the clumsy, lumbering BINGOs
achieve much in material terms, but will
they really put their shoulders to the wheel
behind the greatest liberation struggle of
our times, the struggle of the 99 per cent for
greater equality? If the largest appropriators
of the planet’s wealth want to pose as grand
philanthropists, should NGOs really line up
to take their cash? Can they please get beyond
donor benevolence – and being delivery vehicles
for highly politicized and often harmful aid –
to reconnect with people’s struggles for justice?
NGOs are expected to be non-political,
but everything they do, operating within
highly skewed systems of power, cannot but be
political. They might as well get their hands
truly dirty. n

Work within
the system,
and business
will transform
the lives of the
poor – it’s the
Bono school of
development,
but with taxes

NGOs come in all
stripes.
INGO – International
NGO
BINGO – Big
international NGO
TANGO – Technical
assistance NGO
RINGO – Religious
NGO
CONGO – Corporateorganized NGO
DONGO – Donororganized NGO
GONGO –
Governmentorganized NGO
(not really an NGO)
PANGO – Party NGO
(set up by a political
party, not really an
NGO)
Briefcase NGO –
NGO set up only to
draw donor funds
CBO – Communitybased organization

1 Ji Giles Ungpakorn, ‘NGOs: enemies or allies?’, International Socialism, October 2004; nin.tl/1xAbhWD 2 In ‘Capitalism: A Ghost Story’, Outlook, 26 March 2012;
nin.tl/1sztS0w 3 Paul Vallely, ‘Giving to charity: Are we getting as good as we give?’, The Independent, 10 September 2014; and Wikipedia. 4 Dhananjayan
Sriskandarajah, ‘NGOs losing the war against poverty and climate change, says Civicus head’, The Guardian, 11 August 2014. 5 In ‘Help that hinders’, Le Monde
diplomatique, November 2004. 6 ‘NGOs losing the war against poverty and climate change, says Civicus head’, The Guardian, 11 August 2014. 7 Oxfam website,
film posted on 28 April 2010; nin.tl/1rz9A7r 8 Posted 29 October 2014; nin.tl/1zNoTTT 9 In ‘Zimbabwe: International NGOs and aid agencies – Parasites of the Poor?’,
5 August 2011, African Arguments; nin.tl/1u76L4U 10 Dip Kapoor, ‘Social action and NGOization in contexts of development dispossession in rural India: Explorations
into the un-civility of civil society’, in NGOization: Complicity, contradictions and prospects, edited by Aziz Choudhry and Dip Kapoor, Zed Books, 2013. 11 Sonny Africa,
‘Philippine NGOs: defusing dissent, spurring change’, in NGOization, see 10 above. 12 Open letter by Nobel Peace Laureates among others, 12 May 2014, AlterNet;
nin.tl/1tDiXIr 13 Jonathan Cook, ‘Shock and awe in Gaza’, Counterpunch, vol 21 no 7, 2014.
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The company they keep
IAN BROWN on the love-in between the big charities and
transnational corporations.

Partners unlimited
Corporate funding of international NGOs is
nothing new. CARE USA has collaborated
with Coca-Cola for three decades. ‘We are
extremely grateful for the trust placed in us
by compassionate donors and partners,’ says
CARE in its 2013 annual report. As well as
Coca-Cola, CARE counts arms manufacturers
General Electric and Boeing, and clothing
companies Nike and Gap, among its major
donors. Oxfam, too, has embraced the
corporate agenda and ‘is proud to be at the
forefront of partnerships between the business
sector and the NGO community’. Save the
Children’s message couldn’t be clearer:
‘Teaming up with Save the Children to market
a new or existing product could boost your
sales, profile and customer base.’
But do such partnerships offer the winwin solution claimed by the NGOs and their
corporate funders, or are there losers? Does
Erinch Sahan, an Oxfam private-sector adviser,
have a point when he blogs: ‘I want to believe
that pursuing profits will result in a sustainable
16
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world and the end of poverty’? One such
partnership involves Save the Children and
pharmaceuticals giant GlaxoSmithKline (GSK).
Since 2011 Save the Children has benefited
from GSK’s initiative to reinvest 20 per cent
of the profits it makes in the world’s least

❛

Teaming up with
Save the Children
to market a
product could
boost your sales,
profile and
customer base

❜

Save the Children’s assurance to
potential corporate partners
developed countries (a fraction of its global
$7.5 billion profit in 2013) back into projects
which strengthen healthcare infrastructure and
support the research and development of childfriendly medicines. Save the Children’s website
claims a million children will be helped as a
result of a ‘ground-breaking’ deal signed with
GSK to improve children’s health in some of
the poorest countries of Africa.
No mention on Save the Children’s website,
however, of one of GSK’s less child-friendly
products – the antidepressant Paxil (Seroxat/
paroxetine). In 2012 the company was fined
$3 billion by the US government after pleading
guilty to criminal charges, including bribing
doctors and encouraging the prescription of
Paxil to children, even though the drug was
unsuitable and unapproved for this use.2 ‘We
would never refrain from speaking out on

