
Concern Worldwide, with funding from USAID’s Bureau for Humanitarian
Assistance (BHA) has begun a 24-month research project examining the barriers to
the progression of localization of humanitarian aid in 5 country contexts
(Bangladesh, Malawi, NW Syria, DRC, and Somalia). Aimed at transferability and
opportunities for scale-up, this program seeks proactive, operational solutions to
funding and human resource barriers, with particular attention to the impact of
power dynamics in the system.

A central part of the research in each country context is a full day workshop
involving participants from local, national and international NGOs, as well as UN
representatives. Data presented in this report comes from the workshop pre-survey
and information collected during the workshop activities. The workshop was held
in Dhaka on 24 January 2023. There were 21 local and national NGOs and 9 INGOs.
The first two parts of the workshop took place in the morning where the group was
split in two - local and national actors in one room, international actors in the
other. They rejoined in the afternoon for the next sessions.

The workshop covered the following activities: Defining the Destination, an

analysis of where the power is today and where it would be in an ideal situation.
The Trust Exercise explores the most important components to building trust in a

partnership and asked participants to identify and reflect on interactions with
other stakeholders in the humanitarian sector that have contributed positively and
negatively to building trust. Barriers to Localization looked at how the

participants collectively ranked localization challenges in the pre-workshop survey.  
This was followed by the Five Whys, which provided participants with an

opportunity to analyze the reasons behind the top-ranked barriers to localization. 
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During Individual Brainstorming, participants explored different solutions to the

barriers from the Five Whys exercise and provided feedback on each other’s
recommendations. The workshop concluded with a Plenary Discussion. 

2.29
National NGOs

2.29
LOCALIZATION SCORES (OUT OF 5)

2.11
Local NGOs INGOs and UN

DEFINING THE DESTINATION
The participants were asked to rank stakeholders by who they believed currently
has the power in the humanitarian system in Bangladesh and where they believed
the power should be in an ideal scenario.
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The above results show that the participants believe that the power in the
humanitarian system mostly rests with the national government and the UN,
whereas in an ideal situation, it would be with the local NGOs followed by the
community members. 
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LOCAL ACTORS 

Participants were in agreement that the national government holds the most
power and has the systems and processes in place to mobilize large scale
responses. They have the tools in place for funding and can act without the
support of donors. UN agencies, acting as both donors and implementers, also
wield a high level of influence in the country. One participant added that the NGO
Affairs Bureau (NGOAB) is housed under the Prime Minister’s Office and ultimately,
the national government has the final approval on all projects. 

In terms of the Power Ideal, local NGOs ranked the highest, followed by the
community. Some felt that while affected communities should ideally be in the
top position of power, it makes sense for local organisations, who represent the
communities, and have the resources and structures in place to respond during a
disaster, to have the most power. Participants felt that UN agencies ranked the
lowest, because unlike local NGOs, they are not engaged at the community level.
One participant highlighted that the role of the UN is simply to strengthen existing
government structures. 

INTERNATIONAL ACTORS

One participant emphasized the power and influence of the national government
through the various levels of bureaucratic hurdles that exist in Bangladesh. The
difference in ranking of local and international NGOs is rooted in access to donors.
In terms of the Power Ideal, one participant noted that there is an aspect of shared
responsibility that is missing. Another participant highlighted how the Rohingya
refugee crisis has altered power dynamics, but it will vary when looking at a
different context in Bangladesh. 

BARRIERS TO LOCALISATION

During this session, the workshop facilitator provided participants with sheets that
ranked different barriers based on the pre-workshop survey perspectives of local
and national NGOs, as well as international and UN actors. The purpose of these
rankings was to identify differences of opinion and explore why certain barriers
may persist. The following were the top ranked barriers per category. 



 Funding doesn't go directly to local and national organizations but is passed through
intermediaries

1.

 Lack of organizational capacity of local organizations and CBOs to deliver large scale
programming

2.

 Award management, compliance, and donor reporting requirements are overly
burdensome and difficult

3.

   3. Only short-term funding options are available, limited quality, multi-year funding

F I N A N C E

In the discussions involving barriers in finance, the international actors believed
that it was their responsible to make flexible funding available and accessible and
it is the local actors’ responsibility to increase their compliance standards. They
acknowledged that the localization shift is largely donor driven as the INGOs are
not consciously ceding space to local actors. One participant felt that the short
term funding barrier has a greater impact on INGOs because local organizations
have more flexibility since they are based in the area and often in Bangladesh,
these organizations can rely on a microfinance institutions to help them withstand
these periods without funding, whereas INGOs have less flexibility.  

