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“Building more effective partnerships between the public sector and faith groups”: Report of the Joint Learning Initiative on Faith and Local Communities, April 2015
A National Religious Association for Social Development (NRASD) perspective, a South African case study. 
Dr Renier A. Koegelenberg

I.
Introduction
In general this is an excellent report that captures in a very condensed format the key issues and challenges of forming effective partnerships between faith or religious networks, and the public (government) sector, as well as partnering with international and multinational development agencies. 

The best way to respond to this study is to do so in a dialogue format – comparing it indirectly with our own history and experience in the formation of the NRASD, as well as our experience of striving to form partnerships (Memorandums of Understanding, service agreements and grant agreements) with the public sector in South Africa. 

My brief notes are based on a specific context – our experience in South Africa: our cooperation with different faith communities in South Africa, the South African government, church-based agencies and the Global Fund to fight HIV and AIDS, Malaria and TB. Thus, our experience may not be applicable in other countries or regions. 
The advantage of focusing on a specific context is that it can highlight some of the challenges, the positives, the hurdles, the practical, and the ethical discrepancies one encounters in working with complex multinational agencies.

In part II the focus is on our specific journey to establish the NRASD as an association of “religious networks with shared values and principles”, and the experience to foster interfaith cooperation with the public sector (different levels of government), before I focus in part III on the “limitations and unintended consequences of results-based, financial risk-based grant models”, and respond very briefly in part IV to the issues raised in specific chapters in the Report, followed by a short conclusion in part V.

The NRASD – a network of religious organisations that was established in 1997 – is one of the largest civil society network in South Africa. It represents religious communities from different faith groups in South Africa (Christian, Muslim, Jewish, etc.). With the participation of many mainline churches (Anglican, Catholic, Reformed, Methodist, etc.) and several of the largest African Independent Churches in our network (e.g. Ebuhleni Nazareth Baptist Church (Shembe) and the Zionist Christian Church (ZCC)], we are the largest interfaith and ecumenical network in South Africa, representing approximately 25 million people linked to our members.

The full-time secretariat of the NRASD is the EFSA Institute for Theological and Interdisciplinary Research, based in Stellenbosch, which has maintained close cooperation and partnership agreements with the “Evangelische Kirche in Deutchland” (EKD) in Germany and the former “Evangelischer Entwicklungsdienst” (EZE und EED), now Bread for the World, over more than 25 years.

The NRASD and the EFSA Institute also cooperate closely with four leading universities in South Africa: the universities of Stellenbosch, Western Cape, Cape Town and Pretoria – on different programmes linked to theology, social policy and health programmes.

II.
Partnerships, shared values & principles

1.
Building effective partnerships between faith communities
One cannot solve systemic problems of cooperation between public sector and faith communities without starting by addressing the challenge of relationships between faith communities. Cooperation starts with the building of trust – between faith communities themselves, and between public sector and faith communities. In South Africa we have the historical advantage that in the struggle against apartheid inter-faith and inter-religious cooperation played an important role to overcome a common enemy. What could we learn from this to overcome the enemies of poverty, deprivation, health challenges, etc.?
The NRASD was established through a process of consultation amongst different religious networks – to establish a common vision and shared values for a democratic South Africa, and to define principles that could guide inter-faith or inter-religious cooperation (to avoid conflict, exclusion). 
Shared values for a new society

As religious communities our vision is based on the following principles and values, which are shared by most religious traditions: 

· Just and equitable societies that protect the rights of the weak, the poor and the marginalised. A society that fosters human rights, respect for life and tolerance of differences; 

· Caring societies that reach out to uplift, support and improve the quality of life of all Africans, as well as visitors living amongst us;
· Democratic societies based on constitutions, with democratically elected representatives on all levels of government, which guard against the misuse of power; foster the role of civil society (religious communities, non-governmental organisations, etc.); acknowledge the importance of the principle of subsidiarity (partnerships between different sectors) for democracy; and foster diversity and pluralism on all levels of our society;
· Moral and honest societies that oppose fraud, corruption and a culture of self-enrichment.