Johner Images/Alamy

‘We’re at a critical moment for the world’s
children,’ warns Justin Forsyth in Save the
Children’s 2013 annual report. The chief
executive of the British grouping of this
international NGO could not be more right.
Needless wars, dispossession through climate
change, the rise of ugly rightwing politics – the
human toll is high. Children and women, as
ever, bear the brunt.
‘We face a moment of opportunity, challenge
and responsibility,’ Forsyth continues. ‘If we’re
going to achieve even more impact for children,
we need to work in different, innovative ways.’
Mark Goldring, Oxfam GB’s boss, echoes
such sentiments: ‘Our challenge is not only
to continue to do this work, but to scale it
up.’ CARE International is no less ambitious,
determined to focus even more efforts to
empower women and girls.
Despite economic recession, these three
international NGOs mustered combined funds
of $3.2 billion to spend on the poor last year.1
Save the Children UK managed a 20-per-cent
jump during 2012-13, bringing its income
up to a record $525 million, due in part to
corporate donations, up a third from 2012 to
$40 million in 2013.

an issue because we had a partnership with
a particular company. That would clearly
compromise our values,’ claims Save the
Children. When contacted for a response, it
admitted it was ‘aware of reports on the historic
issues relating to Paxil… but our belief is that
the risks are outweighed by the benefits of the
partnership.’3
Oxfam’s uncompromising vision of a
world where everyone has enough to eat is
embodied in the high-profile ‘Behind the
Brands’ campaign, which promises to ‘provide
people… with the information they need to
hold the Big 10 [global food and beverage
producers] to account’. One such is Unilever,
about whom Oxfam was, until recently,
rightly critical: ‘[Unilever’s] record on land
rights leaves plenty to be desired’.4 By its own
Responsible Sourcing policy, Unilever will not
require 80 per cent of its suppliers to consider
the rights of women to land ownership until
the end of 2017. In the past Greenpeace has
accused Unilever of sourcing its palm oil
from Indonesian suppliers whose activities
included ‘tearing up areas of pristine forest
then draining and burning the peatlands’.5 The
company was recently fined $120 million by
the European Commission for establishing a
price-fixing cartel in Europe along with Proctor
& Gamble.6
Yet despite all the criticism, ‘Unilever is
a vocal advocate for tackling climate change
and new business models that benefit poor
farmers,’ according to Penny Fowler, head
of Oxfam’s private sector team. ‘[W]e will
continue to engage with Unilever and other
companies because reducing global poverty
and inequality is good for business and us all.’
Oxfam currently helps the transnational under
its ‘Corporate engagement’ programme ‘to
incorporate thousands of smallholder farmers
into their [Unilever’s] global supply chain’.
But is this really an innovative way of ending
poverty or is Oxfam helping a rich company
get richer at the expense of poor farmers? Paul
Polman, CEO of Unilever, is in no doubt of
the benefits to the company, giving thanks to
‘partners who are assisting us to deliver this
new business model’.
CARE USA similarly waxes lyrical about
working with transnationals. ‘[We] believe that
dynamic partnerships are critical to solving
global challenges. Our partners are committed
to developing and supporting socially
responsible initiatives that build stronger
communities in the developing world while
enhancing business and development goals.’
Committed to donating 1.6 per cent of pre-tax
profits to good causes, the Nike Foundation
is one such partner, working ‘to unleash the
unique potential of adolescent girls to end
poverty for themselves and for the world’.
Nike calls it ‘the girl effect’.

In 2000 a BBC documentary uncovered
child labour and poor working conditions
in a Cambodian factory used by Nike. The
documentary focused on 7 girls as young as 12
who all worked 7 days a week, often 16 hours
a day.7 Nike has been castigated the world over
for its use of sweatshops since the 1990s, yet
as late as 2013 Nike stated that a third of its
contracted factories, or potentially 300,000
workers, still did not meet the company’s own
minimum standards for worker treatment.8

