
Concern Worldwide, with funding from USAID’s Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA)
has begun a 33-month research project examining the barriers to the progression of
localization of humanitarian aid in 5 country contexts- Bangladesh, Malawi, NW Syria,
Democratic Republic of Congo (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 was 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 Kalemie - DRC on 10
March, 2023 and saw 18 local and national NGOs, 11 INGOs and 1 UN representative in
attendance.

The workshop participants were split into two different rooms for the morning part –
international actors in one and local/national actors in the other. The first session was entitled
"Defining the Destination" - an analysis of where the power is today and where it would be in
an ideal situation. The participants were asked to complete a pre-workshop survey and the
data from these questions shaped the discussion in the first part of the workshop. Top
barriers to localization were examined from the survey which led to a discussion that saw
local and international actors disagreeing at times on what those barriers are. 

The trust exercise asked participants to explore examples of types of behaviors or situations
that broke trust and that built trust. A framework for trust was presented for participants to
identify the top three most important components. The “Five Whys" provided participants an
opportunity to analyze the reasons behind the top-ranked barriers on the pre-workshop
survey. A brainstorming session allowed participants to begin thinking creatively about
solutions and analyze their colleagues’ suggestions, which led into a plenary/parking lot
session that wrapped up any remaining questions and suggestions .

INTRODUCTION

BEYOND BARRIERS: OVERCOMING FUNDING AND WORKFORCE
OBSTACLES TO ACHIEVE A LOCALIZED HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE
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DEFINING THE DESTINATION 

In a pre-workshop survey,  participants were asked to rank by stakeholder who they
believed currently has the power in the humanitarian system in DRC and where
they believed the power should be in an ideal scenario.

The above results show that the participants believe that power in the humanitarian
system mostly rests with donors, the UN and INGOs. In an ideal situation, power would be
held within communities, and local NGOs.  The results indicate that the ideal power
situation is nearly an exact inverse of the current situation.

During the workshop, there was a lot of discussion on what the role of the government
should be. Some participants flet that the donors should be working with the government
directly, rather than with national NGOs. In the ideal situation, it would be the sovereign
government of DRC that would have the power, rather than donors from countries of the
Global North. 
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Power Ideal
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BARRIERS TO LOCALIZATION

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. 

In the finance barrier discussion, participants highlighted challenges such as funding not
going directly to local and national organizations but through intermediaries. National
NGOs consider funding issues to be paramount, whereas for INGOs funding is not the
most important issue, as they have relations with donors. 

Directly related to the issue of funding going through intermediaries and not directly to
local actors is the fact that local actors have few or no relations with donors and donor
agencies, and it is difficult to build these relations. UN agencies and INGOs have greater
access to donors due to their origins.

Lack of organizational capacity of local and community organizations to offer large-scale
programming also arose during the discussion. INGOs saw this as paramount to the issue
of finance and funding, as organizational capacity has an impact on everything. 
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Regarding Human Resources (HR), Local actors highlighted the challenges of
capacity strengthening as it is often programmatic rather than institutional in
nature. This leads to Institutional capacities not being strengthened which would
enable NNGOs to replace INGOs as they transition out of country. 

Available training is designed by international players and not based on real
training needs. INGO planning does not take into account the opinions of local
organizations when trainings are being designed, leading to the potential for
inefficient trainings and the experience of mistrust and disrespect. 

Another issue that arose was a lack of pay parity and/or discrepancy between
salaries and benefits of local and international staff. For internationals: when you're
in an organization, expatriates and nationals don't have the same benefits. Of note,
national organizations didn't rank the lack of pay parity as a concern, yet it's
another reason why staff are poached. 

In the power discussion, the issue of international players preferring direct
implementation was raised; UN agencies have also begun to adopt the same
approach. In the implementation of certain activities, the more intermediaries
there are, the less benefit, if any, the direct beneficiaries receive. Lack of trust
justifies this tendency: instead of carrying out activities, national organizations fail
to deliver all or part of the money allocated to the final beneficiaries. There's also
the problem of the government, with no follow-up or action. The government also
seeks to depend on or request support from INGOs. 

