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The title of this paper comes from a remark made by my son, who has worked for the UN in East Timor, Sierra Leone, and is currently in Guinea-Conakry organizing refugee aid. After having studied political science at the New School, with an M.A. thesis on Charles Taylor and Recognition, he had gone to work for the UN organizing the first elections in the new state of East Timor, and then continued on to help organize elections in Sierra Leone. As his posting in Sierra Leone was ending, we spoke on the phone and he was rather depressed about election organizing; he felt it didn’t do anything. Yes, he was getting the job done and ensuring that the voting offices were organized,  but he wasn’t sure if it really made a difference. He would rather work on the  visible humanitarian problems. ‘I would rather be giving out blankets,’ he said. Building democracy, it seems, is both complicated and unproductive. Why is democracy such a drag? 

I think the reason is that we often confuse democracy with a particular kind of social activity known as ‘democracy assistance’. In light of my son’s depressing remarks about building democracy in Africa, I would like to focus this paper on what democracy assistance is all about. Having worked myself in Kosovo, Albania and Romania on various civil society projects and having researched and worked with OSCE and NDI as part of the Watson Project, I, too, can attest that a lot of democratization work seems to be enormously depressing. Projects start up, go on, close-up shop, and people keep on insisting that nothing really has changed. Over the last few years in the Balkans, and most probably as we speak, in the project offices in Iraq and Afghanistan, those involved in democracy assistance, both foreigners and locals, are also giving vent to their skepticism. If there is one spirit that characterizes democracy assistance these days, it is certainly not enthusiasm of creating a new world, but a sanguine realism. Democracy assistance takes a long time, requires sustained commitment, sophisticated political skills, and is difficult to measure in terms of success. To accomplish democracy assistance requires an extraordinary degree of persistence, hard-nosed realism, a stubborn attitude, and ensuring that one does not become cynical about the donors above you and the project managers and target groups below you. It requires a profound understanding, and continual reflection, about what we are doing and why we are doing it. Such reflection can be painful. After a while, and faced with so many frustrations, project evaluations and continuing epidemics of that horrible disease known as ‘donor fatigue’, one wonders who would actually want to do democracy assistance. I certainly understand my son’s desire to get out of the democracy business and just ‘give out blankets’ in Guinea.

Our research project, and this conference, focuses on analyzing democracy assistance in ex-Yugoslavia. But we must all admit that it is the shadow of Iraq that hangs over us. As the United States and its partners attempt to build up a democratic infrastructure in Iraq, largely along the lines of Thomas Carothers’ recipe outlined in his books, a recipe that now includes security checks and metal detectors, we have to ask ourselves two questions.

First, are there any lessons from the Balkans that can be applied in Iraq? And second, are there any lessons from Iraq that could be applied in the Balkans? The latter question may appear a little premature. The ‘lessons learned’ crowd tends to look backwards, take a breath of self-flagellation, and then do what they want to do anyway. Lessons learned, which should become ‘questions raised’, instead become lessons best forgotten.

Yet the more we observe what is going on in Iraq, and the lower profiled Afghanistan, the more we need to understand the fundamental differences between the three entities called democracy, democratization and democracy assistance. I will therefore use the occasion of this gathering to focus on these differences, based largely on my own experience researching and participating in Kosovo’s democratic transition. 

In particular, I will focus on the problems connected with those outside interventions for improving political life known as ‘democracy assistance’. I will try to argue that democracy assistance has in fact little to do with democracy as we know it. And I will argue that this is not necessarily a bad thing. Rather, we must discover the extent to which democracy can develop because of democracy assistance, parallel to it, and even in spite of it. Furthermore, we must entertain the postulate that those activities classified as democracy assistance may actually operate as an impediment to the development of democracy.  My message, therefore, is simple. Democracy assistance needs to be examined outside the framework of democracy. Conversely, democracy needs to be understood apart from its relationship to democracy assistance inputs. If we can do this, we can better understand what is happening in the Balkans with respect to the development of democracy, and we can better understand what is happening, and what could happen, in Iraq. I am concerned with Iraq particularly because most of the prescriptions about what to do in Iraq make an explicit connection between the development of democracy and an outside intervention of democracy assistance. Dawisha and Dawisha, for example, tell us in a recent issue of Foreign Affairs all the things we should do to build democracy in Iraq; they even instruct us to use a Bosnian presidential model instead of a strongman model. There is simply no question of Iraq’s need for outside democracy assistance. The question is simply what kind of intervention is needed. It is this unreflected linkage between democracy, democratization and democracy assistance that I will deal with here.

The ‘democracy deficit’

I think it is useful for us to begin with the concept of ‘need’ in order to understand how democracy assistance works. This need is normally articulated as a ‘democracy deficit’, and our understanding is that this deficit can be ameliorated by a package of  inputs, known as democracy assistance programs or projects. These democracy interventions are often articulated as metaphors: there is the metaphor of  fertilizing, planting ‘the seeds of democracy’; local seeds will sprout elsewhere, penetrating upward (the American democracy program was originally called the  SEED program). There is the metaphor of inoculation or vaccination, in which a country receives a democratic ‘injection’ so that their democratic institutions can be ‘strengthened’. There is the metaphor of construction, as when programs are designed to ‘build civil society’, ‘consolidate democracy’ and ‘construct’ democratic institutions.  In Kosovo the international aid is formed by four ‘pillars’, one of which is OSCE. In these views, the Balkans are viewed as an empty field, a sick body, or a crumbling building. Now these are metaphors, to be sure, but metaphors have a way of taking on a life of their own.