Close companions
Is Nike really a ‘compassionate’ donor to be
proud of, as CARE would have us believe?
Or have all three NGOs become too close to
big, unscrupulous corporations, preferring to
mount large-scale, high-profile schemes that
deliver food and medicine to the needy and
greater profit margins to the transnationals,
at the expense of grassroots work to tackle the
endemic, structural causes of poverty?
Just how close the corporate and
international charity worlds have become is
evident from a look at those at the top of the
NGOs. Alex Cummings is both treasurer
of CARE USA and executive vice-president
of Coca-Cola. Save the Children’s director
of human resources, Paul Cutler, is a former
employee of GSK. Oxfam trustee Dame
Marjorie Scardino, a Forbes rich-lister, is a
non-executive director of Nokia, an Oxfam
donor. Connections to powerful political
figures are close, too. Save the Children’s
$200,000-a-year chief executive Justin Forsyth
and Oxfam trustee David Pitt-Watson are both
former advisers to New Labour’s controversial
prime ministers, Tony Blair and Gordon Brown
respectively. Much more worrying, however, is
the accusation that large international NGOs
are helping to legitimize companies like
GSK, Coca-Cola, Nike and Unilever, rather
than holding them to account for serious
malpractice. With transnationals treating
corporate social responsibility schemes as little
more than a necessary expense to whitewash
their reputations, do NGOs really need to get
in on the act? n
Ian Brown (brown.ian11@yahoo.co.uk) managed aid
programmes for 15 years in Africa, the Middle East and
Southeast Asia for Oxfam, the Mines Advisory Group and
Terres des homes.
1 CARE International had revenues of $0.7 billion, Oxfam
International $0.6 billion and Save the Children International
$1.9 billion. 2 ‘Pharma overtakes arms industry to top the
league of misbehaviour’, 8 July 2012, The Observer; nin.tl/
gskfine 3 Statement from Save the Children to the author, 9
October 2014. 4 Behind the Brands, nin.tl/oxfambandj accessed
on 8 October 2014. The page was updated by Oxfam and the
criticism removed on 9 October 2014. 5 ‘Palm Oil: Cooking the
climate’, 8 September 2007, Greenpeace International; nin.tl/
cookingclimate 6 ‘Unilever and Proctor & Gamble in price fixing
fine’, 13 April 2011, BBC News. 7 BBC Panorama, 15 October
2000. 8 Nike Inc; nin.tl/niketargets
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Aiding and abetting
A satirical look at NGOs in the field by cartoonist POLYP.
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Evicted by charity
Why are the big conservation organizations
giving forest peoples the boot and cosying
up to corporations? SOPHIE PRITCHARD on
the green imperialists.
A recent WWF report informed us that 40
per cent of our wild animals have been lost over
the past 40 years. But don’t panic, the WWF
website assures us: a donation can help make a
difference.
A few days later, WWF were in the headlines
for a reason that makes you wonder what kind
of difference they actually make. Survival
International, which campaigns for indigenous
rights, accused them of being complicit in the
abuse of Ba’aka people in southeast Cameroon.1
Not only have they been forced from their
homes to make way for national parks and
game reserves, but WWF-funded antipoaching squads are using violence, torture
and intimidation to stop them hunting for food
and to extract information about ‘poachers’.
Teenager Mbossi told Survival: ‘They
[wildlife officers] told me they would slit my
throat when they’d finished beating me.’ Sango,
a 70-year-old woman, had another disturbing
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The saviour complex
When you look back on the history of
conservation it’s easier to understand the mindset underpinning these evictions. Aristocrat
hunters established the Society for the
Preservation of the Fauna of the Empire (SPFE,
now Flora and Fauna International) in 1903.
This was a starting point for the conservation
movement, resulting in huge international
NGOs that dominate the scene today. At
the time SPFE was founded, hunting was an
important part of élite society and hunters
were becoming concerned that their game was
being wiped out. Ironically, the colonialists
apparently also felt they were needed to
protect Africa and its extraordinary wildlife.
The attitudes of these conservationists haven’t
changed much since. It’s very much a colonial,
imperialist, racist attitude where the white man
is the great saviour, where he knows better
than the people who have lived in the forests

Bustart / art-of-bust.com

Street artist Bustart
visualizes some of WWF's
corporate connections
(as revealed by the
Pandaleaks website) on
a shutter in Amsterdam.
The title is a reference
to the WWF's Living
Planet report.
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story: ‘I was just holding the machete and they
sprayed gas in my eyes. I fell to the ground. If
I hadn’t turned my head I would have lost my
eye. They then took the machete and smashed
my cooking pots with it.’
‘This has gone on for far too long,’ says a
Survival spokesperson. ‘WWF has heard for
over a decade that these anti-poaching squads
are persecuting the Ba’aka with the funds that
it provides, but it has repeatedly failed to act.’
But the picture becomes yet more
alarming. WWF and other large international
conservation organizations are involved with
national park management across the region,
including parts of Gabon and DR Congo,
capturing much of the Ba’aka’s ancestral land.
This is just the most recent in a string
of similar stories of abuse. When World
Conservation Society helped set up and manage
Nouabale-Ndoki National Park in DR Congo
in 1993, it also resulted in the eviction of
Ba’aka.2 ‘Eco-guards’ working there do not
distinguish between poachers and Ba’aka; they
search them, take their game and tools, and
sometimes beat them.3
Further afield, US conservation NGOs
African Wildlife Foundation (AWF) and The
Nature Conservancy together raised funds to
buy land in Kenya to set up Laikipia National
Park. Following the purchase, Samburu people
were abused, beaten and raped by police, and
forced to leave. The park was ‘gifted’ to the
government in 2011; a year later AWF faced a
lawsuit over the evictions.4
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for generations, where he’s a ‘sportsman’ and
indigenous people ‘poachers’; where killing for
a trophy is noble and killing for food is a waste;
where mining, timber, agriculture and tourism
infrastructure are necessary but wood fuel for
local people is destructive.
Africa’s very first National Park, Virunga
in DR Congo (established 1925), involved
the eviction of indigenous Bambuti people.
Now more than 100,000 protected conservation
areas exist around the world, many due to the
efforts of five conservation groups: WWF,
Conservation International, AWF, Wildlife
Conservation Society and The Nature
Conservancy.5 From the 1950s onwards
particularly, they became involved in identifying
land for national parks, providing the funds to
buy and manage them.6 As time has gone on,
the relationship between these imperialistic
conservation NGOs and indigenous
communities seems only to have got worse.
Today the NGOs also partner with corporations
trying to get their hands on the land.
In 2011 WWF was accused of supporting
timber companies through its Global Forest
Trade Network. According to a Global Witness
report, the rules of the network were so flimsy
companies were sourcing illegal timber and
abusing local communities while sporting the
WWF logo as a seal of approval.7 WWF is
known for its involvement in various industry
round tables and certification schemes such
as the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC); its
corporate relationships earn it millions.
Wildlife Conservation Society has long
worked with FSC-certified Congolaise
Industrielle des Bois (CIB), a timber company
operating near Nouabale-Ndoki National
Park. They work in partnership to track
down poachers, who are apparently more of
a problem than a timber company. Following
much criticism of its destructive operations
and resulting financial difficulties, CIB was
bought by Olam International, described by
Greenpeace as a ‘Congo-trashing company’
due to its logging concessions, which cover
1.8 million hectares of the Congo Basin.8
Olam is also involved in expanding oil palm
plantations in the area.
The big conservation NGOs often share
board members with destructive industries,
and work with them supposedly to restrict
their environmental damage. It’s hard to find
evidence that this is anything but a trade-off
between funding and PR. In their fantasy

