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In an attempt to identify and better understand innovative strategies of democracy assistance, this report focuses on one US non-governmental organization (NGO) — Catholic Relief Services (CRS) — and its operations in one country in the region of Southeastern Europe, Serbia.  It builds on previous research I have undertaken in Bosnia-Herzegovina on US NGO democracy assistance strategies. In this report I will begin by briefly summarizing my findings from Bosnia; explain why I chose to focus on Catholic Relief Services; describe two of the projects being undertaken in Serbia by CRS; and make some tentative conclusions about why CRS is pursuing innovative strategies that are lacking in most of the US-government funded projects in the region.


This report is preliminary, based on a month of research in Serbia itself in the summer of 2002, during which I spoke with international and local staff  in CRS’s Belgrade office; with the head of CRS-Europe; as well as with staff at some of CRS’s local implementing partner organizations.  It is also based on written materials provided by CRS about their projects: descriptions, explanations, plans, and assessments as well as reports.


In brief, CRS’s activities in Serbia are a reflection of its new global strategy, adopted at the organization’s World Summit in the summer of 2000.  This strategy, building in large part on CRS’s experiences in Bosnia, emphasizes a focus on “authentic partnerships” with local actors, that is, partnerships that are ends in themselves rather than merely means to other goals.  A key part of this new strategy calls for much higher reliance on national staff; and for moving beyond purely humanitarian assistance to pursuing strategies meant to address the root causes of social injustice.  This shift in emphasis is a reflection of CRS’s primary mission, motivated by the Catholic Church’s social justice teachings, which include alleviating human suffering and changing structures that undermine peace and justice.


In Serbia, CRS’s current projects build on relationships of trust that were established during the distribution of food and heating aid in the late 1990s. The reliance on local staff, and the intense research and needs assessment undertaken in the initial phases of these current projects, are symptomatic of CRS’s approach.  The projects are conceived of, designed and implemented by local staff, and focus on partnership, with CRS providing technical support, resources, and international connections (since many donors will provide funds only to international NGOs).  Rather than coming into Serbia with specific predetermined goals and projects, CRS came in with a philosophy — authentic partnerships — and a very general mission — addressing root causes of social injustice — and empowered local staff to determine the best ways to use CRS’s resources to achieve those goals within the context of Serbian society.


The success of CRS’s projects are indeed a function of this rootedness in local society. Ironically, despite CRS’s strong relationships and its experience in Serbia, Bosnia, and the broader region, the main source of US government funding for democracy assistance in the region, the US Agency for International Development (USAID), has in the past year rejected CRS proposals for two major projects.  The specifics of these rejections has seriously alienated CRS; indeed, the head of CRS-Europe has decided against even applying for USAID funding in the future, though this will deprive them of a major source of funding.  This situation, where one of the largest and most successful US NGOs has decided to no longer apply for USAID funding, is one of the paradoxes of democracy assistance that I will explore more indepth as part of my ongoing research project.
Democracy assistance: Findings from Bosnia


In my research on international NGOs in Bosnia what I found most puzzling was the mismatch between, on the one hand, the strategies that some US NGOs were pursuing, and on the other, the realities of Bosnian society.  As I mentioned in the article I have published on that research, many of the US NGO projects undertaken in Bosnia were determined and managed by international staff.
  National staff were most often used as translators and drivers, and there was a tendency to dismiss local knowledge and experience as irrelevant; after all, the reasoning went, the locals had all grown up in a “communist” society, riven by “ethnic hatreds,” and thus had little or no experience or knowledge of what real democracy is about.


Such attitudes however were rooted in a lack of knowledge about Bosnian and Yugoslav society, and in the belief that such knowledge was irrelevant.  Indeed, by ignoring previous experience, by not even trying to build on preexisting notions of participation and democracy, these organizations reflect a common assumption that democracy and civil society are concepts foreign to this region, which must therefore be imported wholesale and “taught” to the natives.