All these various inputs are tied to a definition of ‘democracy’ as some kind of end state. Nevertheless, most understandings of democracy now include both the means, i.e., ‘the process’ of acting democratically, and the desired end state. Being both a means and an end makes ‘democracy’ one of the most slippery of concepts to operationalize. I can think of no other concept which could occupy such an ambiguous position. 

What is democracy?

Anthropologically speaking, an authoritative definition of democracy is of little use. We can only study whose authoritative definition sets the stage for assessing the quality of democracy in our own society or in other states. To take some examples, the recent murder of the Swedish foreign minister, stabbed to death by a psychopath while she was shopping, was widely considered an ‘attack on democracy’. The Swedish ‘No’ vote on the Euro currency was seen as an instance of ‘democracy from below’, since all the established political parties advocated a ‘Yes’. In Eastern Europe in the early 1990s, the popular understanding of democracy was widely equated with ‘chaos’ or ‘anarchy’; hence, there was ‘too much democracy’ for some people. American and European concepts of democracy tend to differ on the possibility that the state can have a benign role in ensuring democracy. Faced with these different understandings, we can only try to understand why one specific understanding becomes authoritative enough to determine the frameworks under which democracy assistance operates. 

It is now universally accepted in development circles that democracy is more than just elections, much the same as a ‘vibrant civil society’ is now understand to be more than just having a large number of NGOs. There is also agreement that democracy is both an end goal and a set of practices for achieving this goal. Democracy is a state of affairs in which people exercise some control over their own lives and thereby responsibility for their lives. The conventional wisdom is that democracy is a set of activities in which people attempt to gain or exercise this control. Democracy is both democratic institutions and the dialogue or conflicts between these. Democracy can evolve on its own, from within, or it can evolve in connection with outside inputs of ideas, resources and routines. This latter postulate is the basis of democracy assistance.

What is democracy assistance?

Let me start with a simple understanding of democracy assistance. Democracy assistance is considered that set of practices enabling people to achieve democracy. Unlike democracy, which is an endpoint and a means, i.e., a concept and an evaluatory index, democracy assistance is more empirical. Democracy assistance is observable and involves people doing things in specific times and places, with specific intentions and in specified routines. Democracy assistance produces activities, sets up institutions, and generates  texts. These texts could be plans, projects, assessments, guidelines, regulations, evaluations and other types of reports. As academics, we could treat these texts as discourses which can be analyzed for their hidden themes, narrative structures, basic categories or regimes of knowledge. But these texts do not exist in a vacuum. There is an activity that produces these texts, and this activity can be analyzed using other texts (memoranda, minutes of meetings), or it can be described through participant-observation. 

Democracy assistance is more than texts. It is also a set of practices. These practices are closely related to what I have elsewhere called ‘project life’ or ‘project society’.  Project society entails a special kind of activity: short term activities with a budget and a time schedule. Projects always end, ostensibly to be replaced by policy, but normally to be replaced by yet another project. Project society entails a special kind of structure, beginning with the donor, the project identification mission, the appraisal, the selection of an implementing partner, the disbursement of funds, the monitoring, the evaluation, and of course, the next project. Project society is about the allocation of resources in an organized, at times bureaucratic, fashion. There is no project without a project application, a waiting period, a preliminary assessment, and the monitoring and accounting procedures that follow. The practices of project society demand a special kind of language, almost like the wooden language of Stalinism. Passing on knowledge is called ‘training’. Passing on knowledge to selected cadres is called ‘training of trainers’ or TOT. Getting better at something is called ‘capacity building’. Being able to say what you want to do is a ‘mission statement’. When we understand what’s going on we speak of ‘transparency’. Trying to find out what’s going on is called ‘networking’. Figuring out who will benefit is ‘stakeholder analysis’. Finding the money is called ‘fund raising’. Making sure you don’t waste it is called ‘donor coordination’. Surviving after the money runs out is called ‘sustainability’. People with money who don’t see results are suffering from ‘donor fatigue’. Taking your money somewhere else is an ‘exit strategy’. Failure to find a recipient is called ‘absorption problems’. And when there are too many donors and not enough recipients, you have ‘donor constipation’. Participation in this world of projects requires understanding what are the latest key words and concepts which can magically generate money: this year its ‘empowerment’, then ‘good governance’, now ‘income generation’, but don’t forget ‘trafficking’ and ‘anti-corruption’; and of course, there is the ubiquitous ‘partnership’. Partnership, as the Swedish anthropologist Gudrun Dahl has pointed out, is what has replaced ‘solidarity’ in aid. Partnership entails equality, to be sure, but it also entails a kind of contracting in which either partner can withdraw if the other proves non-accountable. The contract of partnership has replaced the spirit of solidarity in development aid. The euphemism for all this is now called ‘conditionality’. 