world we can maintain our lifestyles (bar
perhaps using fewer plastic bags) and have
economic growth and save the planet.

Smokescreen
In their attempts to have it all, big conservation
groups often back carbon offsetting, which
allows companies to buy credits to exceed
their emissions limits. Credits are generated by
projects that take carbon out of the atmosphere
– often projects that protect or restore
land. You’ll see the usual suspects working
closely with government and corporations
on initiatives such as Clean Development
Mechanism (CDM) and Reducing Emissions
from Degradation and Deforestation (REDD).
Indigenous people are accused of damaging
the forest and evicted so that carbon credits
can be earned and traded. The projects are
often carried out by NGOs but their active
promotion of carbon trading also provides a
smokescreen for government initiatives. There
are many examples of abuse and evictions
linked to such projects, including the Sengwer
people for a World Bank-funded REDD
project in Kenya and 22,000 rice farmers in
Uganda, evicted to make way for a project run
by FSC-certified New Forests Company.9 In
both cases, homes were burned to the ground.
When big conservation gets involved the
story doesn’t appear to be any different.
In 2011, villagers were evicted from a WWF
CDM project in Rufiji Delta, Tanzania; and
a REDD project in Madagascar funded by
Air France and run by WWF was responsible
for restricting local communities’ access to
land for wood collection and agriculture.10
The dramatic, emotional statements about
extinction and destruction we read in these
NGO’s fundraising appeals mask the fact that
their actions uphold business as usual. They
are so invested in the status quo that they’re
completely missing the point. They make
people with the least impact the scapegoats
and befriend the real culprits.
Instead of asking hard questions about the
political and economic drivers of biodiversity loss,
they’d rather keep up the pretence that we can
save the world without making any fundamental
changes to the way we live as a society. n

The big
conservation
NGOs make
people with
the least impact
the scapegoats
and befriend
the real culprits

$2.4 billion –
joint annual income
of WWF, Conservation
International, African
Wildlife Foundation,
Wildlife Conservation
Society and The Nature
Conservancy.

Sophie Pritchard is the co-ordinator of Edge Fund, a
member-run fund supporting grassroots action for radical
social change in Scotland, Wales, England and the whole
of Ireland. She wrote this piece in a personal capacity.

1 Survival International, ‘Cameroon: WWF complicit in tribal people’s abuse’, October 2014. nin.tl/WWFBaka 2 M Dowie, Conservation Refugees. The Hundred-Year
Conflict between Global Conservation and Native Peoples, The MIT Press, 2009. 3 W Huismann, PandaLeaks, 2014; www.pandaleaks.org 4 C Nichonghaile and D
Smith, ‘Kenya’s Samburu people ‘violently evicted’ after US charities buy land’, The Guardian, 14 December 2011. nin.tl/Samburu-eviction 5 M Dowie, Conservation
Refugees. The Hundred-Year Conflict between Global Conservation and Native Peoples, The MIT Press, 2009. 6 R P Neumann, ‘The Postwar Conservation Boom in
British Colonial Africa’ in Environmental History, Vol 7, No 1, January 2002. 7 Global Witness, Pandering to the Loggers: Why WWF’s Global Forest and Trade Network
isn’t Working, 2011. nin.tl/pandering-to-loggers 8 Greenpeace, ‘World Bank ditches shares in Congo-trashing company’, 10 December 2007. nin.tl/WB-Olam
9 Forest Peoples Program, nin.tl/sengwer-eviction; M Grainger and K Geary, The New Forests Company and its Uganda Plantations, Oxfam, 2011. 10 REDD Monitor,
2012, nin.tl/wwfscandal-tanzania; REDD+ in Madagascar: You can’t see the Wood for the Carbon, Amis de la Terre and Basta!, 2013.
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Contested territory
India’s rightwing
government attacks
NGOs in an attempt to
undermine people’s
movements. Sections
of the Left believe
they sap people’s
radicalism. But are
they a real threat to
India’s development?
DIONNE BUNSHA
picks her way
through the barbs.