Given such facts as the popular mobilizations in the region in the late 1980s and early 1990s — mobilizations that national elites cut short through their policies of provoking and pursuing violent conflict along ethnic lines — this inattention to previous experiences is especially puzzling.  Indeed, the projects that were explicitly focused on “democracy assistance” were the ones that seemed the most committed to importing predetermined, “cookie cutter” notions and projects, and also seemed to be the least effective and the least likely to promote democratization of Bosnian society.  These approaches were thus problematic both from the perspective of a lack of rootedness of the projects and strategies, as well as from the perspective of learning as a conveyer-belt mechanism rather than as an experiential process.


On the other hand, some US NGOs, including CRS, were pursuing very different strategies, with striking successes.  They tended to be funded not for narrowly defined “democratization” projects, but rather for humanitarian assistance, including for the reconstruction of housing and/or infrastructure.  Yet the way in which these NGOs pursued their goals, and the processes by which they implemented their projects, were strikingly different from most other US NGOs in a number of ways.  First, they used reconstruction projects as a way to build and empower local communities.  Rather than being imposed from outside, with international staff telling locals what was best, the projects were determined and run by locals, who, building upon previously existing experiences and traditions of participation, themselves made decisions and worked together to reconstruct their own communities.  The international NGO, while providing locals with the necessary resources, at the same time recognized the crucial role of locals as active agents in determing the fate of their own communities.  This kind of experiential learning builds on previously existing relationships, knowledge and experiences.  By using those factors as the basis of their projects, these NGOs managed to have a much larger effect than just rebuilding houses or bridges; as one Bosnian observer very familiar with this situation put it, donors get more “bang for the buck” by using reconstruction projects as a means of rebuilding civil society in this way.


Of the NGOs that I saw pursuing this kind of strategy, Catholic Relief Services was among the more interesting.  CRS is the official international relief and development agency of the U.S. Catholic Conference of Bishops.
  It operates globally and supports a range of international development assistance projects as well as emergency relief.  The organization came to Bosnia in 1993 to provide humanitarian relief services, but committed itself to stay beyond the end of the war to help in reconstruction.  The year after the war ended in November 1995, CRS began what it calls its “integrated strategy.”  Based on the idea that people live together best when they work together toward common goals, the focus was thus on the process of developing community. This idea of integrating community building into the reconstruction efforts came from CRS’s previous on‑the‑ground experience in Bosnia and elsewhere (for example Haiti), and from doing projects with multi‑ethnic groups as implementing partners.  CRS’s successes in Bosnia have been striking.


Indeed, the Bosnia experience was a crucial one for CRS as a global organization, and the principles on which CRS-Bosnia director Jim Kelly based CRS’s projects there have been incorporated into the organization as a whole.  Later in the report I will talk at more length about those principles, since they seem crucial to an understanding of why CRS has such a different approach than most other US NGOs.  But to summarize here, CRS has set as a priority goal the notion of authentic partnership; that is, working with local partners not only as a means to an end, but rather as a good in and of itself.  This shift to looking at the partner relationship as a central focus then leads the organization to recognize partners as human beings with their own experiences and knowledge; this in turn makes the projects being undertaken in other societies much more effective.


Of course it seems not much more than common sense to say that if one is pursuing a project in a community or society, the people of that community should have major input into determining what is being done and how.  Yet the strongest tendency in international aid and international democratization efforts is actually the opposite of that: outsiders coming in, often with the best of intentions, but often without the most basic knowledge of the community into which they are inserting themselves; what is striking is that often such lack of knowledge is not seen as a hindrance at all (or there is a lack of recognition that there is a lack of knowledge).  This is especially important in cases when the internationals have enormous sums of money and are going into societies that are impoverished.  Here the ability of locals to defy internationals, or even to suggest that they are misguided, is very limited.  As a result, projects often disappear after the end of the funding of the projects.  In the case of democratization and civil society, however, sustainability would seem to be a crucial factor in a successful project.