Project life has also permeated civil society development, where the ultimate goal is to create NGOs which are not only service providers but can also carry out ‘advocacy’, i.e., influence decision-makers. Project life have now turned civil society from an activity by which people find solutions, to a bureaucratic funding category. 

Project society is about the traffic in money, knowledge, people, and ideas. Project life is about what people do with these resources. It is a world with a premium on the most abstract of knowledge. Hence, those who manipulate symbols and concepts can occupy strategic positions in the chain of resource allocations; they become as important as those donors and programs which actually help people with concrete problems. If businessmen and Mafiosi manipulate money, project managers manipulate money attached to concepts, with the key term being ‘increasing capacity’. Since ‘capacity’ is never absolute, it can continually be built. And building capacity requires training. Trainers used to  be brought in from the West. Now they may be from other Balkan countries or locals, all of them trained in the West, according to Western measures of needs. One of the most important needs, of course, are ‘training needs’; hence the emerging ‘training needs assessment’ (TNA) industry. 

It is this world of projects which ‘the internationals’ bring into the Balkans, and it is the ideas and practices of this world which permeate down to a specific group of Balkan project managers and staff, their ‘local partners’ and the ‘counterpart organisations’.Observing project life in the world of democracy assistance, we would observe the consulting field visit to assess needs, the routines of implementation of projects, the monitoring of elections, the training of local NGOs, the conducting of media surveys, the evaluation of aid programs, the training of police, the holding of meetings, the organizing of committees, the writing of grant proposals, the lobbying of officials, the hiring of staff, the publishing of newsletters, and numerous other activities. This is democracy assistance in real life. 

While the mix of activities and their sequence may have changed over the years, or while democracy assistance may now be combined with other activities linked to post-conflict reconstruction or ethnic reconciliation, the everyday routines involved have changed little. Most democracy assistance programs resemble each other, which makes it easier for the people who work in them to jump from one program to the other, from EU to USAID, from lobbying specialist to community organizer to women’s empowerment consultant. The similarities are, as Freud might say, ‘uncanny’. Democracy assistance has come of age, as it were. Conferences like this one are evidence of it.

With this coming of age, I think it is time that we examine democracy assistance as a set of practices in the Balkans and try to predict how it could operate in places like Iraq. 

The needs assessment

As stated above, democracy assistance begins with the postulate that there is a need, a shortcoming, and this need can only be fulfilled by some kind of intervention. It operates on the premise that if this need is not fulfilled or these shortcomings not ameliorated, that the situation will worsen, or the social conflict persist. Hence, democracy assistance is intimately tied to some kind of needs assessment. These needs assessments have themselves become systematized into a set of standard interpretations, procedures and indices. The needs assessment crowd has been very busy in Iraq during the summer, just as they were in Afghanistan, Timor, Sierra Leone, Serbia and Kosovo. In all these surveys, there is an explication of  a shortcoming or unused capacity, the ‘democratic deficit’. The society is described in terms of its existing conflicts, its potential for improvement, and the capacities that need improving. The more areas lacking in capacity, the more needs there are and the more capacity building is necessary. In democracy assistance, the capacity shortcomings could consist of the lack of an adversary political culture, poorly functioning or corrupt administration, or the lack of a vibrant civil society and free media, to take the typical examples. Comparing the Balkans and Iraq, for example, one would say that the Balkans had more self-organizing capacity through ethnic protest organizations and quasi independent groups of intellectuals, whereas Iraq, under Sadam’s Baath Party monopoly, had a lack of adversary political culture.

Because democracy assistance takes its point of departure in assessments of needs and capacities, and because these assessments now follow established international routines, it is hardly coincidental that democracy assistance programs seem to resemble each other. It is no accident that the U.S. program for community development in Iraq is a replica of the current programs from the Balkans, notably that in Serbia. One can similarly envision that programs developed by the EU or bilateral programs of DFID, Sida and Danida, will also resemble the programs they have developed elsewhere.

We thus have a democracy assistance model. The question we can pose here is very simple: what is the relationship between democracy assistance and democratization?. What is the relationship between a set of activities aimed at elections, parliaments, open administration, human rights, free media, political parties and civil society, and the state of affairs we acknowledge as being ‘democratic’. Seen from the project implementation point of view, we could ask: how do we know when we’re done.

Entry and Exit

While in Kosovo I had occasion to speak with and to participate in projects in which the OSCE, the principle democratization actor in Kosovo, was planning to relinquish management of certain programs to local actors. Such programs involve activities such as election control boards, media commission, the training of local administrators and NGO resource centers. One of the staff members in OSCE’s democratization department, the department responsible for political parties, minorities and civil society development, put it to me very succinctly:  ‘How do we know when it’s time to leave?’

This individual was looking for some indicators or benchmarks for progress, which would make it permissible, or even advisable, for the internationals to pull up stakes and exit. Indeed, the setting up of such benchmarks is a prime activity of the international administration in Kosovo, for benchmarks are also the means by which Kosovo resolves its ‘final status’ (understood by most actors to mean independence).

