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1.0 Introduction 
  
The CCIC/CIDA Dialogue 2003 was jointly planned by staff from the Canadian Council 
for International Co-operation (CCIC) and the Canadian Partnership Branch (CPB) of 
CIDA (Canadian International Development Agency).  The aim of the workshop was 
mutual education about the concept of local ownership of development strategies, and 
what civil society can do to promote it.  Background materials, including an Issues Paper 
on local ownership and case studies, were prepared by a consultant and by member 
agencies of CCIC.  These are available on the CCIC website (www.ccic.ca).  
 
 Focusing on local ownership as a central principle and theme of CIDA’s policy to 
improve aid effectiveness, CPB and CCIC designed a dialogue that included members of 
CCIC, selected CIDA officials and counterparts from Southern civil society organizations 
(CSOs).  The dialogue included plenary presentations1 and workshops on the first day.  
On the second day, issues were further explored in a more limited roundtable format.  
The roundtable included several CCIC members, Southern guests, and senior officials 
from CIDA, with other participants as the audience.2  Evaluation sheets indicate a high 
level of satisfaction from the dialogue—most of the evaluative comments were very 
positive.   

 
The organizers wish to thank the participants, especially the guests from the 

South; colleagues for their excellent administrative and logistical preparation; the 
translation bureau; and the authors of the background materials.   
 
 This report summarizes the main points in the discussion over one and a half 
days, highlighting commentary on themes identified in the resource documents as well as 
others arising in the course of the conversation.  The common threads of the Dialogue, as 
well as a commitment to maintain an exchange on complex issues relating to CSOs and 
aid effectiveness, are noted at the end of the record (pp. 14-15). 
 
 
2.0  Setting the Stage: Plenary presentations 
 
 The co-chairs from CCIC and CIDA welcomed the participants and, with three 
guests from developing countries, offered comments in plenary to set the stage for the 
workshop and round table discussions to follow.   
 
                                                 
1  Highlights of several of the presentations by Southern CSO colleagues have been published in the Spring 
2003 issue of the CCIC journal Au Courant. 
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2 The agenda for the event and the list of participants are appended to this report (Annex II).  

http://www.ccic.ca/


Key points in the plenary presentations included the following: 
 
Canada’s development assistance policy: The place of civil society 
 
• Canada’s new policy has a strong focus on government-to-government development 

co-operation, emphasizing multilateral co-operation among donors and international 
agencies like the World Bank.  The intent to enhance the capacity of the governments 
of the poorest countries is very much in order, after years of effort to roll back the 
influence of the state as a development actor.  For many donors, however, this 
approach implies a restricted role for civil society organizations, as agents of service 
delivery, or as monitors of development strategies. 
 
Civil society has other roles which are essential to the effort to combat poverty—in 
piloting innovation, for example, and offering a platform for marginalized people, 
strengthening the rights and voice of the poor.3  A reliable government development 
strategy needs a dynamic civil society.   
 

• Yet the December 2002 OECD/DAC report on Canadian development assistance 
challenges North-South civil society partnerships as “supply-driven”, and claims that 
CIDA and Canadian NGOs are not doing enough to promote capacity in Southern 
countries.  How Canadians answer that challenge depends on the quality of our 
partnerships, and how we understand and act on local ownership.  While local 
ownership is a key principle for aid effectiveness, it also raises other issues—good 
governance, the terms for North/South institutional relationships, and capacity 
building. 
 
There is an opportunity here for Canadian and other Northern CSOs, to show how 
they can respond, providing risk-taking capital to Southern counterparts, and working 
to enhance their capacity as development actors more generally. 
 

 
Southern perspectives on development co-operation, civil society, gender equality 
and the role of the state 
 
• Poor people in developing countries are largely excluded from the policy decisions 

affecting their future.  In Africa especially, the investments by donors and 
governments have done little to reduce poverty over the last 40 years.  Serious 
institutional weaknesses (in government, business and civil society) constrain any 
effective effort to change the picture.   