CRS in Serbia


CRS initially came to Serbia during the mid-1990s, as a distributor of food and heating materials for the EU’s humanitarian projects to help the people of Serbia.  Up until about November 2000, CRS pursued a strategy in Serbia that was focused purely on humanitarian assistance.  But in the course of distributing that aid, CRS workers also saw the needs of Serbian society, including widespread and deep poverty.  At about this same time, in the summer of 2000, CRS held its world summit in Tampa, Florida, in which the organization reflected on its attitudes and strategies in a self-critical way.  One of the main things to come out of the summit — based on CRS’s experiences globally — was a rethinking of the nature of CRS’s partnerships, including a commitment to phase out international staff and to “fully develop and utilize” national staff.   As mentioned earlier, building on pioneering experiences of CRS in Bosnia the entire organization has shifted its focus to the importance of partnerships as ends in themselves, rather than as means to other ends.


In light of this strategy, the relationships built in this early phase of CRS’s presence in Serbia were crucial.  The ties to locals developed into relationships of trust exactly because of CRS’s strategy of participatory decision making.  For example, instead of deciding who should get firewood, or relying on local elites to distribute resources, CRS’s staff — locals — would bring together everyone from a local community to decide priorities.  CRS followed through on its promises and commitments, and emphasized transparency, for example by providing local communities with all information and results of their research.  The result was that CRS came to be trusted by the local communities.  This foundation of trust would come to serve CRS well when it launched other kinds of projects.  What is key here is that the further successes of CRS were dependent on the relationships, and the kinds of relationships, the organization had previously built with local communities.

CRS Projects in Serbia


In this preliminary report I will briefly discuss two of CRS’s projects in Serbia, one, “Hidden Poverty Identification and Reduction” project, is ongoing, and one, “Social Entrepreneurship Development in Local Communities,” that has just begun.
  Both projects were conceived, designed and implemented by local CRS staff persons.  The Hidden Poverty project, and the subsequent involvement of CRS in Serbia’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) and in the resulting strategies for including civil society in a national poverty reduction strategy (required by the World Bank and the IMF as part of their involvement in restructuring Serbia’s economy) is being directed by Jasmina Kuka.  Jasmina came to CRS from the G-17 Institute, one of the most respected and best-known organizations in Serbia, which works on designing and promoting social and economic changes in Serbian society.  The Social Entrepreneurship project is being run by Dejan Jakšič; Dejan is originally from Bihać in Bosnia.  His family came to Serbia as refugees during the war. Dejan began working for CRS as a local staffer in the food and firewood distribution program, and has been with the organization since its first days in Serbia.

Hidden Poverty Identification and Reduction Program


After its Summer 2000 world summit, CRS launched a pilot project in Yugoslavia focusing on addressing the root causes of poverty by focusing in particular on what it calls “hidden poverty.”  Hidden poverty is a term used to refer to people whose poverty is neither recognized nor addressed by already existing governmental, NGO, and humanitarian assistance programs.  In cooperation with 37 local NGOs and representatives of local governments, this project has as its goals local organizations helping poor people in their own local communities, and the establishment of a network of NGOs with which CRS would work but which would also continue functioning beyond the involvement of CRS.  Indeed, the focus of the project is on empowering local NGOs to learn how to identify and deal with issues of hidden poverty.  CRS chose five local NGOs with which it had prior relationships to be what it termed “Regional Technical Advisors” (RTAs) for the project, based on their capacity and experience.


In one of the first steps of this program, CRS with these local partners carried out an indepth survey in which they identified people who saw themselves as poor but who were not beneficiaries of already existing programs.  The resulting 43-page report (“Hidden Poverty Research”) included the causes identified by those people of their own poverty.  One of the important conclusions was that the apparent apathy of the Serbian population in resolving these kinds of problems is a reflection not of real apathy but rather of the sense that there are no alternatives to the current situation: “If a qualitative alternative is provided, most of them are ready to take a chance.”  The report concludes that when developing a strategy to deal with poverty, CRS 

must have in mind that individuals struck by this problem are willing to participate in solving them.  So we must include them into it so giving them a chance for such participation. (p.18)


Another initial step was a focus on five issues in the first eight months, including strengthening NGOs to become implementing partners, obtaining aid for 1,500 persons in cooperation with at least 15 local partners who would set criteria for selecting beneficiaries, and improving understanding of hidden poverty through training of local NGO workers.