In this light of ‘exit’ or ‘exit strategy’, I would like to describe the practice of democracy assistance in Kosovo. I will focus on two specific time periods which are crucial in any democracy assistance activity: entry and exit. Entry because we get a picture of democracy assistance at its inception, and the processes and problems become more clear. Exit because we get an understanding of democracy assistance as a self-reflective activity. Exit usually involves its own set of practices of phasing out or closing down programs. In some areas, including Kosovo, this activity takes the form of ‘handover’, in which a program, project or institution is given over to a local group who will run it. Handover is the mark that a program has achieved that mystical level of activity known as ‘sustainability’. It seems to run itself, like the perpetual motion machine, seemingly without the push from the donors and their agents, 

Life at the OSCE

In particular I will focus on the OSCE as the main democratic actor in Kosovo. Kosovo is an international protectorate under UN administration. Under this framework, the OSCE is one of the pillars of this administration, known as pillar three, the others being the UN administration, NATO forces providing security and the EU providing development aid (Kosovo’s humanitarian emergency is officially over). The OSCE mission in Kosovo, also known as OMIK, is not an aid organization. It does not consider itself a donor. And it is not an outside observer coming to Kosovo to watch elections and go home. The OSCE in Kosovo is part of the government. It has been part of the government since July 1st, 2001,  when the former Kosovo verification mission (to verify human rights abuses) became the OSCE Mission in Kosovo. 

The main task of the OSCE Mission in Kosovo is to ‘build democratic institutions’. In this capacity, the OSCE works with several tasks, each task handed by a separate department. They are local police training, civil administration, supporting media, human rights monitoring and promotion, organizing free and fair elections, establishment of the ombudsperson, and finally, something called ‘democratization’. The latter is a catch all category covering political party development, parliamentary assistance, civil society/NGOs and support for ethnic associations (both parties and civic groups). 

The OSCE operates with a mandate to build democratic institutions. The concept of institutions is not clearly defined, however. It includes democratic practices and what we might call democratic culture, i.e., attitudes and ways of resolving conflicts which which respect human rights, which are nonviolent, and which hopefully can become institutionalized.

The OSCE mission in Kosovo has a large headquarters in Pristina, with hundreds of foreign and local staff, and 11 field offices scattered around the country containing from 5-20 staff. Field offices are gradually being eliminated and/or reduced. In addition, the international staff is gradually being replaced or supplemented by qualified local staff, a process known as kosovarisation. The individuals promoted into such positions are trained according to a process of selection, training and examinations and known as national professional officers. In the democratiztion department, with which I have worked, they are known as national democratization officers. The word national can cover either ethnic Albanians or Serbs, or other minorities who consider Kosovo their home. Salaries and working conditions for national professional staff are high by local standards, but much lower than international salaries. Since the OSCE is the principle organ assuring human rights for minorities, it is especially sensitive to ethnic minority issues. Unlike many other aid programs, the OSCE operates in the Serb or Roma enclaves, in every area of Kosovo, and it endeavors to ensure promotion for minority staff and to ensure their physical security. 

The OSCE’s presence in every region of Kosovo is not unproblematic. During periods of ethnic tension, especially around areas such as Mitrovica, OSCE staff will not be permitted to drive to certain areas, or ethnic Albanian staff will refuse to travel there. OSCE staff have been threatened, beaten and killed in the course of their jobs. Non-Albanian OSCE staff must in some cases be escorted to and from work, and that coming to a meeting at the headquarters in Prishtina is itself a logistical project..

In the democracy landscape which is Kosovo, the OSCE competes with various other bilateral and international programs in certain sectors, such as civil society, human rights, or political party training, but no other organization covers the entire gamut of democratic practices. There is an enormous staff, a dense net of field offices, a large logistical component with hundreds of vehicles and a long-term presence.  Like any international organization, the OSCE must deal with its donors and lobby Vienna for funds, but it has a sufficient depth of resources to carry out administration and experimental projects.

The OSCE staff is a diverse international group consisting of West Europeans, Americans and Canadians at the highest levels and an increasingly large group of middle and lower ranking staff from the CEE countries. The last three heads of OSCEs democratization department, to take one example, have been a Danish head of refugee aid, a Canadian immigration lawyer originally from California, and a former Austrian minister of defense and liberal politician. Along with these foreign professionals are local kosovars. Hence, an OSCE team could consist of a Canadian, a Bulgarian, a Lithuanian, an Italian, a Kosovo Albanian and a Kosovo Serb. The organization has various mixtures of clerical staff, translators and drivers suitable for venturing into the various ethnic enclaves. 

OSCE foreign staff are paid a combination of salary and living allowance. East Europeans tend to be paid largely from the living allowance which is attractive by East European standards. Notable for their absence from the OSCE are the French, who receive no salaries from the French government and would therefore rather work in the other sections of the UN administration in Kosovo. 

