
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 Lilongwe on 31st August 2022 with representatives of local and national NGOs,
INGOs and UN representatives. 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 areas: Defining the Destination, an analysis

of where the power is today and where it would be in an ideal situation. 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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DEFINING THE DESTINATION

The participants were asked to rank by stakeholder who they believed currently
has the power in the humanitarian system in Malawi and where they believed the
power should be in an ideal scenario.
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Proposed Solutions and Rose/Thorn/Bud provided participants with an

opportunity to reflect on their peers’ recommendations and provide feedback.
Pitching Solutions and Scope and Invest were where each group presented

their idea of a solution and the rest of the participants were able to "invest" in their
preferred idea.
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The above results show that the participants believe that the power in the
humanitarian system mostly rests with the donors and UN, whereas in an ideal
situation, it would be with the community followed by the local government. The
results indicate that the ideal power situation is effectively the inverse of the
current situation. 



There was debate on local and national government. Some felt the local
government, with first-hand appreciation of the local context, had more power
under the decentralization policy to vet projects and programs at a local level,
before such programs can be implemented. A powerful local government can
ensure effective, timely delivery of tailored humanitarian response as they have a
good appreciation of the community’s humanitarian needs. Through local
government, communities can be reached with needs almost immediately
However, others felt that the national government held the power by virtue of
being the policy holder. 

In order to have a stronger local government, it was agreed that it would entail
having strong and capacitated local development structures like the District Civil
Protection Committee, the Area Civil Protection Committee and Village Civil
Protection Committee. There would be a need for capacity strengthening in order
to achieve these. 

The community is currently at the receiving end of everything and have little or no
power and no influence. However, they are the ones dealing with the actual issues
and have a primary understanding of the needs on the ground. They are the ones
who should lead the way. 

In order to foster a sense of ownership among the community members and to
prevent duplication of efforts, it is necessary to give them the power to make
decisions on their own. Community members and local NGOs should also be given
the authority to hold international actors accountable. 

Further points were made on the competition between international and local
NGOs, which impacts the possibilities of local NGOs having power in the system. It
is necessary to define what is meant by a "local" NGO. International NGOs should
not be allowed to register as local NGOs, which allows them to compete with
genuine local NGOs. 
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For both UN and donors, it was felt that as they had control over the money they
were able to influence government on humanitarian responses and policies.
Ideally, their role would be limited to strengthening institutional capacity. 
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BARRIERS TO LOCALISATION

The following were the top ranked barriers per category in the pre-workshop
survey by the participants. 

Funding only comes
through Intermediaries

1.

Local NGOs must
compete with
International NGOs

2.

   3. Only short term funding
options 
   3. No relationship to
donors

F I N A N C E

International actors
prefer direct
implementation

1.

Lack of trust between
local and international

2.

Too much focus on
perceptions of risk 

3.

P O W E R

Only programmatic
capacity strengthening

1.

Training designed by
international actors, not
based on actual needs

2.

No programmatic
budget for training
needs

3.

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

This 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.

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

Barrier Rank Disagreements 
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FIVE WHYS

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 localization
in the Five Whys Exercise:
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10 Perceived Low Capacity of Local Actors 

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

Knowledge gap at local level and lack of understanding of the structures,
dynamics and set up of the humanitarian system. 
Not well established in terms of human resources and infrastructure
Lack of leadership to lead the advocacy
Lack of strategies
Weak internal controls and technical know-how

7 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. On the other hand international
actors have access to resources enabling them to invest in capacities, human
resources and technical expertise. 

7 Issues pertaining to Trust 

Some of these were linked to the perception of low capacity, with international
actors not trusting and tending to underrate local capacity, while local
organisations are not always honest with partners on their relative weaknesses
because they want to portray themselves as being capable of implementing
projects.  This is also relevant to donors who tend to trust those they have worked
with previously, which usually does not include local actors. The need to ensure
accountability and transparency was also cited as a reason, indicating lack of trust
in local NGOs to provide this.



6 Risk & Compliance

There are strict donor requirements to minimize the risk on funds utilization and
reputation and the local actors are regarded as incapable, risky and disorganized.
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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INGOs are perceived to monopolise 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 decision making of international actors.

5 The imbalance in Power between local and international actors

3 High Competition between local NGOs

The current system requires the local NGOs to act as competitors, leading to many
local NGOs aiming to do the same thing, rather than complement each other.
Linked to and perhaps caused by this, is poor coordination among the local NGOs.

Other reasons behind the barriers include the fact that it has not been considered
a priority to invest in localization, but to provide effective delivery of assistance and
save lives. There has also been a lack of advocacy and no government laws or
regulations on partnerships with local NGOs. The relative infrequency of natural
disasters was also cited.

PROPOSED SOLUTIONS 

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

Efforts should be made to come up with consortium between LNGOs to develop
grant proposals together
Conduct capacity strengthening activities to LNGO to position them for direct
funding
Develop and implement rules and regulations around partnerships

F U N D I N G



Organizations should have capacity strategies with a holistic approach, linked
to org strategic plan and project frameworks with timelines and budgets
Co-creation of programs backed by strong legislations, policies, and guidelines
Increase participation, engagement of LNGOs in key advocacy meetings,
decision making. Advocate for policies that push donors, INGOs to consider
LNGOs. Enforce capacity strengthening for LNGOs. 