 
• There are also limits to the effectiveness of civil society organizations—modest 

financial and human resources, uncertain democratic values and practices, a weaker 
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3  See the CCIC note on roles of Southern civil society organizations circulated as a background note for 
the Dialogue. 



presence in the rural areas, uneven representation of poor people, inadequate 
communications—but civil society as a whole can nevertheless make a substantial 
contribution to development.   

 
As structural adjustment programs over the past 20 years reduced the capacity of 
states to respond to the needs of the citizens, particularly in relation to the poor and 
marginalized, new organizations emerged at all levels of society to sustain these 
functions in many of the poorest countries.  CSOs also emerged to play important 
roles as catalysts in the emergence and consolidation of social movements; as 
promoters of citizens’ rights; and as a force for mobilizing and strengthening citizens’ 
organizations and alliances.  Domestically, they face the challenge of ensuring that 
their popular legitimacy gains legal expression.  Internationally, Southern CSOs face 
the challenge of globalizing links of solidarity—building global citizenship and 
complicity with their international counterparts, as they create alternatives to the 
dominant policies of the day.  In this task, it will be essential to create a common 
“project” with Northern counterparts that offers some assurance of autonomy. 
 
The example of an NGO like BRAC (the Bangladesh Rural Advancement 
Committee), which has benefited from sustained support from Northern CSOs, 
including Canadian organizations, shows what can be achieved.4  Since the 
independence struggle in 1971, BRAC has grown to be one of largest and most 
effective NGOs in the world, its own evolution a microcosm of Bangladeshi civil 
society.  BRAC has benefited from sustained support from Northern CSOs, including 
Canadian organizations, from its very early days.  It has also drawn on assistance 
from official donors to finance a major expansion of its programs.  Its services, such 
as basic education, micro-finance and microenterprise support, now reach 31 million 
of the country’s poorest people.   
 
BRAC’s experience holds an important lesson.  There is no magic bullet for poverty 
reduction: a multifaceted and holistic approach is essential.  Does BRAC’s provision 
of basic education run the risk of replacing the legitimate role of government?  When 
NGOs work with governments not as contractors but as partners, public resources 
reach the poor for whom they are intended.  This does not happen automatically—
early on, BRAC met resistance from local elites who siphoned off assistance to rural 
communities.  BRAC responded by focusing its efforts on poor people, especially 
women, in the rural areas of Bangladesh.  In doing so, the organization has not 
replaced government.  BRAC has responded to situations where resources are not 
reaching poor and excluded people, such as women, because social and 
administrative obstacles impede government efforts. 
 

• Against this background, the concept of “local ownership” needs to be scrutinized 
and unpacked.  Ill-defined as it is, it is clearly about power, influence, capacity and 
responsibility—all concepts that need to be probed.  It is also ideological and 
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political, being grounded in the donors’ policy convergence with a renewed 
“Washington consensus” and the “Monterrey consensus” articulated at the Financing 
for Development Conference in 2002.  The norms of the international community 
have been applied with considerable pressure to Southern governments, which have 
little room to move, caught as they are between the need to satisfy donors’ standards 
for PRSPs (Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers), and their citizens’ demands for 
development.  “Ownership” will not cover this dilemma.  The NePAD (New 
Partnership for African Development) is an example: it started as an initiative by 
leaders of select African governments, and is now assumed to be the only path to 
development in the continent.  It is clearly not a participatory strategy, however: how 
then do we locate it within processes of “ownership”?  How can we reform the 
governance of international cooperation to respond to this tension between donor 
norms and democratic development of citizenship? 
 
With this perspective, what can we say about gender equality and ownership?  
Gender equality has been turned into a technical consideration, with specialized 
words and tools needing “experts” to use them; it has become separated from the 
energy and politics of the women’s movement.  We have to take gender equality out 
of the institutions and into the women’s movement.  “Ownership” must speak to 
women’s right and ability to make their life choices, to control resources.  Local 
ownership from a gender perspective has a highly subversive potential to challenge 
hierarchies of gender and class.  Orthodox anti-poverty strategies typically address 
women’s basic needs, but not intangibles like dignity and self-esteem.  Nor do they 
deal with the fact that men are often in charge in poor households.   
 