Current partnerships between international and local players are neither equitable
nor complementary - including international NGOs and donor agencies.  
Operating costs are not equitable, which is directly linked to and feeds power
imbalances.

Lack of trust between international and local players - including international
NGOs and donor agencies. Lack of trust is the source of all the localization
problems and lack of respect. This ties back to issues raised during the HR
discussion around trainings for local actors not being designed with local actors in
mind.  
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Barrier Rank Disagreements

The table below 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 on a scale of 1-10, i.e. "Lack of Pay
Parity between International and National Actors" was ranked 6 by local actors,
while it was low in importance, 1, by the international actors.
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Local Actors International Actors Barriers to Localization

2 5
Local and National Organizations must
Compete with International Organizations for
Funding

4 1
Lack of Organizational Capacity of Local
Organizations and CBOs to Deliver Large Scale
Programming

1 5 Poaching of National Staff by International
Organizations

6 1 Lack of Pay Parity between International and
National Actors

TRUST EXERCISES 

The Trust Exercise of the workshop aimed to explore the concept of trust within
the context of partnerships, both at the international and local levels. The section
consisted of various activities and discussions to identify the behaviors and factors
that break or build trust, as well as to determine the most important components
of trust in such partnerships.

A framework of trust categories was presented to the participants, which helped
them understand the different aspects that contribute to building trust. 
The categories included ability, benevolence, predictability, integrity, and
transparency. 
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Globally, the ranking of the five trust categories was very similar to that of what
was found in DRC..  

Global Totals- National and International Organizations Combined

DRC Totals- National and International Organizations Combined 

The most important sub-categories within the 5: 

Ability- Participation and competence 
Benevolence- Loyalty/solidarity and task support

Predictability- Keeping commitments 
Integrity- Ethical values

Transparency- Information transparency 
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The most important sub-categories within the 5: 

Ability- Competence 
Benevolence- Task support 

Predictability- Keeping commitments 
Integrity- Ethical values

Transparency- Information transparency 
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Building and Breaking Trust - Examples

Examples of Foundational Components
of Trust in Partnership

Participants were asked, in their respective groups, what activities build trust up
and what what activities break trust down.  
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Providing assistance to partners
to help with job-related
problems

Sharing all relevant information
about a project with partners
openly

Adhering to ethical principles,
not displaying unethical
behaviors

S H A R E D  B Y  L O C A L  A N D  I N T E R N A T I O N A L

partner has a lot of experience
and can perform a task
successfully

I N T E R N A T I O N A L

Knowing the Humanitarian Principles
Maintaining Positive Relationships and
Communication with Beneficiaries
INGOs Requesting Partners to Share
Expertise
Time for Co-Planning and Training
Between Partners
INGO support in M&E
Timely Payment

Partners Communicating Potential
Risks Quickly
Regular Communication and
Information Sharing
Conducting Personal Visits of Each
Other's Facilities

Contractual Delays
Unexpected Severance of Partnership
Intense Criticism and Challenge Reaching
Consensus
Partner Sharing Private Financial
Information

Misappropriation of Funds
Delays in Implementation of
Activities
Not Reporting Risks
Biased Reporting and Selfishness

L O C A L  A N D  N A T I O N A L
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FIVE WHYS LOGIC
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7 Issues pertaining to Trust 

International actors do not think that NNGOs have funds management skills. This
contributes to a “crisis of confidence” for donors in LNGOs. International actors
believe that NNGOs have less integrity, transparency and competence and this
perception, along with past history and/or experiences for some, leads to a
generalized wariness of all stakeholders, which in turn contributes to inequity in
the treatment of NNGOs compared to INGOs.
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In small groups, the participants took one barrier each and were tasked with
analyzing the root causes behind these barriers. To do this, they were 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.
Below are barriers from the initial list that were used for the exercise:

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

Local and national organizations must compete
with international organizations for funding

Funding does not go directly to local and national
organizations but through intermediaries

International organizations poaching national staff

Available training is designed by international
actors and not based on real training needs