After these initial stages, the implementing partners for the Hidden Poverty project were chosen by the RTAs.  CRS put out a call in open competition for NGOs, local governments, and other organizations active in local communities to propose projects to address hidden poverty, and received 150 proposals from 53 towns.  The RTAs and CRS met together, and the RTAs decided which projects should be funded; CRS pledged to respect the RTAs’ decisions.  Though CRS could decide not to fund projects chosen by the RTAs, it would not fund projects that were not chosen by the RTAs.


The actual strategies and projects were based heavily on the initial research.  These strategies were participatory; as one CRS report notes, “it is very important that our beneficiaries are not only passive recipients of help, but also many of them take part in solving their problems.” Indeed, over 70 percent of beneficiaries were actively involved in identifying and resolving their problems.  Another outcome of the project is the development of an NGO network; 78 percent of partners rated collaboration with CRS as “excellent.”


Another key aspect of this project for CRS was its insistence that the network and the project strictly follow financial laws, doing business through official banking accounts, and paying all taxes.  Although this added to the costs of the project, CRS believed it was important to model good citizenship for its partner NGOs.  CRS also provided a number of trainings on building local partner capacity, including information on writing project proposals, raising funds, working as a team, decision making, and internal organization of NGOs. CRS also held training for the local NGOs that were to be the regional technical advisers issues related to strategic planning.  Overall, the implementing partners found their relationships with the RTAs to be excellent (91 percent).  As a CRS report points out, “this good implementation of the three-level model (implementing partners, regional advisors, CRS) is especially important, because after international organizations leave Yugoslavia the local NGOs like our regional advisers will become a kind of regional center for development and be a kind of linkage between local NGOs.”
 Additionally, CRS is happy that this program has resulted in increasing linkages between local partners and institutions of local government; indeed, three of the partners out of 37 were municipal assemblies.


Based on this experience, CRS was chosen by the Serbian government to coordinate the civil society inclusion part of its the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper, required by the World Bank and IMF.  (Part of the new requirements for the PRSP is the involvement of civil society in the government’s planning for reducing poverty.)  CRS’s involvement in the PRSP process in several countries in Latin America and Africa as well as in Bosnia, and its relationships with local implementing partners in Serbia, were crucial to its being chosen by the Serbian government.  Although there were problems — the short timeframe the government allowed for civil society input, the lack of Serbian-language version of the documents to be considered — CRS and five local NGOs managed to gather input on the document over the course of 4 days from over 58 organizations, in part in meetings organized in Belgrade, Kragujevac and Pan  vo.


CRS has also proposed to UNDP a major project by which civil society will be included in the poverty reduction strategy that comes out of the PRSP. This project builds on the Hidden Poverty project, especially building on the networks and relationships developed in that project, as a means of implementing the PSRP.

Social Entrepreneurship Development in Local Communities Program


A new project, which just received funding in July 2002, is the Social Entrepreneurship Development in Local Communities project.  This program, which is being implemented in 13 municipalities in the Kragujevac region, has the goal of institutionalizing a locally-based, sustainable social service infrastructure in local municipalities, thereby helping to promote values of civil society.  The idea for this project came from two Serbian CRS workers, one of whom had much experince in the social welfare sector of Serbia, based on what they saw as needs of local communities during their time working in those communities on humanitarian assistance projects.  CRS fully empowered its local staff to draw up the project proposal and once approved, local staff is fully in charge of the project.


