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NGO Representation and Accountability: A Skeptical View Clifford Bob Duquesne University



Prepared for NGOs, International Security, and Global Governance An International Workshop Sponsored by American Institute of Contemporary German Studies (AICGS) and Elfriede Dräger Memorial Foundation Johns Hopkins University October 9, 2007



Who do NGOs represent, and to whom should they be accountable? 1 In this brief essay, I argue that most NGOs represent only themselves, if the term is defined according to its ordinary meaning in democratic politics. But that fact should not prevent NGOs from involvement in international security issues or world politics more broadly. They play important roles both as service providers and as advocates. Given this view, NGO accountability is less of a problem than often believed, and attempts to increase accountability should be implemented cautiously, particularly for advocacy NGOs. For several years, questions about representation and accountability have dogged NGOs.2 These questions arise in part because of NGO missteps, in part because of attacks by ideological opponents, and in part because of expansive claims by NGO leaders and supporters. The latter include assertions that NGOs embody “global civil society,” that they “operate in the general interest,” and that they are “principled” or “moral” actors, indeed the “conscience of the world.”3 Critics have seized on these statements to assail NGOs.4 But it is doubtful that many beyond a 1



I define NGOs as private organizations operating across borders whose primary goals are political, social, or cultural. In the security area, this includes human rights, development, democracy-assistance, and humanitarian assistance NGOs. I exclude from my discussion multinational corporations, including private security firms, because their primary goal is profit. Of course, the NGOs I do cover often seek funds to maintain themselves, some through contracts with governments. 2 The literature on these issues is large. A few examples include Robert C. Blitt, “Who Will Watch the Watchdogs? Human Rights Nongovernmental Organizations and the Case for Regulation,” Buffalo Human Rights Law Review 10 (2004), 261-398; Ruth W. Grant and Robert O. Keohane, “Accountability and Abuses of Power in World Politics,” American Political Science Review 99: 1 (Feb. 2005), 29-43; Steve Charnovitz, "Accountability of Nongovernmental Organizations (NGOs) in Global Governance," in NGO Accountability: Politics, Principles and Innovations (Earthscan, 2006). 3 European Charter of Active Citizenship, available at http://www.activecitizenship.net/documenti/European_Charter_of_Active_Citizenship_FINAL.pdf, Gen. Prins. 1 (July 2006), 3; Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998); Peter Willetts, “The Conscience of the World”: The Influence of Non-Governmental Organizations in the UN System (Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 1996). 4 See, e.g., David Riggs and Robert Huberty, “NGO Accountability: What the US Can Teach the UN,” in “We're Not from the Government, but We're Here to Help You: Nongovernmental Organizations: The Growing Power of an Unelected Few,” Conference held at the American Enterprise Institute, June 11, 2003, available at http://www.aei.org/events/eventID.329,filter./event_detail.asp#. See also Kenneth
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handful of NGO partisans actually believe the rhetoric.5 Such statements are political, and in politics, the interests, goals, and values of particular groups are invariably draped out as “in the



Anderson and David Rieff, "'Global Civil Society': A Sceptical View," Global Civil Society 2004/5, Helmut Anheier, Marlies Glasius, Mary Kaldor, eds. (London: Sage Publications, 2004). 5 For instance, the Charter of Principles of the World Social Forum is more judicious, stating that the WSF “does not intend to be a body representing world civil society.” 2
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public interest.” Any number of corporate lobbyists and party leaders--in addition to NGO publicists on opposing sides of key issues--proclaim similar sentiments to advance their interests or values. Such views may be sincerely held, but from an analytic perspective should not be given weight. Moving beyond rhetoric, most NGOs would probably claim that they speak for their members, donors, or clients. But even these more modest claims are open to question. If by “representing” we mean that the foregoing constituents have a meaningful voice in decisions on policy or leadership, most NGOs would not qualify. At best, “representation” occurs because members or donors ratify past NGO actions by giving money--or reject them by withdrawing support.6 But these monetary inputs in fact provide only limited and primarily post hoc opportunities for influencing NGO policy and little possibility of shaping the NGO’s leadership. For clients, a voice in NGO decisions is usually even more limited.7 In short, within most NGOs, particularly those involved in security issues, there is nothing like the “representation” present, however imperfectly, in democratic governments. Likewise, most NGOs lack other hallmarks of democracy: regularized mechanisms for internal debate; loyal oppositions; inter-institutional checks and balances; and independent assessment of policies or leaders.8 But these facts suggest only that NGOs should not be analogized to governments. Their lack of internal democracy or ordinary forms of representation does not require NGOs to reduce their role in world politics. In fact, there are several good reasons for their continued participation. To explore these, it is useful to draw a rough and to some extent artificial distinction, between service NGOs, which provide goods, services, institutions, or ideas directly to a population, and advocacy NGOs, which pressure governments, international organizations, or corporations to change policy. Service NGOs Service NGOs fulfill perceived needs. Usually these arise from the inability or unwillingness of governments or other donors to perform a function themselves. For instance, governments may use NGOs to supply aid because they do not want to do so themselves, do not believe they have 6