Principles guiding inter-faith cooperation

As part of the religious sector, the NRASD is committed to the following principles of fairness within this sector:

· Firstly, it accepts the principle that all denominations and faiths are of equal value and one should not dominate the other. What it therefore claimed for one denomination should apply to all denominations. It therefore strives towards an inclusive process whereby all religious communities should gain fair access to public resources or funding (e.g. for community development programmes); 

· Secondly, it aims to strengthen existing religious communities and networks in the implementation of programmes – it does not want to create competing structures. It wants to broaden the base and the capacity of networks that have thus far not received state support for projects. Its objective is not to control access to public funds, but to enhance access to public funds. While it acknowledges the existing expertise and capacity of some networks, it is challenged to share experience with others that have less capacity. It is therefore challenged to improve the capacity and access to public funds of networks that have thus far received little or no support from state programmes;
· Thirdly, it believes that public funds should not be used to advance specific religious or missionary activities;

· Fourthly, it believes that it is of vital importance – both to religious communities, and also to the state and public offices – that special measures should be taken to ensure accountability and transparency in management and financial procedures and systems. 

2.
Principles guiding public sector–interfaith cooperation

2.1
Governments acknowledge the contribution and role of the religious sector

In South Africa we are fortunate as religious communities that political leaders acknowledge the unique contribution and role of such communities – specifically of all religious communities (as a correction of our past approach). Even more: apart from this acknowledgement, political support for formal cooperation between the religious sector and the different organs of the state has been expressed several times by political leaders – although this view is not shared by all politicians. 

In October 2000 Dr Zola Skweyiya, then the Minister of Social Development, stated in a letter:

“The government values the contribution and the role that the religious sector has played in the past … in bringing education, medical services and support to neglected areas, as well as the struggle against apartheid. Now we face a new struggle: we can only succeed to eradicate poverty in our country if we can build effective partnerships between the state, the religious sector and other institutions of civil society … we have launched a national campaign to create ‘a caring society’ in South Africa. How can we succeed with this effort without the support of our religious communities – which are known for their networks reaching into even rural parts of South Africa?”
2.2
The principle of subsidiarity and the importance of public-private partnerships

The principle of subsidiarity is a very important principle for democracy: the state accepts the role and contribution of partners from other sectors: it does not try to do everything for everybody. The role of the state is to coordinate (provide strategic policy frameworks), to set priorities and conditions, and to address social and historic imbalances, but not to implement or control every project. 

Research over a period of more than 10 years by the International Development Dialogue Programme (IDDP) and the EFSA Institute for Theological and Interdisciplinary Research on models of successful community development has revealed two key factors: firstly, the quality of leadership, and secondly, the strategic partnerships between different role players or sectors that are formed to achieve a common goal.

The quality of leadership within a community is a crucial factor that has a direct influence on the success and sustainability of community development programmes. Strong leadership is needed to facilitate innovative ideas and initiatives; to organise, mobilise and motivate people within a given community for a common goal; to take long-term responsibility to make a good proposal work – to ensure that a programme is sustainable.

The formation of strategic alliances (public-private partnerships) between different sectors and role players is of equal importance: different sectors can contribute different resources (funding, skills, management, etc.) that are needed to ensure success. Mr James Joseph, a former American Ambassador to South Africa, highlighted the importance of such partnerships: 

“In city after city (in the United States), churches have created non-profit corporations for the development of low-income housing, health clinics, credit unions, community development corporations, schools, resource centres for women and home care and special centres for the elderly. Many of these organisations are also becoming vehicles for a larger partnership as they bring together the resources of the church and the poor as well as public and private donors. Outside development agencies are discovering that in many downtown neighbourhoods, the church is the only stable, respected, and potentially effective, institution remaining.” (From his address delivered on 5 May 1997 at the EFSA conference on the Transformation of Welfare in South Africa, Cape Town – where NRASD was formally launched).
The implications for the public sector …