Women’s agency is central in their ownership of development processes.  Donors 
should look for ways to help women take control of their own lives. Civil society may 
be particularly useful here.  Gender roles may not be predetermined, and by focusing 
on interaction with government, civil society may offer an avenue for active 
citizenship.  By cutting across geographic borders and institutional boundaries, civil 
society can provide an international voice for human rights.  CSOs may be an avenue 
for active citizenship, enabling individuals to connect to broader processes of social 
change, engaging academics and intellectuals.  The international community should 
in turn engage with the task of social transformation, supporting social movements 
and especially the women’s movement.  This will require global solidarity, space for 
dialogue across generations and across different social classes. 
 

• At issue is not just ownership, but the role of the state, which Southern colleagues 
argued is not well understood by external partners.  Many in civil society suggest that 
the neo-liberal “Washington consensus” puts the state in tension with many of its 
citizens as external policy conditions conflict with their interests.  On the whole, civil 
society actors would welcome a more activist developmental state, with the proviso 
that it be held accountable to and by citizens.  A strong state with domestic regulatory 
power and the capacity to act internationally is essential for development—civil 
society cannot do these things, and dependent states have almost no leverage.  Many 
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CSOs and activists argue that external conditions, in the form of trade relations and 
policies, resource flows, and the business practices of transnational corporations, are 
substantial barriers limiting the capacity of the state in the South to perform its roles.  
There is a common belief that the contemporary development agenda is already 
decided, in which PRSPs are the successor to structural adjustment, and the state’s 
role is to manage an externally imposed agenda.  In the words of one participant from 
the South: “First we had structural adjustment.  Then we had structural adjustment 
with a human face.  Now we have structural adjustment with a mask.”   
 
There is a set of difficult challenges here: How can states ensure people’s security—
food and human rights, not just military security?  And how does civil society engage 
with a process by which states perform their roles and civil society holds the state 
accountable, and vice versa?  At bottom, the question is, “Who owns the development 
process?”  There is a common assumption that government owns the process, but 
state institutions function within a dynamic political milieu, and their legitimacy (as 
well as that of civil society) must always be questioned.  Accountability has to be 
defined and negotiated within a common agenda that identifies clear roles and 
interests, as part of a political process that requires constructive engagement by civil 
society.  CSOs may be able to play an important convening role for such negotiation 
– government therefore should not simply marginalize civil society.  For its own part, 
CIDA affirms that it will continue to work with governments, with the private sector, 
and with civil society.  Development is impossible without a vibrant civil society and 
private sector. 

 
Many also point to an irresponsible state in developing countries, but it is important 
not to be simplistic, and to understand the context that has fostered corruption, 
dysfunction and disintegration of the state.  Clearly corrupt and irresponsible leaders 
and officials are part of the problem.  But what conditions have led to this failure and 
why does it persist?  The notion of ownership must include both the concept of 
legality, the right of government to represent a country in international fora and 
legitimacy, in which one takes account of power—on whose behalf is it exercised, 
including whose voices?  
 

• Is collaboration between Northern and Southern civil society about “sharing” or 
“helping”?  It’s the former – the old model of “helping” no longer holds.  Meeting 
financial needs is one tool among many to deepen our work together, not an end in 
itself.  The challenge is to sustain a conspiracy to create a common agenda.  There 
will be differences of opinion as we do so—we do not want a homogenized voice and 
movement.  The women’s movement has a history of recognizing diversity, while 
working towards a common goal and purpose.  We do not want policy dialogue to 
create “consensus”, but to be alive with diverse views and means in support of 
common goals.  
 
CSOs are changing, and they work with many different interlocutors in development 
co-operation.  It is misleading to suggest that Northern CSOs work only with CSOs in 
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the South. In fact, they work with diverse actors, including government and the 
private sector.  Their local knowledge and their diverse counterparts may make them 
well-suited to play a convening and brokering role, bringing together different 
development actors.  This convening role is something that government and the 
private sector may not be able to do. 
 