Vivek Prakash / Reuters

An anti-nuclear
demonstration under
way in Mumbai. The
government considers
such movements ‘antidevelopment’.
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It was time for payback. Less than a month
after rightwing Hindu nationalist Narendra
Modi took over as prime minister of India in
May, he started delivering on his promise to
his corporate supporters that he would clear all
hurdles in their path.
The biggest hurdle they face is people.
Across the country, several mining and nuclear
projects have been delayed due to nonviolent
protests by farmers, fisherfolk and indigenous
communities.
In June, a report by the Intelligence
Bureau (IB) titled ‘Concerted efforts by
select foreign funded non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) to take down Indian
development projects’ was ‘leaked’. It accused
several grassroots movements, national and
international NGOs and prominent public
intellectuals of ‘threatening the country’s
economic security’.
According to the report: ‘A significant
number of Indian NGOs (funded by some
donors based in US, UK, Germany and
Netherlands) have been noticed to be using
people-centric issues to create an environment
which lends itself to stalling development
projects.’ In the report’s gun sights are people’s
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movements against nuclear and coal-fired
power plants, uranium mines, genetically
modified organisms, mega-industrial projects
(particularly by POSCO and Vedanta), big
dam projects (on the Narmada River and in
Arunachal Pradesh) and extractive industries
(oil, limestone in the northeast). The negative
impacts of such activity on GDP growth is
two to three per cent, says the report, without
mentioning how its writers arrived at this
estimate.
One of the first groups to be choked
financially was Greenpeace India. The home
ministry instructed the Reserve Bank to block
its foreign funding, which Greenpeace India
successfully fought through the Delhi High
Court. ‘This case throws light on the arbitrary
manner in which the government has attempted
to muzzle voices of dissent in democracy in
the name of financial scrutiny,’ said Samit
Aich, Executive Director of Greenpeace
India, after the hearing.1 Responding to
the ‘anti-development’ accusation against
Greenpeace, Aich pointed to a recent judgment
on corruption in coalmining allocations.
‘Environmental watchdogs have been blamed
for slowing down the economy, but now the

highest judicial authority of the country – the
Supreme Court – has deemed all coal blocks
allocated since 1993 as illegal. The court has
come down heavily on the government and
the companies for “arbitrary” and “mindless”
decisions. It is increasingly becoming clear that
rampant corruption and crony capitalism are
stalling the economic progress of the country.’

Fake debate
The IB report has triggered a fake debate
about NGOs sabotaging development. ‘It all
depends on how you see development,’ says SP
Udayakumar, a university teacher and antinuclear activist, who was named in the report.
‘When the Prime Minister travels the world to
invite foreign capital and sell the country to
corporations, it is called diplomacy. But when
we try to safeguard our environment and our
grandchildren’s future, we are considered antinational.’ As part of the People’s Movement
Against Nuclear Energy, Udayakumar is one of
thousands fighting against the installation of 10
nuclear power plants along India’s coastline. He
was harassed and intimidated by the previous
government, too. His passport has been
impounded, phones tapped, and he has been
followed by intelligence officers.
There is also a case to be made for the
generally more equitable employment provided
by NGOs, which surely contributes to the
economy. Activist Kavitha Kuruganti from
the Alliance for Sustainable and Holistic
Agriculture asserts that this contribution
exceeds that of India’s Information
Technology sector.
Some of the nonviolent movements listed
in the report are supported by international
groups such as Greenpeace, Amnesty and
ActionAid, but several take no funding from
NGOs. ‘We receive no foreign funding. We
don’t even have an NGO registered. We are a
local Gandhian movement that runs on people’s
contributions, labour and support. Greenpeace
has attended our meetings but has not funded
us,’ says Udayakumar.
Going after NGOs, particularly with
accusations of the ‘foreign hand’ working
against India’s interests, is nothing new.
The previous government, led by former
World Bank economist Manmohan Singh,
also targeted NGOs that did not fit in with
the neoliberal worldview. In April 2013,
his government suspended the Foreign
Contribution Regulation Act (FCR A) licences
of 4,000-odd NGOs with an ‘anti-national
agenda’. An FCR A licence allows NGOs
to receive donations from outside India.
The Indian Social Action Forum (INSAF),
a network of more than 700 grassroots
organizations and people’s movements,
appealed against this arbitrary action in the
Delhi High Court. In September 2013, the

court cancelled the home ministry order that
had suspended INSAF’s FCR A licence – a
landmark victory for NGOs across India that
routinely face official harassment.