Once again, the proposal for the project, and the project stategy itself, came out of indepth research of and by local partners; even before the project was funded, nine workshops were held for the 13 municipalities, attended by 116 municipal staff, at which CRS circulated copies of its draft proposal for input and feedback from attendees over the course of 15 days.  The municipal Centers for Social Welfare all committed themselves to the project even before funding was approved, an indication of the level of trust between them, the implementing partners, and CRS.


The project itself begins with a “stakeholders analysis” in which existing local NGOs in the region are identified, their capacities assessed, and their interest in participating in the project gauged.  Following that, local NGOs receive training in order to increase their capacity to provide social services, and in particular to develop new approaches to social programs.  Training is in the area of social work and social programs, and also in civil society training.  The next step is for the local NGOs/partners to gather local stakeholders together to come up with needs, priorities, and innovative strategies, drawing on existing social capital, to prepare for drawing up project proposals.  Step four involves the local groups in grant-making, in which local groups will come up with projects and submit them to CRS for funding.  CRS will fund only projects that have been chosen by the local partner representatives.  The projects will then be implemented.  In short, the entire process is one of indepth collaboration between CRS and the local partners.

CRS philosophy


Clearly CRS’s entire organization is imbued with an ethos of respect for local experience and knowledge; indeed, both of the projects described above, as well as the others being undertaken by CRS in Serbia, spend large amounts of time and resources in the planning stage in order to gain information and input from the communities which will be the beneficiaries of the projects.  CRS’s empowerment of its own local staff (and the fact that CRS is phasing out its international staff) and its relationship with and reliance on local partner organizations in the design and implementation of major projects point to a unique philosophy of mutual trust.  Many of the CRS local staff had experiences with other international NGOs, and recognized a major difference in approaches and attitudes; likewise, the staff of local NGOs who have dealt with CRS as well as other international NGOs also recognized the difference.  CRS local staff, when asked to explain the difference, tended to point to good management in the persons of Mark Schnellbaecher, the head of CRS-Europe; Tom Garofalo, head of the CRS-Serbia/Montenegro; and Sanja Nikolin, head of programming for CRS-Serbia/Montenegro.  Their trust in and relationships with local staff and local NGOs were pointed to as an important reason for the way CRS operated.


The CRS managers, both local and international, pointed to a different factor: the mission of CRS as an American Catholic organization that operates globally.  The emphasis here is the enormous influence of Catholic social teachings on the organization, especially over the past ten years, based on the influence of a new head of CRS who has particularly emphasized social justice teachings, along with CRS’s experiences in Haiti, Bosnia and elsewhere.  These factors culminated in the above-mentioned 2000 World Summit in Tampa, where CRS set as its organizational mission authentic partnership and changing the structures that cause injustice and poverty.  This was also the result of critical self-reflection on the shortcomings of the organization, shortcomigns that are common of international NGOs.  CRS, however, committed itself to changing its institutional norms and behavior in line with its self-defined mission.  Indeed, in its regional strategy statement, CRS-Europe explicitly contrasts its own mission and values to that of US private for-profit companies and governmental agencies operating in Europe:

CRS’s continued presence Europe witnesses to a set of equally American values that is an alternative to the harsher aspects of the dominant neoliberal model that U.S. society and its institutions export so relentlessly around the world.


The challenges facing CRS include the issue of how to evaluate success, how to measure “authentic partnerships.” This is an issue that the organization seemed only to have begun grappling with.  Another issue raised by a Serbian NGO observer who was otherwise very positive about CRS was the danger that it was spreading itself too thin.


The main question that arises from these observations is whether CRS’s practices are transferrable.  Most international NGOs are heavily driven by two factors: the priorities of their major donors; and the priorities of their own organizations.  Often, the less than optimal outcomes on the ground result from these other factors, where strategies are determined based on these outside factors rather than on the actual needs of the communities.  CRS’s shift in philosophy seems to take aim at this problem by putting the concept of authentic partnership squarely in the center of its mission.  But the source of that concept, Catholic teachings on social justice, is a quite particular one that may not be transferrable.  The challenge would  be to show that CRS’s  strategy, though perhaps motivated by values particular to that organization, is also very effective over the medium and longer term in achieving broader goals as well as in terms of sustainability.