With regard to partnerships between religious communities and the public sector, the NRASD expects the following from the different levels of the state (national and provincial governments and departments): 

· That governments (both on national and provincial levels) treat all religions as equal; that the procedures to access public funding should be simple, clear and transparent in order to foster equal access to public funding for all religions; that ad hoc grants to a select few (who know the right people) should be replaced by comprehensive and inclusive partnerships (for good governance, transparency and sustainability are important);

· That governments should respect the unique identity of religious communities and their contribution. The state should not treat religious communities as NGOs, but respect their unique identity. This is especially the case in formal agreements between the state and different denominations. Religious communities are offering more than technical expertise or networks – which cannot be captured in simple “service agreements” by the state;
· That governments should accept the religious communities as partners in development and community service. This implies that the state may set priorities and guidelines for the use of public funds, but that the state should not try to implement all programmes on its own: it should make resources available to religious communities (and to other institutions of civil society). On the basis of state grants, religious communities could use such funds to leverage additional funds from other resources; 

· That different organs of governments (at all levels – national, provincial and local level), should accept the role of the legitimate religious leaders and their networks. The government or senior bureaucrats should therefore not create pseudo-religious networks to compete with legitimate religious structures – just because the state controls public funding. Elected leaders in government should avoid the risk of just supporting those religious networks which are “friendly” to them, whilst shutting out other networks where the religious leadership is critical of government policy or decisions! Selective support to certain networks equals the political instrumentalisation of religion – which is extremely dangerous and ultimately harmful to the state and religious communities. There is a long and sad history of political leaders seeking the blessing of religious leaders – when they lack democratic legitimacy, and when they come under pressure for bad governance. 
2.3
The rationale for formal cooperation

Many governments channel a substantial portion of their international aid through religious agencies, because they have proved to be closest to the people in need; because they have the best developed networks – especially in areas where the infrastructure is weak; because they provide the most effective network at the most affordable costs available.

Religious communities play a crucial role in the formation of values such as tolerance, responsibility, respect for life, love of your neighbour, etc. The functioning of our whole society presupposes these values and is based on the fact that there are citizens who take responsibility for one another. Religious networks offers much more than technical expertise or good networks – they offer commitment based on fundamental values.

The rationale for the MOU which the NRASD initiated with the Presidency (during the time of President Mbeki, concluded in 2005) and the religious sector in South Africa was that through the partnership agreement, government and the religious sector would
“Strive to mobilize and focus resources to foster sustainable community development, social cohesion and the creation of a caring society. The agreement would ensure greater synergy between the programmes of government and the activities and networks of the religious sector – to the benefit of the most vulnerable citizens of our society.”
Thus, efficient service delivery has become a central focus.

2.4
What are some of the challenges the public sector/governments face? 

Despite goodwill at the level of political leadership, there have been serious frustrations with the lack of capacity within different departments of government to translate statements on partnerships into real programmes. There was a serious lack of management and administrative capacity (and networks) to implement poverty-alleviation programmes, as well as programmes that are more of a development nature, within certain state departments.

There also was a lack of a clear policy framework and procedures to access public funding from government. There are no clear guidelines that are adhered to by different government departments (both on national and provincial levels), with the result that allocations made are perceived to be ad hoc: it is difficult to judge the basis for selection – even by those who have received funds.

There was a short-term approach that sabotaged long-term sustainable development – which was not conducive to the building pf trust and reciprocity.