In reality, most individual members probably have little idea of specific NGO actions or their actual effects. Rather, they contribute (at least for a while) because they believe in the general values that the NGO appears to embody and because the NGO produces effective appeals. See generally Stanley Cohen, States of Denial: Knowing about Atrocities and Suffering (Cambridge: Polity, 2001). 7 The NGO’s threshold decision—which of numerous potential clients to help, given its limited resources— is most crucial. For an analysis of how NGOs choose clients—and how some potential clients may influence that decision, see Clifford Bob, The Marketing of Rebellion: Insurgents, Media, and International Activism (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 2005). 8 Some critics argue that NGOs are “profoundly antidemocratic” because, if they lose a policy battle within a state, they seek to trump the decision by influencing international institutions to oppose it. Kenneth Anderson, “The Limits of Pragmatism in American Foreign Policy: Unsolicited Advice to the Bush Administration on Relations with International Nongovernmental Organizations,” Chicago Journal of International Law 2 (2001), 383. Such attempted end-runs around policymaking in sovereign, democratic states may not be prudent. See Clifford Bob, “Bringing Human Rights Home? The Promises and Pitfalls of Rights Strategies in Social Justice Advocacy,” forthcoming in Proceedings of the American Society of International Law, available at http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=989048. But they differ little from numerous other interest group tactics aimed at overcoming an undesired national policy decision (e.g., exploiting loopholes; maintaining opposition in the press; repealing the statute; differentiating it in a subnational political institution; undermining its implementation in an administrative agency; challenging it in court). In any case, the ability of international institutions to overturn domestic policy, absent a prior national commitment to permit such influence, is small. 3
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the expertise/resources to do so, or do not trust another government to do the work. This kind of contracting might be performed by a for-profit corporation as well as by a non-profit NGO. The fact that neither the NGO nor the corporation represents a constituency is usually irrelevant to the donor. In their contracts, major donors can and do take steps to make the NGOs more accountable, and these are relatively (though never completely) effective. For small individual donors, ensuring accountability is more difficult, but various means (GuideStar; media reporting; governmental oversight) help keep problems at manageable levels. A more difficult accountability issue arises from the fact that NGOs seldom represent either the clients they purport to serve or broader stakeholders in the service area. This is a byproduct of NGOs’ usual mode of operation. Because they are paid by distant states, foundations, or other donors, rather than by those who actually consume their services, NGOs have only weak incentives to seek input from their clients. Their primary goal is to meet the demands of their funders in the specific case and to maintain their own organizations.9 Of course, they also have some incentive to achieve success on the ground, based on their own moral imperatives or on a long-term perspective in which such successes might increase their market share sometime in the future. However, these incentives are relatively weak compared to those in the donor-NGO relationship. It would be well-worth developing additional incentives to encourage client input. For instance, donors’ contracts might require NGOs to consult regularly with clients and seriously consider their views. But for their part, local clients, as third-party beneficiaries of contracts written in foreign countries, will have little power to oblige NGOs to represent their interests. Of course, the global media may occasionally give “dissatisfied customers” a platform. 10 Currently, however, there are few institutionalized means of doing so or of compelling service NGOs to change practices. Advocacy NGOs Demands for accountability are also directed at advocacy NGOs. Such NGOs closely resemble “interest groups” engaging in local, national, or international political processes. Like interest groups, NGOs represent their own interests or values. Sometimes these are primarily material, as in the case of corporate or labor groups who promote policies directly beneficial to their own members. Other times, NGOs may promote ideas from which they derive no profit (e.g., human rights and environmental quality).11 Such groups are already accountable in a number of ways. They must obey fundraising, taxation, bribery, libel, truth-in-advertising, and many other laws applicable not only to the nonprofit sector but more broadly. And NGOs must obey the laws of the countries in which they operate, even if their base of operations or support is elsewhere. But some critics have called for more stringent regulation of NGO rhetoric and argument. The claim is sometimes made, using the “public interest” as the rationale, that NGOs must cool their rhetoric, avoid unproven pronouncements, or join a scientific consensus. These claims—leveled, e.g., by the left against climate change skeptics and by the right against global warming proponents--are common in many contentious policy issues. While these are obvious political attacks on an opponent’s views, certain political observers also long for less stridency. In this 9