The OSCE operates in an environment of other actors, notably the EU, USAID, other bilateral aid programs which carry out humanitarian, technical, social and democracy building programs. These may involve various sectors of Carothers’ democratic mix: parliamentary support, support for national or local administration, media support, protecting and supporting ethnic and minority groups, political party training and NGO development. The bilateral programs may in some sectors be more expensive than comparable sections for the OSCE, but they tend to last a shorter time.  The EU, for example, may allocated a million euros for NGO development, far greater than anything the OSCE could muster. But the EU program lasts only 2 years.

Organizing democracy

Of the organizations in the pillar structure of Kosovo, the OSCE is considered by outsiders to be the weakest. This is partly because of its budget, depending on foreign donations, and partly because of its soft mandate: it neither administers, nor provides security, nor gives out aid. Rather, it builds democratic institutions. This is long-term work and often difficult to evaluate in terms of concrete outputs. For example, ‘stimulating dialogue’ can be carried out in small steps and can be observed in everyday interactions, but it remains difficult to measure. One such measure can be ‘number of meetings held’, such that more meetings means more dialogue, means more democratization. Yet even these superficial measures of democratic progress can also be undermined by a single incident, such as a ethnically motivated murder.  

At the organizational level, OSCE is divided into a main offices and several field offices, each of which with its own head. The field offices contain officers covering several domains of OSCE’s activities, each of whom defers to the department in Pristina. Field officers are constantly complaining about lack of attention from HQ, while HQ insists that they help as best they can, and that the Field officers need to take more initiative.

Like all international aid organizations, there is within the OSCE  an obvious difference between the functions and responsibilities of internationals and of the local staff. While kosovoars have now obtained positions of responsibility within the OSCE, there are no cases where kosovars actually have authority over the work of internationals. 

Doing Democracy

How does the OSCE decide what to do in implementing democracy assistance? From where does it obtain inspiration or inputs? Some of the ideas arise internally during the meetings held between the various department heads and their subordinates. Other times there are priorities which come from UNMIK, for example, the activities connected with holding elections and organizing political parties. Another set of activities is by default, because of the elimination of a former domain. Finally, OSCE can institute activities on the basis of perceived local needs. 

This combination of strategic priorities and tactical considerations generates a specific set of activities. For example, the democratization department has phased out assistance to political parties after the demise of its political party service centers, which supplied logistical support and office space to Kosovo’s political parties. However, the department remains active with ethnic minority political parties because they are considered to have special needs and are often closely tied to the ethnic minority NGOs. Similarly, OSCE’s  Assembly Support Initiative, offering training and advice to parliamentarians, is an amalgam of other aid programs intent on assisting Kosovo’s new parliament in drafting laws, holding hearings, and drawing up regulations.

Cadre

The OSCE staff are presumably experts in democracy. In fact, the staff have an extraordinary varied background as foreign aid professionals, human rights activist, NGO staff, and academic scholars in political science. A small number of them speak Albanian, having learned it on previous missions in Albania. One would have expected, therefore, for the OSCE to have forged a closely knit team through various administrative training courses. This has in fact not been the case. Rather, new team members have since 1999 quickly been sent out to their field office or home office with a minimum of training and orientation, and it is through the constant work routines that the training and linkages are forged.

These work routines consist of an enormous amount of actual working hours, often stretching into the evening and for foreign staff, often including Saturday and Sunday work. Some of this work involves field visits and logistical compromises. Other work involves attending meetings in the evenings, and then the writing of the weekly reports from the section and the field office. The reporting activity is intense. Reports are writte from field offices to HQ, from section heads to section chiefs, from department heads to the executive leadership, from the execujtive leadership to Vienna, and to individual donor agencies. This reporting legacy reflects the OSCE’s original function as a verification mission, and staff frequently complain about the constant reporting needs, in which concrete progress must be indicated in each and every sector. These will often be indicated as minutes of meetings held and assessments of a situation in a local community, the degree of cooperation from certain officials, NGOs or bureaucrats, or a request for further support or input to a given project.

Each of the field offices reports to HQ each week, and each of the HQ sections also make weekly, quarterly and other reports. Typically, these reports will cover the main areas of OSCE activities: confidence building, political party support, local administration, civil society, media, ethnic minorities, etc. Significant events, problems or successes will be reported. OSCE Field offices are even required to submit  ‘success story of the week’, which could take the form of  the holding of a meeting between two political adversaries, the implementation of an administrative measure, the enforcement of an anti-pollution regulation, or the holding of some kind of public event. Often enough, the ‘Success Story of the Week’ will contain the three letters NTR, ‘nothing to report’.

Democracy assistance as an activity

Democracy assistance in action consists of people doing things, and other people evaluating these things. The activity consists of planning, organizing, writing reports, assessments and evaluations. It also consists of the holding of meetings, arranging events, or participation of negotiations. At the field level, it may also consist in procuring the materials to hold meetings, renting a premises, finding a computer, locating clients to be helped in a project, etc. Let me give two examples of democracy assistance in action.