Handpicked enemies
India has possibly the largest number of NGOs
in the world – more than 3.3 million, according
to a 2009 government study.2 There is one
NGO for every 400 Indians. They differ widely,
and include religious charities, corporate-funded
groups, political trusts, Gandhian groups, UN
organizations, private school trusts, research
organizations and advocacy groups. Some are
little more than fraudulent fundraising vehicles;
others are small, unsung groupings working
tirelessly at the local level.
While warning against foreign funding, the
IB report ignored the millions of dollars sent to
affiliates of the rightwing organization
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)
from corporates and other donors
in the US – funds that have gone to
extremist organizations that instigate
religious violence and propagate the
nationalist Hindutva ideology. The RSS
heads the Sangh Parivar, a network of
rightwing organizations that include
the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
and militant groups Vishwa Hindu
Parishad and Bajrang Dal, which
share an ideology that defines Indian
culture solely in terms of ‘Hindu
values’. Inspired by Hitler, Mussolini
and European fascism, Sangh Parivar’s
ideologues envisioned India as a Hindu
nation, where others live as ‘secondclass citizens’.3 The Stop Funding Hate
campaign in the US attempts to create
awareness about the Sangh’s insidious and
violent activities, and stem the flow of funds
from unsuspecting donors. However, in India,
these organizations continued unhindered,
with the blessings of the ruling BJP.
The Right picks on a particular kind of
NGO to attack: those that support popular
movements aiming to thwart the state’s attempt
to sell off the public interest to the highest
bidder. The movements themselves are branded
as anything from ‘anti-national’ to ‘Maoist
terrorists’.

‘When the PM
travels the world to
invite foreign capital
and sell the country
to corporations, it
is called diplomacy.
But when we try
to safeguard our
environment, we
are considered
anti-national’

The left critique
The IB report rightly created a furore, with
the left media and intellectuals mounting a
strong defence of NGO activity and pointing
out the report’s bias towards the government’s
corporate agenda. But traditionally, the Left
has offered a wider critique of NGOs, saying
they offer sops to the poor, defusing their
discontent and deflecting revolution. According
to Arundhati Roy: ‘[NGOs] turn people
into dependent victims and blunt political
N E W I N T E R N AT I O N A L I S T
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resistance. NGOs form a buffer between the
sarkar [government] and public. Between
empire and its subjects. They have become the
arbitrators, the interpreters, the facilitators.’4
Roy also faults them for being ultimately
accountable to their funders, not the people
they work with. This is likely
true of several corporate- or
institutionally funded NGOs
that use Corporate Social
Responsibility to obscure
dissent against large industrial
projects. But whether it holds
for all other NGOs – even
international NGOs like
Greenpeace India, which raises
more than 60 per cent of its
funds from individual donors
living in India – is debatable.
One reason for the rise
in the number of NGOs in
India is that no political force is responding to
people’s issues. The left parties, once the locus
of anti-establishment dissent, have become part
of the establishment. The Left’s peasant or
urban labour movements are much weaker, so
independent social movements have filled the
vacuum. Anil Chaudhary of Popular Education
and Action Center (PEACE), a group that
trains rights activists, puts it succinctly when
he compares NGOs
to ‘scavengers who
clean up what no-one
wants to touch’. Several
grassroots movements
prefer to retain
their independence
from NGOs, while
appreciating their
support. ‘NGOs come
and attend meetings
and write reports,
and that’s how they
provide support to
the movement,’ says
Lingaraj Azad from the Niyamgiri Suraksha
Samiti (Niyamgiri Protection Association),
which is fighting against bauxite mining in the
Niyamgiri Hills, Orissa. ‘But if NGOs were to
run the movement, it wouldn’t last too long.
Their work ends when project funding ends.
We have to stick it out even after projects end.
That’s why we are a self-reliant movement, and
that’s why it is so strong.’
Azad is sceptical about the net impact of
NGOs. ‘There are so many NGOs in India,
with millions in funding. After so much
funding, what have they done? What has
changed in health or education or any of our
other problems?’
Other local activists are sometimes betrayed
by NGOs that buckle to government pressure.
There have been cases where they have changed

their stand abruptly and misrepresented local
activists in order to save their own skin, says
academic and activist Dip Kapoor.5
Whereas NGOs may at times fall short in
their support of people’s movements against the
state, it would be remiss to ignore the sterling
work being done by hundreds of
dedicated NGOs throughout India.
Several work with the poorest in the
country on a wide range of issues
(that governments often ignore)
and have had a positive influence on
government policy.

‘After so much
funding, what
have NGOs done?
What has changed
in health or
education or
any of our other
problems?’