Direct funding remains the biggest challenge for local actors because of donor
compliance measures that are often difficult for local NGOs to meet. There are
limited pooled funding mechanisms that invest in local NGOs. One participant
emphasized that donors are not providing INGOs with adequate funding for
organizational capacity building for local actors. 
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 Program planning/design/implementation are not inclusive or participatory (top-down)1.
 Current partnerships between international and local actors are not equitable or
complementary - including international NGOs and donor agencies

2.

 Significant risk is transferred to local actors when partnering with international actors3.

P O W E R

In terms of barriers related to power in partnership, the international actors
acknowledged that while they state that partners are equal, the reality is that
during implementation, the local NGOs are participating rather than directing the
programs. There is a need for mind-set change at the program manager level,
particularly for INGOs. At present, the trust does not exist between partners and
this leads to local partners having “fears” of voicing discontent. 



Capacity strengthening is often programmatic in nature, not institutional1.
Lack of pay parity and/or discrepancy between salaries and benefits of local and
international staff

2.

Inadequate budgeting for the appropriate and full inclusion of female humanitarian
staff (security, maternity packages, etc.)

3.

H U M A N  R E S O U R C E S

In terms of barriers in human resources, participants held discussions around staff
poaching and pay parity. Local actors did not consider the poaching of national
staff by international NGOs to be a challenge, but rather felt that losing staff due to
better opportunities is to be expected. One participant reflected that staff
poaching doesn’t just work in one direction and that often in Bangladesh, national
NGOs will poach staff from INGOs, simply because of better pay. The international
actors noted that the root of many of these issues is the lack of pay parity. 

The below table illustrates where there were differences in opinions between the
local and international actors. The number under each stakeholder group denotes
how they ranked that particular barrier i.e. "Only Short-Term Funding Options are
Available" was ranked 6th most important by the local actors, while be ranked
most important by the international actors.
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Barrier Rank Disagreements 

Local 

Actors

International

Actors Barriers to Localization

2 8 Lack of Organizational Capacity of Local NGOs to
Deliver Large Scale Programming

6 1 Only Short-Term Funding Options are Available

9 5 Poaching of National Staff by International
Organizations

10 2
There is no definition for what an organization with
full capacity looks like - difficult to prove readiness
for the work



Participants were then given a list with 23 components of trust, under 5
overarching categories, including Ability, Benevolence, Predictability, Integrity, and
Transparency. Participants were asked to reflect on the 23 components and select
the top 5 categories they felt were most important to the success of the work in
partnership with other stakeholders. 

TRUST EXERCISE

In this exercise, the participants were asked to think of 2 incidents across their
careers in the humanitarian sector, one which contributed positively to the trust
they had in a stakeholder and one which contributed negatively to the trust they
had in another stakeholder. Below are a few examples of the type of incidents that
built and broke trust in partnership. 

Positive and Negative Critical Incidents

LOCAL INTERNATIONAL

Open communication, respectful
attitude, willingness to listen
Trust in the partner’s knowledge of local
context + the need of the affected
communities
Shared responsibility in success +
failures

Honesty and transparency regarding
limitations 
Open communication and willingness
to take feedback 
Ability to advocate on behalf of affected
communities 

Lack of respect and unprofessional
communication
Burdensome reporting and compliance
requirements
No room for input or collaboration

Lack of transparency and failure to
communicate
Financial mismanagement
Failure to keep project commitments
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Ability Benevolence Predictability Integrity Transparency

Competence
Reputation

Conscientiousness
Media Literacy

Proactivity
Positive Humor

Friendliness
Feedback Culture

Participation

Task Support 
Autonomy

Emotional Care
Loyalty/Solidarity 

Keeping
Commitments

Availability
Consistency

Confidentiality
Ethical Values

Being Respectful

Information
Transparency
Responsibility
Assignment

Sharing Private
Information
Openness

23 Components of Trust

Ability
36.6%

Transparency
19.8%

Integrity
16.8%

Predictability
14.9%

Benevolence
11.9%

In small groups, the participants took one barrier each and were tasked with
analysing the root causes behind these barriers. To do this, they first asked why the
barrier in question is happening and to write down the most logical one. The group
then repeated the exercise to ask why the first reason behind the barrier is
happening. This was continued five times to get to the roots of these barriers. 

The following were the most common reasons behind the barriers to localisation in
the Five Whys Exercise:

FIVE WHYS

As seen in the pie chart, participants
ranked Ability as the most important
category, followed by Transparency,
Integrity, Predictability, and then
Benevolence. 
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8 Perceived Low Capacity of Local Actors 

There were some general statements about the perceived low capacity of local
actors. More specific examples were: 

Difficulty to ensure quality deliverables as staff have to take on multiple roles
Capacity strengthening is often programmatic in nature, not institutional
No dedicated department for technical support services
Devaluing of partners’ capacity

4 Local Actors not having sufficient Resources 

Not only do local actors have limited access, when they do have access it is not
consistent enough to support their operations and the main priority is on
organizational survival. On the other hand international actors have access to
resources enabling them to invest in capacities, human resources and technical
expertise. 