NGO service centers

In early 2000 OSCE begin to set up NGO service centers in several large towns in Kosovo and in some of the ethnic enclave areas. The 12 centers contained a meeting room, computer and photocopying facilities, and a manager who was trained to help local people form and run their NGOs, and particularly apply for grants to the OSCE or to other donors. The centers are located centrally in the towns and the manager is subordinated to the local field office. At their inception, the centers provided a service that for some local NGOs was unavailable: a meeting venue and office facilities, along with the connections which the center leader could offer. The centers particularly focused on offering instruction in how to apply for projects, or brining in local or outside experts to offer this training. By 2002, however, the centers’ offerings were not so attractive to ngos working in kosovos major towns. Most had acquired meeting rooms and office equipment; some had direct contacts with foreign donors, and while the center leaders were appreciated for their efforts, their concrete support was often limited.

In the minority enclave areas, however, the centers obtained other functions as social meeting places for a variety of activities, even the caring of children and as a free space for young people. NGOs were only one aspect of a gamut of activities, including the teaching of  computer or the teaching of Albanian language. 


In the last three years, the centers have been a venue for hundreds of meetings, and a refuge for youth who wanted a place to meet, play computer games, and organize activities which are normally carried out by social or youth agencies.

The presence of NGO centers and the assistance to local NGOs is a concrete and visible activity in Kosovo. However, one can ask, what does this have to do with building democratic institutions? One center has a well organized kick boxing program for youth. Another shows films. Another organizes assistance for pensioners filling out forms.   Is this ‘democracy?’.

One might say, well, they are organizing themselves, and they are building NGOs. Yet the number of NGOs remains low, about 2000 in Kosovo, most of them with a handful of members, barely subsisting of foreign grants from one small project to another. In developed democracies, NGOs function as lobby organizations and may influence decision makers or receive support from the state to carry out activities. This is certainly not the case in most of the Balkans. Moreover, NGO activists are well paid, and their choice of an NGO career is usually a more preferable option than poorly paid jobs in the state or in the uncertain private sector. Hence, in the NGO sector, which is strongly supported by the OSCE, we have some of the most routinized elements of project life, with all its verbal and behavior paraphelia (fundraising, project talk, seminars, network building, international travel). The problem is when project life is equated with the sustainable democratic institution building which is the goal of the OSCE and so many other democracy assistance programs. We have democracy assistance, but not necessarily democracy. We have institutional routines without the kind of values which are supposed to underlie these. We have activity without commitment. The consequences of this gap are shown in my second example, dealing with exit strategy.

‘Time to leave?’

The OSCE, as  part of its long-term exit strategy, is increasingly concerned with the issue of ‘handover’ Handover is the final stage in the transfer of skills which is democracy assistance. Although handover is the desired outcome of building democratic institutions, and a constant subject of conversation and strategy building for OSCE, the OSCE has no official hand-over policy.

Within OSCE, there are various understandings of hand-over, and these understandings, with all their diverse connotations, are also passed down to our local partners. As is true for so many other concepts in democracy assistance (civil society, transparency, accountability, democracy), these different understandings enable people to talk with each other while simultaneously talking passed each other. One can construct an authoritative definition of what hand-over is, but here again, the problem involves ensuring that all actors share this definition and act upon it. 

In this context, let me cite three well-known understandings of the hand-over concept as articulated by OSCE staff in formal and informal interviews.

(1) Assets transfer

The classic understanding of handover is simply ‘assets transfer’, handing over of physical facilities or equipment. The local target group should just ‘sign for it’ and hand-over is completed. Hand-over in this sense is a specific event marked in time, with a schedule, a contract, and a receipt. When this occurs, the relationship between donor and recipient has ended. OSCE understands the handover of the NGO centers as an administrative responsibility problem.

 (2) ‘Capacity-leaving’

The second concept of hand-over is that of skills transfer. When the local target group have learned something, we can say that we have handed over what we know to them. In this case, we are not really handing anything over. We are simply sharing our knowledge. They have acquired what we have, but we have not lost anything. One OSCE Department of Democratization staff member talks of this process as the difference between capacity-building and what he called  ‘capacity-leaving’. Capacity-leaving occurs largely in the realm of OSCE-administered or OSCE-financed projects or in the various training , when various target groups acquire skills through actual experience or through the systematic acquisition of knowledge in a training session. Evaluations of how they carry out subsequent projects then become indices of whether they have acquired capacity, or how good we were at training them. The most successful ‘capacity leaving’ should be when our ‘students’ are as smart as we are. It is a model used in universities between the professor and his or her doctoral student; or between the mentor and his or her ‘apprentice’. Essentially, our job is to create colleagues. In a foreign assistance framework, these colleagues take over, we make ourselves redundant. Anyone analyzing foreign assistance programs, the training industry, the mission junkie syndrome, or the patronizing field officer disorder, knows that this process does not always occur. Instead of creating colleagues, we insist on being parents over unruly children. Little wonder that we get problems of sustainability in such situations. 

(3) Transferring control

There is, however, a third, more complex understanding of hand-over which is the conventional wisdom in the OSCE but rarely practiced. This third type will undoubtedly involve assets transfer and capacity leaving, but it includes an extra dimension: it is the transfer of responsibility for a given activity which had been the province of OSCE. One type of such transfer is personal: authority of foreign individuals is given to locals (kosovarization of staff, for example). A second type of transfer is institutional, as when organisations such as the Kosovo Law Center or the NGO Resource Center become independent. Hand-over of institutions involves transferring control over resources so that the institution may continue to achieve the goals for which it is intended. In these cases, the international project of the OSCE becomes the local project in the hands of the kosovars. It is this kind of hand-over which OSCE seeks to implement. 