Another obstacle to this strategy is the kind of control that USAID exerts over projects that it funds.  In part because of that fact, USAID is shifting more and more of its funding to private for-profit companies, which will do exactly what USAID orders, since they have no other mission.
  While this desire for control is clearly in large part a function of the fact that USAID must justify its spending to political actors in Washington, it also serves to eliminate any pressure on USAID to be more sensitive to local conditions, to take into account the experiences and knowledge of local communities, and thus to ensure that projects have the intended longer term effects, including sustainability.


Another, related obstacle to this philosophy is the reigning ideology in Washington, which focuses on private, for-profit organizations as the means to achieve all sorts of goals that have traditionally been undertaken by governmental or nonprofit agencies, in part because of the allegedly greater efficiency of such private companies.  Clearly, CRS’s mission is not driven so much by economic efficiency as it is by human values that often are not taken into account in purely economic analysis.  Yet arguably this very focus on human values is what makes CRS’s labor-intensive approach much more likely to succeed and to create sustainability over the longer term; in the words of one Bosnian NGO observer, CRS delivers “more bang for the buck” than for-profit companies.

What is quite puzzling and perhaps troubling is the sense among a number of observers both within and outside of CRS that its very philosophy and successes are causing it problems in terms of its relationship with US government agencies.  Nothing is more symptomatic of those problems than CRS’s relationship with USAID.

CRS and USAID


 CRS was one of the US NGOs that applied to be part of USAID’s Community Revitalization through Democratic Action (CRDA) program.  CRDA was announced as a five-year, $200 million program to be implemented through cooperative agreements with six US NGOs.  The project description sounded very much in line with CRS’s overall philosophy of empowering communities, since the program description claimed that the CRDA program “was designed to focus on heavy community participation.”
  Given CRS’s experience in the region, in Bosnia and in Serbia, and its relationships with local NGOs in a number of areas, as well as its financial and institutional resources, CRS believed it had a very good chance of succeeding in this competition.  The head of CRS-Europe, Mark Schnellbaecher, notes that the CRDA application “was an uprecedented effort by CRS, taking place over six weeks, bringing in staff from all over the world, and costing CRS $50,000.”
  CRS’s application emphasized the crucial role of its local partners.


When the decision was made, however, only five US NGOs were chosen to be implementers, and none of them had the kind of experience and relationships in Serbia that CRS had; indeed, most of them had not had operations in Serbia prior to this.  Schnellbaecher said CRS was particularly puzzled that only five, not the previously announced six, US NGOs were chosen as implementing agencies.  In effect, US AID was telling CRS that they were not even minimally qualified to carry out this project.  Also puzzling was that US AID refused to explain to CRS why their bid had been rejected; indeed, when one of the Catholic bishops, who was going to visit Belgrade, requested a meeting with the US ambassador, he was told that such a visit would be fine as long as he did not bring up the CRDA issue.  This reticence on the part of USAID to even talk to CRS about the reasons for its rejection are apparently unusual, and for CRS very frustrating.  This frustration was compounded when the Serbian government approached CRS and asked it to provide training for those US NGOs that USAID had chosen to implement the CRDA program.


CRS had another such experience shortly afterwards, in bidding for the Local Initiatives for Tolerance and Stability (LIFTS) project announced by USAID in 2001.  The agency requested bids for organizations that would set up an endowment for local initiatives for tolerance and stability in Southeastern Europe.  The bidding agency was required to come up with $1 million up front, and an additional $9 million over the next six months.  USAID would then match that with a $10 million grant of its own, which would be put into a trust fund wholly administered by the successful bidder.  The fund of $20 million would then be used to finance local initiatives supporting tolerance and peace-building.  The specifics were to be determined by the successful organization.  USAID oversight over the fund was to last ten years, but with no “substantial involvement” other than one meeting a year in Washington, DC.  The bid also had to specify what the organization would do with the $20 million at the end of the ten year period, for example placing it into a permanent fund, a sinking fund, etc.