 
3.0 Thematic Discussions in Plenary and Workshops:  Capacity development, 

gender equality, and North/South roles in poverty reduction strategies 
 
Key points in presentations and workshop discussions included the following: 
 
Local Ownership:  Canada’s policy references 
 
• Canada’s policy statement and its memo to the DAC set out key premises which 

frame the discussion of local ownership: 
 Local ownership means that development strategies must belong to 

governments and to the people, and must reflect their priorities.  Popular 
participation, especially to mobilize civil society and the intended 
beneficiaries of aid, is essential to the process. 

 Capacity development is essential to sustainability.  Too often in the past, 
development assistance has not worked because it focused on transferring 
resources.  Canadian NGOs can play a key role, not only in delivering 
products and services but in enhancing the capacity of southern counterparts. 

 “Partnership” is founded on an equitable sharing of rights and responsibilities.  
“Enhanced partnerships” will be underpinned by agreement on common 
objectives and responsibilities. 
 

Local ownership and program-based approaches 
 
• Local ownership as a concept includes both commitment and responsibility (a 

perspective emphasized by donors) and a bundle of rights within the development 
process—to set the agenda, to allocate resources, and so on.  The latter is closer to the 
Southern view.  These perspectives thus raise the questions, “Whose commitment? 
Whose rights?”  Does “country ownership” rest with the national government, or is 
ownership more local, linked to beneficiaries?  The latter emphasis directs attention 
to participation and representation, and accountability by governments and donors to 
the ultimate beneficiaries of development co-operation.  The interests, power and 
policies of Southern governments may not be in line with the demands and interests 
of their own citizens.  In the real world of aid-dependent relationships, therefore, 
“ownership” is not absolute, but is something to be negotiated; its asymmetries are 
both international, between North and South, and domestic, between governments 
and citizens. 
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This fact, in turn, directs attention to the capacity of various stakeholders to engage 
with the process, to the political will or energy behind a development agenda, and to 
the legitimacy or otherwise of political processes and actors.  Too often, for example, 
governments see civil society organizations only as service providers, to the detriment 
of their role as innovators, representatives, or advocates of social change.  In fact the 
knowledge and experience of CSOs, and their role as vehicle for citizens’ civic 
participation, make them a valuable social asset in the interplay between citizens and 
governments. 
 

• In recent years, projects have been strongly criticized as an aid delivery mechanism. 
They create administrative burdens and multiple accountabilities for recipient 
countries and tend to foster isolated islands of excellence.  They also tend to create 
parallel resource streams within government and a disjuncture between donor-
supported activities and overall government sectoral priorities and program delivery.   

 
The widespread move among donors towards program-based approaches, away from 
projects as the principal modality of development assistance, carries implications for 
ownership.  In program approaches, ownership of resources is shared between 
recipients and donors, with donors taking part in a dialogue about development 
agendas.  The agenda or program is that of the recipient country or organization, and 
the approach implies not merely institutional support on the part of the donor, but also 
the imperative to engage other active donors as well as the Southern partners 
involved.  Necessarily, in a program framework, local ownership is negotiated, with 
the assumption that the donors’ part in the process will decline over time.   

 
• Some participants questioned the impact of donor imperatives behind these new 

approaches.  Do focused programming approaches, particularly those at a sector level, 
undermine the capacities of government and other civil society actors to tackle the 
lived experience of poverty as a complex human and political process?  What 
capacities exist or should exist, domestically or internationally, to mediate this 
tension between the donors’ need to focus and negotiate accountability and the 
community experience of poverty? 
 