4 The imbalance in Power between local and international actors

INGOs are perceived to monopolize the space from donors and have traditional,
well-established relationships, They also have the knowledge and experience of
politics in the system and exposure to opportunities. Local actors lack all of these,
which leads to a monopoly in the decision making of international actors.

Priorities/Objectives of International Actors

There is a certain tension between the priorities and objectives of international
actors and the objectives of localization. International organizations focus on the
objectives of their projects, programs, and strategic plans. If localization objectives
have not been included in these, the attainment of their objectives takes
precedence, and this can contribute to the barriers. 

3

3 Context/Political Issue

There are strict donor requirements to minimise the risk on funds utilisation and
reputation and the local actors are regarded as incapable, risky and disorganised.
There is also a perception of heightened risk of financial mismanagement. There
are also certain compliance standards which need to be met when applying for
funding that local actors struggle to meet.
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INDIVIDUAL BRAINSTORMING

·Participants were asked to individually brainstorm quick solutions to the barrier
they worked on in the Five Whys exercise. They were given 5 minutes to come up
with 5 different solutions to the problem and to convene with their group to
collectively decide on the best solution. Below is an example. 

BARRIER:
Program design and implementation are not inclusive nor participatory

SOLUTION 1:
Co-creation approach with right partnership selection, must value

partners’ capacity

SOLUTION 2:
Organizational capacity assessment to select partners with dignity

SOLUTION 3:
Both sides must share information and openly communicate

SOLUTION 4:
Joint decision making and capacity strengthening

SOLUTION 5:
Share responsibility, risk and ICR
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SOLUTIONS

The participants formed small groups to discuss solutions to the barriers that had
been ranked highest in the pre-workshop survey.

Capacity

Capacity strengthening activities are often programmatic in nature and do not
focus on organizational/institutional needs. The global development priority and
commitment needs to be based on local needs and in order to make this shift,
local stakeholders need to be consulted and involved in setting the global
development agenda. 

Ideas to support the capacity strengthening included staff capacity strengthening
on specialized areas like organizational resource mobilization and keeping a
certain percentage of budget reserved for organizational development. 

Trust & Equitable Partnership

The importance of partnership being established on good faith and trust was
selected as the solution to partnerships not being equitable. LNGOs that are
trusted can perform better and ably represent the views of communities. It lead to
growth and development of human resources of LNGOs and leads to more
sustainable effective programming. The co-creation of programs between partners
was another part of a solution to the barrier of current capacity strengthening not
being based on needs. 

Funding Models

Different or new funding models need to be developed in order to improve access
to funding for LNGOs. Overhead costs should be shared equitably and
standardized remuneration based on responsibilities. Simplifying due diligence
procedures and compliance requires will also decrease the burden on LNGOs. 



Synchronize the global
trend based on local
needs - all stakeholder
engagements/consulta
tions should be bottom
up
Staff capacity
strengthening on
specialized areas by
organizational resource
mobilization
Unified salary structure
for all I/NGO staff
according to skills

H R

Equitable resource
distribution & simplified
procedures

F I N A N C E

Appropriate partnership
(POP) - capacity
strengthening, risk and
ICR sharing, co-creation
Participatory/Joint
decision making,
accountability and
capacity strengthening

P O W E R

PLENARY DISCUSSION
During the final session of the workshop, participants engaged in an open discussion
to address any remaining questions and share additional key insights on localization
efforts and challenges in Bangladesh. 

One participant brought up that while the focus on localization has been on the
funding target of 25% by 2025, the emphasis should be on the quality of the
response instead. Another participant noted that few donors actually have a policy
on the 25% funding target, only commitments that lack strategy and action. 

More investment in the capacity of local and national organizations is needed as
well as more coordination amongst these actors. While Bangladesh might be known
as the “university of NGOs,” there needs to be more documentation and evidence
collected on the contributions of local actors. However, it’s also important to note
that many of the capacity trainings that are currently available for national and local
actors are too piecemeal and prescriptive -- dominated by a “colonial mindset”.
Donors and INGOs need to focus on sustainable support and make room for local
and national actors to implement their own visions. 

Proposed Solutions
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Ultimately, the goal is locally led response, not joint response, which participants
acknowledged was not something that could be accomplished overnight. At the
end of the day, they highlighted that it was the political will of the donor that
pushes things forward and underscored the importance of representation from all
stakeholders, especially donors, at these workshops. 
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