Raj Patidar / Reuters

Volunteers of the
Hindu nationalist RRS
go through a drill at a
training camp in Bhopal.
Foreign funding for
these rightwingers
goes unquestioned.
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The great grab
Their capacity to effect change
does not always displease the
government. For example, the
former chief minister of Bihar
praised Greenpeace India’s
renewable energy projects in rural
Bihar. It was an alliance of NGOs that led a
successful campaign to get the government to
pass the landmark Right to Information Act
2005, which has been used to tackle corruption
and bring greater transparency in governance.
In a region of Andhra Pradesh where farmers’
suicides are widespread, several NGOs and
scientists are working to help farmers get out
of the cycle of debt and grow crops without
pesticides.
The crux of the issue is a countrywide land
grab, often facilitated by the government,
which has the power to acquire land forcibly
from local people for development projects.
This is part of a global trend in which
transnational corporations are taking over
millions of hectares of land.
Is the IB report just a warning before
a crackdown on movements against
corporate land acquisition? ‘We now have a
democratically elected totalitarian government,’
said Arundhati Roy in an interview to Dawn
newspaper shortly after Modi was elected.
‘What Modi will be called upon to do is to sort
out what is going on in the forests, to sweep
out the resistance and hand over land to the
mining and infrastructure corporations.’ Will
her words prove prophetic? n
Dionne Bunsha is an award-winning journalist who
divides her time between Mumbai and Vancouver. She
was a senior editor at Frontline magazine and is the
author of Scarred: Experiments with Violence in Gujarat,
published by Penguin India.
1 Greenpeace India, 2 September 2014; nin.tl/delhihc 2 ‘First
official estimate: An NGO for every 400 people in India’, The
Indian Express, 7 July 2010; nin.tl/indianex 3 Hindu Nationalism
in the United States: A Report on Nonprofit Groups, July 2014;
nin.tl/hindunat 4 Arundhati Roy, ‘Help that hinders’, Le Monde
diplomatique, November 2004. 5 ‘Social action and NGOization
in contexts of development dispossession in rural India:
explorations into the un-civility of civl society’ in NGOization:
Complicity, contradictions and prospects, edited by Aziz
Choudhry and Dip Kapoor, Zed Books, 2013.

What is the right response to the Ebola crisis?
NGOs offer pop-up services
that undermine public
provision in countries facing
a crisis. They’re here today,
gone tomorrow.
Such criticisms were
voiced by DR OLIVER
JOHNSON in September
in an interview for our
website.* Johnson, speaking
as part of a volunteer
team battling Ebola in
a government hospital
in Sierra Leone’s capital
Freetown, told us:

We invited MSF to respond. They said:

‘NGOs are taking over the health
services. Médecins Sans Frontières
(MSF) and the Red Cross were winding
down here since the war. But now those
organizations are back running services.
There’s a danger that if we invest only
in NGOs we’ll restore a situation where
the NGOs run the health system for a
couple of years and then leave. We’re

‘Dr Johnson is quite right to say that,
more than 10 years after the end of
the war, the health system in Sierra
Leone should have been getting back
on its feet under the leadership of the
government, with external support.
‘The health system had been slowly
improving over recent years, though
serious weaknesses remained, not only
with low staffing but also low morale,
weak management and lack of basic
materials like gloves and disinfectants.
Nevertheless, the country was clearly
in a phase of development rather than
acute emergency. Before the latest
Ebola crisis, Médecins Sans Frontières,
which focuses on emergencies, was
getting ready to hand over our last
project in the country. We had been
working for over 20 years across the
country, including through some of the
most bitter fighting. We were reducing
our activities and only providing
paediatric and maternity care in a
dedicated hospital.
‘Then Ebola arrived and changed
everything. We immediately stepped
up our activities in Sierra Leone to
respond to this crisis, and set up

‘NGOs are taking over
the health services. We
don’t want to create a
parallel NGO structure’

‘The priority should be
to save as many lives as
possible even if it creates
a parallel system’

turning the clock back to what we were
trying to get away from: a pop-up NGO,
aid-run system, rather than a strong,
government-led health system run and
led by Sierra Leoneans.
‘We need massively more support
from the international community to
strengthen government hospitals, so
that normal services can continue and
staff can be safe and not die. We need
to keep staff confident to make sure
patients keep getting a good quality of
care. We don’t want to create a parallel
NGO structure.
‘We need NGOs to be willing to work
in government hospitals and a lot of
them are afraid.’

specialist treatment centres. Ebola
requires strict protection measures
and discipline to avoid health facilities
becoming sources of contamination
or even fuelling the epidemic. Ebola
management centres are best kept
away from general health services, to
avoid intra-facility contamination, so
MSF is now operating two stand-alone
units in Bo (35 beds) and in Kailahun
(80 beds).
‘The Ministry of Health, supported
by WHO, is planning to set up about
20 more specialized centres. With
the urgency of the situation, the
government – despite their best efforts
and commitment – cannot cope alone.

To have direct and meaningful impact,
immediate hands-on intervention is
needed by organizations with a strong
chain of command and expertise.
This explains why the president of
Sierra Leone himself called for urgent
international support.
‘Unlike many other headlinegrabbing humanitarian crises which
see NGOs flocking in to help, the
reality in the current outbreak is that
NGOs are not queuing at the door
to get involved. Most do not have the
capacity and expertise and this is what
led MSF to seek help elsewhere: states’
assets, including the military if needed.
‘We agree with Dr Johnson that
more international support is needed.
But we believe the most urgent need is
a practical, hands-on response which
brings immediate treatment capacity
in from outside, not only funding and
strengthening of national health
systems. The priority should be to
save as many lives as possible even if it
creates a parallel system for the time it
is necessary.
‘In fact, the focus on health-system
strengthening might have hindered a
quick and adequate response by the
international community. Even with
the epidemic spiralling out of control,
the overriding attitude of too many
donor governments was to propose
technical assistance, advice and handsoff support to a collapsing health
system, not to step in and effectively
boost and complement the exhausted
health workforce. Many now assume
that it is right for international aid
only to bring support to the local
health system, which will itself deal
with outbreaks or other crises.
‘But there is a need to fill rapidly
the gap in health services and respond
to the additional needs created or
worsened by Ebola. “Hands off”
support to a fragile system under
strain is not enough to keep it from
falling apart and can have the opposite
effect. This is a matter of urgency and
whether it creates a parallel system is
irrelevant for the moment.’ n
* Read the full interview at nin.tl/sierra-ebola
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JOHN
HILARY
on the
obscenity of
using images
of starving
children to
raise funds.