North-South Roles: The place of Northern CSOs 
 
• The roles of Canadian CSOs are clearly changing as well, with a substantial emphasis 

on capacity development in their work with Southern counterparts.  Canadian 
organizations have options of supporting government-led program-based approaches 
directly, particularly at the district or municipal level in the context of 
decentralization; of supporting participation in these approaches by Southern civil 
society, whether as networks or coalitions or as individual CSOs; and of supporting 
program approaches organized by Southern CSOs.  The case studies prepared for this 
discussion show examples of these different patterns. 
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• There are several questions and opportunities relevant to future relations between 
Southern CSOs and Canada: 
 

 If Canada’s relations with its countries of concentration are primarily 
government-to-government, what space remains for Canadian support to civil 
society?  Is this determined by the Southern government or by its Ministry of 
Finance, which usually negotiates with donors?  Has local ownership been 
appropriated by government and donors? 

 Will CIDA pursue its support for Southern civil society by the route of direct 
funding?  This relationship is asymmetrical and should not be seen as assuring 
local ownership.  What are the implications for accountability?  For enhancing 
Southern capacities?  For promoting public education and engagement in 
Canada?   There is an opportunity here for Canadian Partnership Branch to 
priorize North-South co-operation within civil society, based on capacity 
development and Canadian public engagement.  

 If CIDA will concentrate its development assistance in a limited number of 
countries, what are the implications for civil society initiatives that are 
regional or global in scope? 

 There is an opportunity for Northern and Southern CSOs to develop a 
common position on the participation of civil society in the analysis, planning 
and implementation of national anti-poverty strategies.  

 
Local ownership and gender equality: 
 
• There is no contradiction between local ownership and gender equality—indeed there 

can be no true local ownership without gender equality and the full participation of 
women in the development process.  “Who is at the table?” remains a key question.  
The fact that PRSPs contain little on gender equality shows the inadequacy of public 
participation in their consultative/planning phase.  The deficiency is important—if 
gender equality is not in a PRSP, it won’t appear in a Sector-Wide Approach 
(SWAp).  PRSPs will influence CIDA’s programming as well, being used as 
reference points in the Agency’s Country Development Program Frameworks.  While 
CIDA has procedures to assess gender equality in projects, it lacks these procedures 
for the new program-based approaches, or for programming based on budgetary 
support.  Workshop participants challenged CIDA to engage with a wider network of 
social movements and actors as it develops its program frameworks, and to insist on 
solid gender equality analyses, relying on local voices. 
 

• Rights-based approaches may offer ways of addressing gender equality, which is 
enshrined in human rights conventions.  This perspective also fits with the idea of 
local ownership as a bundle of rights.  The challenge is to create the tools and 
procedures to apply a rights-based approach, going beyond a simple checklist. 
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Local ownership: National development strategies, PRSPs, and civil society 
 
• National poverty reduction strategies were a focus for discussion, including one 

workshop devoted to Ethiopia’s experience.  The Ethiopian example showed the 
contradictory nature of the process.  That country’s national strategy recognizes a role 
for civil society, contributing to the overall framework.  Ethiopian CSOs welcomed 
the strategy, and sought to participate in public discussion of it.  Public consultation 
to date has been narrow, however—largely urban and English-speaking.   

 
CIDA is developing a new program framework for Ethiopia, with a focus on food 
security and justice, with the PRSP as its key reference point.  CIDA would assess 
civil society programming in light of the government’s commitment to its PRSP.  
There is a role for Ethiopian and Canadian NGOs in the development process. 
Nevertheless, Southern participants cautioned donors such as CIDA against following 
a single development path set by government, with civil society acting only as service 
providers.  Government has used donors’ endorsement of the national strategy to 
sideline civil-society opinion.  Moreover, government capacity in Ethiopia to 
implement its anti-poverty strategy cannot be taken for granted. 
 
Participants also spoke out against CSOs being limited to service delivery to meet the 
demands of donors or Southern governments, affirming an important role for civil 
society in social mobilization and participation, and in processes of democratization 
more generally.  In a similar vein, both Southern and Canadian workshop participants 
challenged the legitimacy of plans such as NePAD, created by a particular group of 
leaders without consulting their citizens either through civil society or through 
representative governmental structures.  Development requires not only an effective 
government but also a flourishing civil society; development assistance should also 
be directed to strengthening civil society. 
   