Hand-over is not the equivalent of democratic institution building; democratic institutions could be built up indigenously, without foreign support or intervention. But insofar as we are talking of those institutions which OSCE has built up, the assumption is that they can only be sustainable as democratic institutions if there is a genuine hand-over of control.

The reality of hand-over in the OSCE may entail a combination of all three types. Asset transfer may take place with skills transfer, and some kind of partial control may also take place. ‘Control’ is not absolute and must be negotiated. Transfer of assets and skills may require continued support on the part of OSCE, as is the case with NGO Resource Centers. Or it may alter the forms of dependence between donor and recipient.

Most foreign assistance hand-over processes thus involve a negotiation of the hand-over package, i.e., the set of resources being handed over. (Here the analysis of The Gift, a classic anthropological text by Marcel Mauss, is pertinent). These resources are not just physical assets or juridical ownership but also knowledge assets. 

One need not be an anthropologist, or even a member of the Watson Project research team, to realize that OSCE’s democratic goals may be transformed once the local staff has acquired control. One should even expect this, since creative, initiating local staff have their own ideas. In one case, the staff may take the institution and expand its mandate, adapting it to the problems and conditions it encounters; for example, an NGO with a human rights profile may now begin to carry out NGO training for a fee. Alternatively, local staff may utilise their newfound control to pursue their own interests, turning the organisation into their private fiefdom, operating with their own career goals, or worse, private business interests, being prior to the goals of the organisation. Kosovo and most of the Balkan NGO sector are full of such entrepreneurial NGOs, a phenomenon not limited to the Balkans, of course.

These changes in profile and goals are a natural result of people’s viewing their institution from a new perspective: that of having assumed responsibility to achieve goals, that of being able to set wholly new and different goals, and the possibility to take risks of failure. 

With these caveats, we can construct a typology of hand-over types reflecting the different relationships and expectations between donor and recipient. The donor is giving, ‘the gift of democracy’.

Authorized hand-over= transfer of institutional or program responsibility from one institution to another; responsibility includes resources, goals, strategies, activities as acknowledged by both donor and recipient parties.

Individual hand-over= transfer of responsibility for an activity from one individual within an organization to another, or from individuals across organizations

Partial hand-over= transfer of some responsibilities, i.e., partial transfer of resources, goals, strategies, activities. Synonymous with ‘delegation’

Conditional hand-over= negotiated transfer of responsibilities according to donor’s priorities; in theory all hand-over is conditional, though the conditions set by the donor may vary

Full hand-over= transfer of all responsibilities

Informal hand-over=effective hand-over without formal recognition or juridical acknowledgement by either donor or recipient institutions

Unauthorized hand-over=appropriation of donor resources, goals and activities by the recipient group without formal recognition or consent by the donor (corruption).

Abandonment: hand-over by the donor organization without any consent or cooperation of the recipient organization.

Close-out: failure, refusal, or unwillingness to handover 

The transfer of control which is hand-over involves assessing a variety of factors: is there genuine agreement between OSCE and the potential local recipients as to the goals, strategy, and methods of the particular activity or institution? Is it worth handing over? Have the locals’ views about the institution, about how they would run it, been heard? Is this what they want? Has OSCE and its potential recipients constructed a true ‘team’ with a common values, strategic understandings, methods, and practices? Or is it a case of taking over resources without the affiliated goals and methods? It is these factors which can explain why so many projects are unsustainable. This occurs because the ostensible team members (a consultant, a project manager, a local staff, the target group) are in fact so different in their understandings, orientations, values, and languages that ‘the team’ is only superficial. Within a project cycle, then, it is understood that the local target group or implementing partner needs to assimilate the intervention in terms of its own needs and desires. This process, by which a foreign intervention becomes local, is usually known as ‘ownership’. There is an intimate relation between ownership and hand-over.

‘Ownership’ or ownership?

In foreign aid parlance, ‘ownership’ is often used to mean a feeling by the target group that a program is ‘theirs’. It is a synonym for their ‘engagement’ or ‘involvement’.  ‘Ownership’ is a necessary condition for the sustainability of any project which involves some kind of capacity building or skills transfer, i.e., sustainability understood as the continuation of a project once the foreign donor has left the scene. 

When is ‘ownership’ achieved?  Understood simply as a feeling by the target group that they are in control, such ‘ownership’ may coexist with the actual fact that the program’s key resources remain controlled by a foreign donor or organisation. This is clear because the term ‘target group’ is still used. If the target group had genuine ownership of project resources, there would be no target group to target. Money and knowledge (including knowledge about access to money) are two kinds of resources which often remain with donors long after ‘ownership’ has been achieved. This is at best conditional ownership, or a partial  or conditional hand-over.
Other types of handover could be envisioned: Under partial hand-over, only some resources are transferred.Under conditional hand-over, the process involves negotiating which resources are transferred and in what form. There is nothing irresponsible about a donor conducting partial or conditional hand-over if the process is made transparent to the recipient. Lack of transparency usually generates the tensions between donors and recipients that the donor has overstayed his welcome, that they are keeping something from us, and the usual conspiracy theories and donor-bashing so common to development and democracy assistance projects in the Balkans and elsewhere.