The distress dealers: (left)
Save the Children, (centre)
ActionAid, (right) Action
Against Hunger.

In June 1981, New Internationalist published
‘Merchants of Misery’*, a seminal article by
Danish aid worker Jorgen Lissner that launched
a blistering attack on the use of images of
starving black children in NGO fundraising
materials. The piece accused aid agencies of
‘social pornography’ in stripping individual
children of their dignity and presenting them
to the Western viewer as helpless objects
isolated from any social or historical context,
and called for an end to the racist distortion
that this perpetuated in people’s conception
of the Majority World. Lissner also noted that
the use of such pictures was already considered
unacceptable when fundraising for children’s
charities at home. How could aid agencies get
away with such double standards just because
their images depicted children from other parts
of the world?
The impact of the article was far-reaching.
By the end of the decade, the General Assembly
of European NGOs had adopted a code of

conduct that instructed all aid agencies to
refrain from using ‘pathetic images’ or ‘images
which fuel prejudice’ in their depiction of the
Majority World. An updated code adopted in
2007 affirmed that all future communications
by international development NGOs must be
based on core values of human dignity, respect
and truthfulness. Similar guidelines have
been introduced in other countries, including
Australia, Canada and New Zealand/Aotearoa.
Despite this, recent years have witnessed
the return of the starving black child as a stock
image in the fundraising communications of
far too many aid agencies. NGOs that should
know better have reverted to type, calling up
disaster images from the 1970s in a desperate
attempt to increase their organizational
income, whatever the cost. A battle which we
thought had been won many years ago clearly
needs to be fought afresh.
Matters came to a head last year when a
formal accusation was brought against Save

… when you want to support an NGO.
the Children for using degrading imagery
of children in its television fundraising, in
contravention of the code of conduct. One
advert in particular, showing a number of
children in varying states of emaciation, had
been widely condemned as unethical. Yet
Partos, the association of Dutch international
development NGOs that heard the complaint,
failed to take any action. In its final decision,
the complaints committee noted that NGOs
were encouraged to abide by the European
code of conduct, but that there was no binding
requirement on them to do so.
As Jorgen Lissner noted all those years
ago, international NGOs have a choice. They
can continue to act as merchants of misery,
misrepresenting the Majority World and
perpetuating their cycles of aid and despair.
Or they can embrace active forms of solidarity
with those movements around the world that
are rising up to challenge the forces responsible
for their oppression. Whatever choice NGOs
make, one thing is clear. Colonial images of
helpless children awaiting salvation from the
hands of Western donors have no place in the
21st century, and we must be prepared to
challenge them wherever they appear. n

1
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John Hilary is Executive Director of War on Want. His
book, The Poverty of Capitalism: Economic Meltdown and the
Struggle for What Comes Next, is published by Pluto Press.
* Lissner’s article can be read at nin.tl/Vriy9Q
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How does the organization interact with the
community affected by its work? Do people from the
communities get to determine what work the NGO
does and how? Or do they only get ‘consulted’?
Who measures successes and achievements – the
beneficiaries or staff in offices crunching the numbers?
Giant organizations can sometimes struggle to
connect, leading to ineffective programmes which
can also be patronizing and disempowering. Could a
smaller group achieve the aim better?
Is a rigidly corporate, hierarchical structure followed
in the name of efficiency? What is the pay differential
between the CEO and lowest-salaried employee?
Are expenses – travel and living conditions in poor
communities, for example – appropriate? Are partner
organizations and local staff in other countries treated
like true partners?
The provision of services
and aid is needed and
necessary. But so, too,
is work that aims to
link up and support
popular movements
trying to address the
systemic causes of
problems. This work is
massively underfunded,
so consider supporting it.
Where’s the money coming
from? If most of the funding is
from government or corporate
sources, what might this say about
willingness and ability to push for real change?
What steps does the NGO take to distance itself
from government policy? Are the ethics of corporations
brought under scrutiny before donations are
accepted?
Thinkstock

The unwelcome return of
development pornography

10 things to consider…

How are funds raised? Through demeaning images?
By putting the donor in the role of a saviour – ‘your
child’, ‘your family’, as in sponsorship appeals?
Or does the fundraising actually raise awareness?
Take reviews by charity ratings sites (often proudly
displayed by the charities in question) with a pinch of
salt. They tend to focus on quantitative assessments
rather than the organization’s ethics.
Don’t get hung up on whether an organization is a
registered charity – registration is not a guarantee of
effectiveness. Interrogate instead the organization’s
politics. Can its vision and practice be seen as
promoting justice and opposed to the neoliberal
worldview?
How does it invest the money it holds in reserve –
ethically or using dubious financial instruments?
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