• “Local ownership” exists in some tension with the overall agenda of the 
comprehensive development model.  The latter is highly structured, closely aligned to 
orthodox macro-economic policies, and PRSPs have to be approved by the World 
Bank if they are to be used for debt relief.  Yet “ownership” and a commitment to 
capacity development mean uncertain and open-ended processes, determined by local 
priorities and demands. 
 

Local ownership and changing North/South roles within civil society 
 
• The common emphasis by civil society on the need to intervene in policy making 

presents opportunities for North/South collaboration.  Examples from West Africa 
demonstrated how farmers’ associations could act in key debates on agricultural 
policy (specifically, on genetically-modified organisms), drawing on solidarity and 
exchange of information and analysis with Northern CSOs.  Indeed, if financial 
transfers were not such a significant part of NGOs’ activity (in both North and 
South), collaboration on policy research and development would command a much 
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higher profile, as would joint learning on common programming and policy matters. 
Closer collaboration with environmental organizations with experience in global 
shared issues (such as climate change for example), may raise some lessons for 
developing a shared agenda, in which ownership is even more important in the North, 
where many of the root problems remain unresolved.  Often environmental CSOs 
have been key actors in bringing together research and knowledge with a common 
purpose and agenda for action.  Others have played key convening roles. 
 
The process of negotiating ownership should extend also on a South/South basis to 
share experience, construct a common agenda and engage collectively with the 
international system and Northern governments and CSOs.  Some Northern CSOs 
have provided crucial support to regional and global processes in the South, bringing 
together the diversity of civil society interested in reinforcing the position of social 
movements in constructing common agendas in the South. 

 
 
4.0 Round Table Discussion 
 
 The second day of discussion featured a round-table dialogue among 20 
participants, including senior CIDA staff and representatives of CCIC member agencies. 
(See Annex II, List of Participants.) 
 
 After the chair of the session recapped key issues from the first day, members of 
the Round Table offered comments, as did some members of the audience.  Points 
included the following: 
 
Local ownership, PRSPs, and Canada’s link to governments and civil society 
 
• The Ethiopian PRSP was created with no real popular consultation.  Although civil 

society organizations welcomed the development initiative, and tried to engage 
government, they were effectively excluded.  Western donors simply endorsed the 
government position, and by doing so helped to stifle efforts at democratization.  In 
the Ethiopian case the government turned this endorsement against civil society 
organizations, which continued to challenge their government on the substance and 
legitimacy of the government’s poverty strategies.  Ethiopian CSOs advised greater 
caution by donors.  Given their doubts about their national government’s capacity to 
implement and monitor its development strategy, CSOs would urge western donors 
continue their support for civil society and for lower levels of government.  The latter 
may be a particularly valuable entry point for NGOs (Northern or Southern) to help 
build the capacity of communities, community-based organizations and local 
governments to work together more effectively.  At the same time, promoting 
ownership from the “micro” level of communities to the level of national 
governments is difficult.  Donors cannot build such bridges—they are a national 
responsibility.  
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Participants asserted that we share the task of ensuring a flourishing civil society in 
the South.  Within CIDA, moreover, this issue should not be solely the concern of 
Partnership Branch.  It may be necessary, for example, to assign a minimum 
percentage of development assistance resources to work with civil society.  Current 
approaches recognize a role for civil society, but with no policy commitment of 
resources to support that role.   
 

• Donors such as CIDA usually connect to national governments, however.  Southern 
governments are often impatient for debt relief in a PRSP process or sceptical about 
too much consultation, so the politics on this issue are difficult.  Are there also 
opportunities or options for new partnerships?  In some countries such as 
Cameroon, pressures from donors in the PRSP process provided the first opportunity 
for civil society to consult with their government on poverty strategies.  The 
relationships are necessarily delicate, because of the power differentials.  Canada may 
have something to offer here.  We do have a reputation for approaches to governance 
that include government, civil society and business. Donors should recognize that 
power is always at play and that resulting tensions can be addressed through ways of 
working that limit and/or counterbalance the exercise of this power.  “Local 
ownership” provides a starting point but can be quickly caught up in the “messiness” 
of development cooperation in practice. 
 