2.5
The capacity of some of the networks in the religious sector 

A case study of the contributions by different religious networks in South Africa (2003) by the EFSA Institute (unpublished – completed for NRASD partner organisations) established the following details.
The total direct financial contribution by this sector to welfare, relief and developmental programmes in South Africa, based on the analysis of the main, audited budgets of churches and other faith communities, was approximately 80 million USD per annum. In general two types of services could be distinguished: some of them refer to formal welfare structures or offices, e.g. to specialised institutional care centres or multi-purpose centres, and some to more informal (but still properly organised) local community development services. Many of these services were not limited to South Africa, but covered the Southern African region – since the boundaries of many church-based structures extend beyond just South Africa.
The following range of services was identified in the research: agriculture, capacity building and management; education (schools, pre-school centres, and specialised skills training such as computer training, training for domestic workers, literacy programmes, vocational training); care for the elderly; feeding schemes (focused on poor children and street children); handicapped (physically and mentally); health care centres; homeless and housing projects; legal advice services; family support services; micro-enterprise, income-generating; multi-purpose centres; provision of water; rehabilitation programmes; support for political refugees; youth centres and children’s programmes.

2.6
Advantages of formal and structured agreements of cooperation 

The following are advantages that would follow from formal agreements between the religious sector and the public sector:

· They would make religious communities co-responsible for the implementation of poverty-alleviation and other social programmes, and challenge them to contribute some of their resources. Religious communities become partners in the process and not spectators;

· They ensure better coordination of scarce resources, as well as the multiplication of resources (but avoiding unnecessary duplication): religious communities could access more international donor funding via religious networks;

· Formal agreements (structured partnerships or “Block grants”) would enable the religious sector to use such agreements as leverage to negotiate additional funding – for priorities that were agreed upon with government.

III.
The limitations & unintended consequences of results-Based, financial risk-based funding models

1.
NRASD – a Principal Recipient of the Global Fund, 2009

The NRASD was selected as one of the Civil Society “Principal Recipients” (PR) for South Africa for the 2009 grant to South Africa. It was the first time that the Global Fund allocated a portion of a grant to civil society institutions in South Africa.

The main activities that are supported by the Global Fund grant include: Behaviour Change Communication (focus on strengthening prevention measures); HIV Counselling and Testing (HCT); Support for Orphans and Vulnerable Children (OVCs); Home- and Community-Based Care (HCBC); workplace programmes and institutional capacity building (including financial management, project management and monitoring and evaluation programmes).

Applying to become a Global Fund partner (both as a Principal Recipient or a normal Recipient) through the internal South African channels was a difficult and even a controversial process – extending over many years. The lobbying of different interest groups – competing for resources – was often characterised by the fact that South African networks compete mostly against experts linked to subsidiaries of international agencies (USAID, PEPFAR, etc.). They know the correct formats, the right jargon or “catch-words” that are necessary, although they did not have the same “local knowledge” or share the same passion for local needs – as perceived from a specific religious network sector.
South African-initiated NGOs have to compete with “international NGOs” (registered in South Africa, but with substantial financial backing from international agencies) in accessing resources or to be selected as Principal Recipients or partners. The presence of many international agencies (e.g. USAID, Bill Clinton Foundation, World Vision, Johns Hopkins, etc.) is positive in helping to make a difference, but can also be negative in the sense that they erode the skills base of South African-initiated networks – because they can offer better career opportunities. This hinders the development of strong South African (local) institutions that can have a more sustainable and long-term effect in our society. This is especially the case in many of the church-based development networks, where key staff are constantly being lost to either government agencies or international agencies based in South Africa.
2.
Positive principles of Global Fund 

· It understands its role as complementing the National Health Services (adding to, supporting and helping to fill the gaps), and not functioning independently or taking over. Therefore the support of the Global Fund must add value to the national priorities (National Strategic Plan for Health) within the national policy framework. This is a very important condition to coordinate and align activities and budgets. This also encourages government and civil society networks to engage with one another in defining national priorities.

· It is committed to including civil society partners, apart from government partners, in grant agreements. This not only supports democracy, but also promotes efficiency – getting close to the grassroots where services should have the most impact. The regional civil society forums that are hosted by the Global Fund for Principal Recipients are a very important opportunity to share experiences, best practice models – and also the risks and pitfalls in managing a Global Fund grant. It also affirms the principle of subsidiarity, namely that different sectors cooperate formally to ensure the effective utilisation of limited funding, and it fosters public-private partnerships in many fields.