Alexander Cooley and James Ron, “The NGO Scramble: Organizational Insecurity and the Political Economy of Transnational Action,” International Security 27: 1 (2002), 5-39. 10 See, e.g., “‘For God’s Sake, Please Stop the Aid!’” interview with James Shikwati, director of Kenya’s Inter Region Economic Network, Spiegel Online, available at http://www.spiegel.de/international/spiegel/0,1518,363663,00.html. 11 Of course, in promoting these ideas, such interest groups perpetuate and build their own organizations— as do materially-oriented NGOs. 4
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view, democracy should entail rational deliberation and respectful dialogue, not the kind of



shouting matches that we often see.12 But in political debate, advocacy NGOs should not to be held to the standards of scientific researchers seeking to uncover natural or social realities. Instead, advocacy NGOs have the right to promote differing views and, within a country’s legal limits, to be as opaque or transparent in pressing them as they deem advisable. In the democratic “marketplace of ideas,” there are already significant controls on such advocacy, primarily external (the media, opposing NGOs, and politicians) but also to a lesser extent internal (post hoc member and donor support). While decentralized and loose, these existing forms of “accountability for ideas” are usually sufficient.13 Further controls on ideas, imposed by governments or offered by some type of private certification institution, are unnecessary and would potentially stifle the often raucous and disorderly debate characteristic of real (as opposed to theoretical) democracies.14 Another aspect of accountability by advocacy NGOs is less tractable. The claim is often made that ideas from poor and developing countries, whether originating in states or civil societies, are little heard in global policy debates. This seems inarguable. NGOs with greater resources, public relations skills, media contacts, and other critical forms of “social capital” are systematically advantaged in promoting their ideas.15 Given current political and economic realities, this means that most Southern voices, including some governments, will have little ability to affect global policy debates. As discussed previously, some Northern NGOs claim to speak for populations in the South, while others include people from the South in their decision-making processes, as employees, clients, or survey respondents. But, again, such input cannot be said to “represent” Southern populations. Indeed, there is danger that it may merely echo the ideas of NGO employers or patrons—and that local populations’ actual needs and desires will remain unknown, particularly in undemocratic or unequal societies where state institutions do not articulate them either. This problem, relating to pervasive power asymmetries in global society, may be impossible to remedy fully. Even the Internet, supposedly a means of leveling global communications, remains inaccessible to billions in poor nations and subject to powerful gatekeeping by media, nongovernmental, and especially state interests in other countries.16 But several points are worth making. First, NGOs do not speak with one voice, although the scholarly and policy literature has not recognized this fact sufficiently.17 There is great ideological diversity among NGOs, and often groups with divergent views will engage local partners. While local voices that do not fit with dominant (albeit contending) views may still not gain a global hearing, NGO diversity 12



Ronald Dworkin, Is Democracy Possible Here? Principles for a New Political Debate (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006); Jürgen Habermas, The Postnational Constellation: Political Essays (Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 2001). 13 For a case in which this has not worked, involving some of the most powerful forces in American politics, see Chaim Kaufmann, “Threat Inflation and the Failure of the Marketplace of Ideas: The Selling of the Iraq War,” International Security 29: 1 (2004), 5-48. 14 Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (New York: Routledge, 2005). 15 Bob, Marketing of Rebellion. 16 Jack Goldsmith and Tim Wu, Who Controls the Internet? Illusions of a Borderless World (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2006). 17 See, e.g., Doris Buss and Didi Herman, Globalizing Family Values: The Christian Right in International Politics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003); Clifford Bob, “Boomerang or Market? Theorizing Transnational Contention in Small Arms and Beyond,” paper presented to University of Maryland Contentious Politics and International Relations Workshops, Mar. 28, 2007, available at http://www.bsos.umd.edu/gvpt/irworkshop/boomerang_or_market.pdf. 5
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means that more ideas than often assumed are in fact presented. Second, some important nongovernmental actors are making efforts to address issues and populations that have previously received little international attention. One example is the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s focus on malaria, tuberculosis, and other diseases that until recently did not attract resources commensurate with their gravity. Less concerted undertakings along similar lines include AlertNet’s annual listing of “forgotten crises” and occasional journalistic stories aimed at uncovering “orphan” issues. More systematic focus on such issues—particularly those identified by “victims” themselves—would be useful, as would more vigorous efforts to allow “clients” an active role in devising and implementing solutions to their own problems. Conclusion NGOs are not representative—and should not be expected to be. Nonetheless, their participation in global politics is often helpful and in any case inescapable. Accountability is therefore an important issue, although current means of achieving it work better than often assumed. Among service NGOs, donors, particularly large donors, have a variety of oversight and control mechanisms. Service recipients, however, have little power and therefore few options to demand accountability. Far-sighted donors who require NGO-client consultations may provide one means of reducing these deficits. For advocacy NGOs, an open marketplace of ideas is the least dangerous means of nourishing accountability. Unfortunately, this may still leave the powerless with few effective ways of having their interests addressed. Innovative recent efforts to address this critical gap should be encouraged and expanded.
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