If the resources are transferred without any negotiation with the receiving partner, we could speak of handover as a pure gift. Insofar as this gift carried with it no obligation to repay, we can just as well call it abandonment. Donors simply exit, leaving resources (assets, skills, strategies, practices) which the recipient can use as they please, with a minimum of monitoring. One might call this a gift if the only things handed over were material or financial. But in democracy assistance, the skills are often soft, consisting of knowledge, feedback, sparring and updating to new conditions. Since such resources are never fully available, they cannot be handed over. When donors hand over the physical premises of the project, they do not leave behind the continuing knowledge to sustain this project. It is as if one is given the run-down family car as a gift, whereupon you have to spend enormous time and money keeping it running.

Sometimes hand-over takes place in a way which is not on the donor’s terms. Resources are plundered, stolen, or appropriated. We could call this informal or unauthorized hand-over, or at worst, corruption. Informal hand-over takes place in many foreign aid programs, also in Kosovo. Either the donor was not vigilant, or the target group had other goals for the resources and saw the opportunity to utilize them for their own ends Unauthorized hand-over is the use of resources and skills acquired from donors, but for quite different goals.

From the donor’s point of view, hand-over is process by which a donor gives up control over resources and transfers it to a recipient. Hand-over is really about voluntary relinquishing of control. If we do not feel this loss of control, we have only ersatz hand-over. Hand-over is difficult. It involves worry. And sometimes we hand-over either too little, too early, too late, or not at all. Sometimes we hand-over the wrong things to the wrong people at the wrong time. Giving up control over resources is very difficult in any social system. Indeed, it should be, since in an uncertain world, where trust in institutions is low, any control over resources enables people to deal with the world in a more predictable way. Giving up control requires a degree of trust in the recipients ability to manage valuable resources in the way you intended. Hand-over is the manifestation of trust. And curiously, ‘trust’ lies at the core of many theories of democratic culture. Perhaps we can bring in the study of trust as the unifying framework for understanding democracy assistance, democratisation and democracy. To quote Moulder and Scully: ‘the trust is out there’. 

From a democracy assistance viewpoint, it is instructive to study the different kinds of hand-over mentioned above, and to try to isolate factors which make for successful hand-over and failed hand-over. The key factors in any hand-over discussion would be:

1. The package.

What kinds of resources, goals, values, and practices are contained in the hand-over ‘package’.

Why was the package developed?

2,. The players

What is the political configuration of the project: 

Who are the players? 

Who possess what resources? Who has what to give away?  

Who is likely to receive the package? Who wants to  acquire what?

What is the relationship between donors and recipients? Who trusts whom?

Do donor and potential recipient share the same sets of goals, values, strategies, competencies? Or are there fundamental differences between them?

3. Strategy

Why does the package need to be handed-over? Why not close it down?

4. Conditions

What will be the conditions of hand-over and will these conditions involve the a) contents of the package, b) recipients, c) schedule, d) other factors.

5. Understandings

What hand-over concepts do donors and recipients operate with in their understanding of the hand-over process: a) assets transfer, b) capacity leaving, or c) transfer of control over resources/goals?

6. Outcomes

What kind of hand-over will most likely take place: a) partial b) conditional, c)informal/unauthorized, d) formal/authorized e) combinations, f) abandonment? g) closedown

How should handover take place?

What indicators can we use to say that a hand-over has ‘worked’ or been successful?

Hand-over begins with a thorough recognition of what it is one has in the ‘package’ to be handed over. Analyzing hand-over practices may tie together our diverse concepts of democracy assistance, democratisation and democracy. In this case, handover is also part of our understanding of democracy. The opposite of handover is colonialism. Finally, as handover proceeds, the process becomes a kind of indicator for reaching the end state which is democracy. The handover practices, not when to leave but what you leave behind,  may become a kind of window for understanding why democracy assistance should be kept separate from democracy and democratisation.

Conclusions:

Democracy assistance, democratization and democracy remain very far apart. This gap is not simply that lofty ideas do not match the harsh reality. After all, the cardinal tenet of social science is that ideas and reality never match. Our goal is to find out how they coexist precisely in these disharmonious circumstances. Here I think it is important to reflect upon the distinction between democracy, democratization and democracy assistance. My point is not to say that democracy assistance is somehow false or artificial. It is not a donor conspiracy for exploitation, although donor bashing is an invariable part of the democracy assistance world. Rather, it is to say that democracy assistance is simply another world. It is a world of projects. Projects of empowerment. It is a world of rhetoric, discourse, categories, people, activities, practices and institutions. It is a world of foreign influences and local traditions, including local traditions for exploiting foreign influences. Perhaps it is time that we look at democracy assistance as a world of its own, and not simply as a step toward democracy. For the Watson Project, this insight could be what we ourselves hand over to our colleagues in the Balkans.