· The contract period gives a measure of stability over a 2-5 year period. This provides a framework for the planning of careers and activities.

3.
Limitations of “Country Coordination Mechanisms” (CCMs) 

The CCMs ( in the case of South Africa: the South African National Aids Council, SANAC) play an important role on a country level to ensure the inclusion of different sectors (government, civil society, affected populations, specialise groups like women and children, men’s groups, key population groups, etc.) to ensure national coordination and cooperation. 
In reality it is very difficult to structure the composition of sectors in a way that avoids conflict or achieves fair representation: in South Africa’s case the biggest proportion of CCM members are government Departments, and many of the other sectors were largely organised to comply with “donor-created categories” – that is the “key population groups” that international donors target for vertical, short-term interventions which have the biggest impact (value for investment). In my view, most of them would disappear if foreign funding should stop – they are not community-based structures.
One example will suffice: in SANAC the whole religious sector, which is statistically, according to the data of the South African government, the largest sector in the country, is only a sub-section of the “Civil Society Sector” (amongst a range of sectors). There are several large faith communities (church denominations) in South Africa that represent more people and organised structures in one denomination (e.g. the Zionist Christian Church) than all of the combined sectors represented on SANAC – they are based in especially the rural and under-developed regions, and they are not benefitting from any international support grant channelled to HIV and AIDS programmes in South Africa!

Although South Africa has the largest treatment programme in the world for HIV and AIDS (as a result of the lobby work of civil society groups like the TAC and the leadership of the Health Minister, Dr Motsoaledi), it is a well-known fact that our prevention programmes are failing: the infection rate is not coming down. How could prevention programmes succeed, if the largest sector in South African society plays almost no role in the national response? Yet in building the “investment case” (with academic expertise) and the advisors of “technical partners” (representatives of international government agencies) more or less the same approach continues, with most of the partners being subsidiaries or close partners of the international agencies.
4.
Unintended consequences 

Two very important principles for many international development agencies, and for the Global Fund, are firstly the “results-based approach” and secondly, a “financial risk-based” approach – to ensure good financial management. Although these are laudable principles, with good intentions, they do not support or invest enough in the main ingredient that is a condition for success, namely building the relationships of trust and capacity at community level – within local communities (where faith-based networks are an integral part of the community). 
· In the financial management of a Global Fund grant, the minimising of financial risk plays a key role. Spelled out this means: where the funds are mostly needed (in poor rural areas of South Africa) there are no formal partners that benefit from the grant (e.g. the largest African Independent Churches), since their financial systems are not sophisticated enough to manage these funds. Or even worse, a Principal Recipient as an agent of the Global Fund put itself at risk if it cooperates closely with networks operating in challenging, underdeveloped rural areas – where it is very difficult to comply with first-world auditing criteria.
· The effect of a risk-management approach is intensified and worsened by a “results-based” approach that has become popular in the “evaluation industry”: the quest for accountability and the measurement of results through linear logical frameworks (base-line studies; measuring inputs, outputs and impact). Thus, in South Africa (and other parts of the world) the South African National Aids Council (SANAC) increasingly formulates “easy measurable targets” (called “key population groups”) to ensure that they can prove “impact”, or “value for investment” (maximum impact with small amount of funding). Again, the intention of such an approach may be good, the consequences are very bad – it does not build long-term relationships of trust or capacity within the target communities. The moment donor funding stops, the programmes disappear – they were not sustainable. 