International actors prefer to conduct direct
implementation

Current partnerships between international and local actors
are neither equitable nor complementary - including

international NGOs and donor agencies
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4 Perceived Low Capacity 

In relation to the barrier discussed “current partnerships between international and
local actors are neither equitable nor complementary - including international
NGOs and donor agencies”, it is perceived that donors and INGOs believe that
LNGOs have weak management capacity. This perception of low capacity feeds
into the risk aversion that exists among international actors. Capacity
strengthening efforts are believed to be too generic and rarely consider the specific
needs of LNGOs.
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6 Power 

As mentioned with trust, there is inequity in the treatment of INGOs and NNGOs.
INGOs are close to donors (cultural, logistical, economic proximity) and are based
in their country of origin (headquarters). With this, INGOs have funding and behave
as if they have a monopoly on knowledge and think they know the needs of
LNGOs. This ties into an issue raised on DRC’s colonial history- because of this
history, there are patterns of paternalism from international entities. 
 



Change the humanitarian
system

Strengthen capacities of
local actors

Change the negative
mentalities of

international actors

Develop trust between
local and int actors

Honor the commitments to
localization

BARRIER: 
International actors prefer to implement directly.
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INDIVIDUAL BRAINSTORMING

Top barriers identified by the national/local NGOs were given to small groups. They
were asked to give solutions designed with the intention to address that barrier
within one minute- the process was repeated five times. 
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Example
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SOLUTIONS

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

The solutions proposed to address the barriers centered around the need to
restore trust between international and local/national actors. Direct, predictable
and multi-year funding to Local and National NGOs was considered essential.
There is a need to reduce the eligibility criteria, as currently it is not realistic for
many local NGOs to meet them. 

There were several solutions on capacity strengthening initiatives. These should be
done through bilateral mentoring and focus on organizational capacities. It is also
necessary to conduct a participatory training needs analysis in order to agree on
where the capacity gaps are. It is also necessary to address the imbalance of
salaries by developing a salary scale, which would encourage staff to remain with
local and national NGOs. 

The Local and National NGOs also believed that they could demonstrate their
capacity by putting in place effective management systems. Further solutions
suggested that Local and National NGOs should develop initiatives to change
attitudes and act independently. Developing an internal funding policy and
mobilizing their own resources were suggested.  

Some suggestions focus on the need for a change in attitude and mentality of
international actors. There was a belief that the neo-colonialist mentality persists
and that until this is addressed by Global North actors, it will remain challenging to
develop successful and equitable partnerships. The current system needs to be
reformed in order to meet the commitments of the Grand Bargain and Key
Performance Indicators need to be put in place to be accountable. 

The role of the government was also highlighted with calls to establish a legal
framework by which funding for humanitarian activities would need to abide by. 
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Solutions Proposed

F I N A N C E H R P O W E R

C H A N G E  O F  N E O -
C O L O N I A L I S M
M E N T A L I T Y

T A K E  I N T O  A C C O U N T
L O C A L  P R O P O S A L S  A N D
C O N T E X T

E Q U A L  T R A N S F E R  O F
R I S K S

O P E R A T I O N A L  A N D
O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L
C A P A C I T Y  B U I L D I N G

B I L A T E R A L  M E N T O R I N G
A N D  S K I L L S  T R A N S F E R

P R O V I D E  F I N A N C I N G  I N
T H E  E V E N T  O F
P O A C H I N G  S T A F F  T H A T
I S  E Q U I V A L E N T  T O  T H E
C O S T  O F  T R A I N I N G  N E W
S T A F F

L I N E  I T E M  F O R
T R A I N I N G  I N  B U D G E T S

D I R E C T ,  P R E D I C T A B L E ,
M U L T I - Y E A R  F U N D I N G  T O
N N G O S

I N C R E A S E  D O N O R
F L E X I B I L I T Y  A N D
N E G O T I A T I O N  O N
M A N A G E M E N T  F E E S  A N D
F L E X I B L E  F U N D S

P R O V I S I O N  O F  V E H I C L E S ,
O F F I C E  R E N T A L ,  R A D I O S