H R

Strategic partnership and coordination between local actors and INGOs to be
established on trust and good faith. LNGO & INGO develop guidelines on
partnerships and TORs. Government develops policy to guide operations of
INGOs and LNGOs.
Donors should provide small grants to LNGOs that will help them to grow
Capacity strengthening for local actors

P O W E R

Strategy and Policy

The majority of the solutions were composed of suggestions for strategies and/or
policies to be developed and implemented in order to advance localization. These
suggestions were made for all three barrier categories of funding, HR and power. 

International actors and donors need to develop guidelines on partnerships. These
policies need to be written and published so in order to underpin the
commitment required of international actors and donors to make the shift to
localization. It was also recommended that the Government develop policy to
guide operations of INGOs - the NGO Act 2022 having the potential to redefine
how INGOs and LNGOs cooperate. 

LNGOs should have capacity strengthening strategies with a holistic approach,
which are linked to the strategic plan and project frameworks, with timelines and
budgets.

This solution encourages LNGOs to look inwardly at their capacity needs. It
encourages them to define what capacity means to them and to look at the term
holistically. They should do a skills audit and decide what capacities are to be
prioritized and how they will measure performance. By developing this as a
strategy, they can incorporate in proposals and are more likely to receive resources,
which is one of the barriers to this solution.
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Capacity

Three groups of international actors selected the capacity strengthening of local
actors was selected as a solution.  Two of the barriers were related to funding
with the perceived lack of capacity of local actors being cited as the barrier to
providing direct funding. 

The capacity strengthening activities should position LNGOs for direct funding.
Co-implementation of projects, piloting of direct funding accompanied by
mentoring & coaching and special funds for LNGOs were suggested as being
required to accompany capacity strengthening. 

Ideas to support the capacity strengthening included an online database of each
LNGO recognizing their thematic areas, availability of learning platforms and
peer-to-peer learning initiatives between LNGOs. Empowering tertiary
institutions to offer tailor made trainings to potential NGO staff would further
enhance the capacity of the organizations.

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. 

Coordination and Collaboration Between LNGOs

The need for stronger collaboration among LNGOs was identified as a solution to
the barrier of LNGOs needing to compete with INGOs for funding. This would
develop a sense of association and cooperation among the LNGOs, as opposed
to the current situation which has them either in competition with each other or
working in isolation.

This solution was linked to the solutions looking for strategy and policy on
localization. Strong coordination and leadership of the LNGOs in the process of the
development, implementation and dissemination of these strategies and policies.
This coordination and collaboration will empower LNGOs to play a more
prominent role in the sector.
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Funding Models

Different or new funding models need to be developed in order to improve access
to funding for LNGOs. The most popular solution in the workshop was a
consortium between LNGOs to develop a grant proposal together. This would
foster the sense of collaboration between LNGOS suggested in the other solutions
and contribute to gaining the trust of the donors. If in consortium with INGOs also
it will help them address the real issues faced by local communities.

Donors should also start to provide small grants to LNGOs that will help the
organizations grow. This would help to build trust with the donor, allow
organizations to strengthen capacity and raise visibility of the organizations. 

ROSE, THORN, BUD 

Through this exercise, participants were able to present their solutions to another
group and receive feedback. Each group received three different kinds of feedback:
Rose, Thorn, Bud. A rose represented aspects of the proposed solution that are
positive. A thorn represented potential obstacles and concerns. And a bud
represented an idea that would be grown further. 

Following this feedback session, each group had the opportunity to pitch their
proposed solution to the entire workshop. The presentation was meant to not only
share solutions with the entire group, but also an opportunity for their colleagues to
“invest” in the best solution. Below is the proposed solution that secured the most
investment from the participants. 

PROPOSED SOLUTION
Effort should be made to come up with consortium between LNGOs to

develop grant proposals together

BARRIER
Funding does not go directly to LNNGOs, but is passed through

intermediaries
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ROSE
Establishing policy that will be used to
drive agenda of consortium. 
Putting in place transparency and
accountable channels between local
actors and the INGOs
Using different platforms (info sessions,
workshops, etc.) as a means to enhance
capacity of local personnel
Bottom-up approach by all players

THORN
Time constraint in setting up
consortium
Hard to reach consensus in regards to
decision making due to different actors
involved
Availability and participation of actors

BUD
Coming up with a board that will
govern the consortium

PLENARY DISCUSSION

The issue of capacity was very prominent in the reasons behind the barriers to
localization and in the solutions proposed by the participants. A question was
posed on where capacity strengthening of local NGOs had gone wrong and what
needed to change. 

The following were the main responses:

There are no opportunities to put capacity development initiatives into
practice, meaning there is no result or impact of these initiatives.
There is duplication of efforts with capacity strengthening - often the same
beneficiaries targeted twice.
Lack of resources has led to the waste of capacity that has been developed.
Without resources, local actors are unable to utilize the capacity that has been
developed.
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Targeting of participants for capacity development is done poorly. 
Capacity development is usually done in one-off events and are cosmetic.
The definition of capacity should be reviewed as it is misunderstood
Capacity development should be anchored within partnership agreements in
existing programs, it should not be based on events within a project.
What is needed is capacity strengthening or sharing and not capacity building.