· Thus, by trying “to interpret” what the donor would consider positively, instead of what South Africa really needs, SANAC is co-responsible for the selective approach followed. This creates an ethical conflict which damages the trust that local networks enjoy, when involved in the implementation process. How does one explain to a child who has lost both parents that you cannot support him/her any longer with food, clothes, supervision by care-workers – because SANAC (in trying to comply with the technical partners of the Global Fund) has decided that the infection rate is higher in another district – and that funds should be shifted to another district? And then the whole exercise is reviewed again after two years to again shift funds to a new district? 
IV.
Direct comments to report

Chapter I

FBOs should not be evaluated on their ability to reach “hard to reach populations” only, or their ability to leverage (large number of committed volunteers); they understand their commitment in a holistic way (not only morally, ethically, spiritually – but also in terms of delivery food, health services, etc.) and are very sustainable. 
Chapter II
Importance of guidelines, clear policy frameworks for cooperation – to avoid dependence on individual leaders or connections; FBOs do not want favours, but good governance, fairness in competing for public resources. 
Structural challenges: different systems, approaches (often short term) of donors, versus long-term sustainability and investment in relationships of trust; why should faith networks simply comply with donor-defined structural conditions to qualify to administer large grants? 
Challenge of “evidence-based” results by faith networks: sometimes the problem lies in the definition of easily measurable (mostly short-term) indicators and outcomes by donors, whereas FBOs are more interested in building relationships of trust, delivering continuous support over the long term to poor communities. 

In the health sector there is an international dichotomy (despite credible scientific research) between predominantly biomedical interventions (drugs and treatment) versus health educational programmes (especially behaviour change programmes). Although many FBOs deliver good health treatment programmes, they find it difficult to raise support for the equally important educational role. What is the use if one produces the best drugs for a disease – but the patients who need it most are not persuaded to use them responsibly? 

Chapter III
Importance of creating broad partnerships and alliances – avoid the danger of simply duplicating the structures and subsidiaries of well-known government agencies in a national or regional context – they often collapse when funding stops. 
Avoid an industry of NGOs (there are many good NGOs) that simply comply with short-term policies of donors – and rather take the difficult road to really build partnerships with the largest local networks: in South African context that would mean building partnerships with the predominantly black, indigenous or independent African Churches (the largest FBOs in South Africa that receive no support from international donors).

V.
CONCLUSION 
In line with the report, the challenge is to develop efficient, sustainable partnerships between the donor communities, the public and business sectors (private foundations) in different countries and faith communities.
One does not necessarily need more international funding (it will never be enough for a given crisis), but international agencies and donors should use their funding ability more effectively to encourage and facilitate partnerships on country level: between business, government and faith communities. If international donor funding is used as incentive for national or regional and local partnerships – which are focused on specific needs (children’s health; early childhood development; to fight sexual and gender-based violence; to foster tolerance and cooperation – then the impact would be much greater and longer lasting (sustainable). 

We do not need massive funding to change the world; we need a new way of forming partnerships – and this has to be defined by all partners 
In our NRASD network Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Christians have found enough consensus to work together on national issues. Our joint challenge is: how do we convince “government” to stop wasting scarce resource by investing in buildings (for instance), when we need more “people- centred programmes”? Why do politicians always want to start new programmes – to build a legacy – when there are many community programmes that simply need more public support?

In South Africa and Africa we do face challenges: there is competition between sectors to keep qualified and experienced staff; we need planning stability over longer periods (avoid short-term ad hoc funding). How could “donor power” be used to convince governments in Africa not to try to do everything by themselves (state bureaucracy) – but to work with FBOs and active citizen initiatives?

Weak governments often see these networks as competition, while strong governments appreciate their effectiveness in service delivery. It remains a challenge to deal with the unintended consequences of short-term vertical interventions versus establishing long-term capacity-building programmes that empower local communities.

We have to deal with the barriers: a combination of religious beliefs and cultural practices could be positive, but also very negative – and should be challenged, such as, for example when the widespread, irresponsible “faith-healing” by many Pentecostal or charismatic churches encourages poorly educated people to discard their medicine once the bishop has prayed for a miracle healing, or the authoritarian control of women by men, etc. [image: image1.png]
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