Development is complex:  What do we know about local ownership?  
 
• We never know enough, but we can and should act on what we know.  The 

“recipients” of aid are the citizens of developing countries and the “donors” are not 
agencies like CIDA, but Canadian taxpayers, to whom we have to show results.  
From this perspective, local ownership is an empirical issue:  does it help us show 
results?  From another perspective, “partnership” is inherently unequal, and we need 
to create a more politically relevant term.  How can we show solidarity with people in 
the South?  They too are asking for accountability and results.  From yet another 
perspective, we should not underestimate Canadians’ understanding of development 
processes.  Our supporters understand complexity, and are interested in both 
measurable results and long-term processes.   
 

• In the 21st century, aid and agencies like CIDA will become less important, 
especially by comparison with foreign direct investment. The question then becomes 
the role of Northern and Southern civil society vis-à-vis foreign investment—can 
civil society challenge business to be more socially responsible?  The task is to 
civilize investment, to ensure that it is useful and that its benefits are well distributed.  
Conversely, what is at issue in development is not aid or foreign investment, but 
people and the value they bring to policy.  This is what is lost when governments 
speak exclusively to governments, and why participation is so important.  There is a 
political issue here: the context in which local ownership is promoted gives Southern 
governments little time and space to ensure real political participation.  Hence, they 
are typically caught between the demands of the donors and the IFIs (International 
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Financial Institutions) and the demands or needs of their own people. 
 

• “Ownership” should be treated with caution because it is dispersed across many 
actors and places—how then do we connect to these? It is unwise to rely on only one 
actor—hence the dissatisfaction with PRSPs.  At its heart, local ownership touches on 
the ability of people in the South to address their own development challenges.  
Because there is a vast array of development actors, it is important that we not 
fragment this complexity by working in a narrow and mechanical fashion.  For many 
civil society organizations, the “new” development model reinforces old patterns of 
top-down authority, exclusion and imposed imported models of development.  Local 
ownership cannot be realized unless civil society is at the table from the beginning. 
 
Implementing agencies, whether in government or civil society, may not represent 
the poor.  The challenge of ensuring that the benefits of development assistance reach 
the poor should make us much more rigorous about our analyses and strategies.  
There is, in fact, a major shortcoming here in many national development strategies, 
which do not analyze and respond to structural issues within Southern economies. 
Typically, they focus on important issues like investment in education and health, but 
do not examine broader strategies of economic development and sustainability.  In a 
similar vein, the currently popular sectoral approaches may be unduly narrow—
development problems usually do not fit neatly into sectoral boundaries.  
Development agencies may be better advised to work with more holistic and flexible 
frameworks, such as those based on the concept of sustainable livelihoods.  The latter 
proposes an asset-based approach, focusing first on what people living in poverty 
have, rather than what they need.  This approach holds the potential to break the 
charitable “need-give” donor-recipient cycle. 
 

• Our discussion of ownership focuses on “soft” aspects of ownership—the sense of 
command of development activities.  There is a “hard” aspect of the concept, 
however—legal rights of ownership related to contracts, shares of capital, and so on.  
In our discussion of social processes, we focus on the relationship between civil 
society and the state, and not enough on the relationship between civil society and 
business.  If poor people in the South can work effectively with business, then 
“harder” aspects of ownership become important for them, as means of securing 
assets.  Civil society may be able to play a role in advocating for more attention to 
these aspects of ownership, and for their more effective use.  In a rights-based 
approach, people’s rights have implications for both “soft” and “hard” notions of 
ownership. 
 

Local ownership, responsive programming, and development knowledge 
 
• CIDA has shown vision in developing responsive programming as a means of 

engaging the Canadian public and taxpayers in international development, enabling 
Canadian CSOs to show results and accountability directly to their supporters.  The 
DAC dismisses this as “supply-driven”.  How does CIDA respond to this critique?  
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There is an obligation to challenge the “supply-driven” myth. 
 