Given that peacebuilding was a major theme to come out of the 2000 CRS World Summit, and based on its experiences, resources and relationships in the region, CRS believed it was a perfect fit.  Despite its experience with CRDA, CRS once again threw itself into preparing a bid for this project, with people coming from CRS offices around the world to Belgrade to take part in drawing up CRS’s proposal.  CRS headquarters agreed to put up $10 million right away, and also to raise an additional $5 million above what USAID was requiring.  CRS also proposed that at the end of the ten year period it would put the money — $25 million —  into a regional “Tolerance Trust Fund” to be administered by a board of NGOs and others from the region itself.


CRS heard nothing from USAID for over a month after the deadline in December 2001; it then received from USAID requests for minor clarifications.  CRS then heard nothing more at all until May, when USAID announced that it was changing the guidelines for the competition.  Those changes, announced in June, included a redefinition of the fund to the “Endowment for Democracy and Good Governance.”  USAID also had decided that at the end of the ten year period the entire fund had to be spent; it could not be left in a trust fund as CRS had proposed.  CRS at this point decided not to revise or resubmit its proposal, since the fundamental way in which the project had been changed raised CRS’s suspicions.  As Schnellbaecher put it, CRS took these changes and the lack of consultation with any of the organizations that had bid on the proposal as a sign of “institutional disrespect.”  This is the background to Schnellbaecher’s decision not to apply for USAID funding in the future.  As he put it, “it costs too much in dollars and in the morale of CRS staff, it is too high a price to pay.”  And while the staff now faces a greater challenge raising funds for its projects, Schnellbaecher also said that there is a feeling of relief in the sense that CRS could now pursue its programs and projects in a way fully consistent with its own institutional philosophy and mission, rather than having USAID trying to maintain control, watching over and intervening.


Nevertheless, it is unclear why USAID made these decisions in these ways; indeed, CRS itself is unsure of the reasons, especially since USAID did not repond to their requests for explanations.  But a number of people within and outside of CRS felt that one of the negatives in USAID’s view was the kinds of relationships CRS had with its local implementing partners, in particular that CRS ceded so much control to the locals, as well as the prominent role of locals in CRS’s own organization.  In addition, funders often want to see rapid, very tangible and concrete results, while CRS’s strategy is a longer-term one that, while successful, is not quick.  Yet in both cases of CRDA and LIFTS, the timetable of the projects, five years and ten years, were such that a longer-term strategy would not be a liability; and indeed, CRS had the advantage that the CRDA recipients did not of having an already existing network of partner organizations in place in Serbia.

Conclusion


These findings open up a number of questions for further research.  What are the experiences of the implementing partners and beneficiaries of CRS’s projects in Serbia?  How do they evaluate those experiences?  How do CRS projects differ from projects being funded by the CRDA program from the perspective of beneficiaries and partners?  In addition, to what extent is CRS’s approach transferrable or replicable?  Can other US NGOs shift their mission in the direction of “authentic partnerships”?  What kinds of results could convince them that such a shift would be good policy?  How can they counteract the pressure from donors, the US government, and their own institutional headquarters to pursue projects and strategies that do not respond to the experiences and knowledge of local society?  And why has USAID not accepted CRS as an implementing agency for its major projects in Serbia?


Clearly CRS’s approach is innovative, but also risky and labor intensive.  Given the extent to which US and other international NGO strategies of democracy assistance and development have repeated the same problems and unintended negative consequences time after time, CRS’s experience and its willingness to shift its philosophy and strategies in this direction could provide important lessons for the entire field.  If CRS’s projects are successful in addressing the organization’s major goal of changing structures that perpetuate injustice — and assuming that donors and other US NGOs share that goal — CRS could prove an important model for a rethinking of international NGO assistance.
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