It should be acknowledged that the question about “supply-driven” programming is 
valid.  The disbursal of CIDA budgets may suggest such a pattern, for example, if the 
observer does not know the dynamics between Canadian organizations and their 
Southern counterparts, and the ways that programs are created.  More generally, it 
may be that local ownership is almost taken for granted by CSOs.  Yet, it needs to be 
scrutinized and demonstrated.  There is a need and a challenge to expose and 
aggregate our collective experience.  NGOs and CIDA, both small players in 
international cooperation, may indeed have something to offer here.  Together we 
have acquired a great deal of knowledge and experience, but this knowledge of the 
content and process of development for the most part remains in the heads of 
Canadian practitioners.  We need to be much more systematic in accessing such 
knowledge and to do a much better job of reflecting on our experience. 
 
From another perspective, the current emphasis on “development knowledge” 
requires that we recognize people’s knowledge and life experience as an asset for 
development action.  The women’s movement in particular has a lot to offer, but we 
need to understand that many people in the South have been on the receiving end of 
“expert” knowledge and have sometimes suffered as a result of the application of this 
external knowledge.  We need to create space and provide resources for processes 
that generate shared knowledge from practice.  Changing old patterns requires that we 
acknowledge and respect the authors of local knowledge, and that we are guided by 
humility in what we don’t know.  
 

 
5.0 Conclusion 
 
5.1 Prominent Themes in the Dialogue 
 

Chairs of individual sessions noted the following summary themes: 
 

 Canadian CSOs are clearly ready to engage the debate about local ownership, 
and to locate themselves in it, although they have not been prominent as 
“stakeholders” to this point (as noted by the Issues Paper).  Participants in the 
dialogue have been, moreover, comfortable with the issues.  Canadian CSOs 
do need to examine their own work in light of the potential of program 
approaches to improve aid effectiveness. 

 Local ownership is itself a complex subject, not a simple slogan or a 
metaphor, and clearly more than just the agenda or commitment of Southern 
governments.  Nor is it absolute, but rather something to be negotiated among 
stakeholders with different perspectives and interests.  Reaching a common 
understanding of the concept through dialogue with partners is essential if we 
are to assess performance against this principle. 
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 Local ownership cannot be understood without understanding gender 
equality—do women have equal access to society’s resources and power?  
Are women’s experiences and capabilities an integral part of development 
strategies, or are they excluded? 

 The role of the state in Southern societies is a critical question:  What kind of 
state exists, playing what roles—vis-à-vis its own citizens, and vis-à-vis the 
governments of Northern countries and the multilateral agencies? 

 Participants registered a critique of both process and content of PRSPs—who 
sets the agenda, who speaks, whose voices are heard?  Is the agenda already 
determined by donors and the international financial institutions? 

 Civil society in general, including Northern CSOs, can bring important 
contributions to the process, with diverse roles, technical and contextual 
knowledge, and proximity to communities at the base.  Equally, we have to 
guard against standardizing relationships; the more successful initiatives in the 
case studies were closely adapted to local situations and resourced through 
flexible responsive funding mechanisms. 

 There remains considerable work to do within CIDA to better understand the 
place of partnerships within the principles guiding the new aid directions and 
programming approaches.  Aid effectiveness requires a respect for diversity 
and should provoke a review of CIDA’s own culture. 

 
 
5.2 Concluding Remarks 
 

Two of CIDA’s Vice-Presidents, Josée Touchette (Canadian Partnership Branch) 
and Brian Emmett (Policy Branch), offered concluding remarks, as did Gerry Barr, CEO 
of CCIC. 
 
 Mme Touchette committed herself to continuing the dialogue begun in the two-
day workshop.  She noted that Canada exercises a moral influence internationally, and 
that we may be able to use that influence to create space for dialogue about local 
ownership.  Citizens and governments need each other—we may be able to use our 
collective influence to promote that interdependence.  There is a challenge here—how to 
use our knowledge and experience to ensure that local ownership is seen and understood 
differently.  Increasingly we are basing our approaches to international cooperation on 
rights and the globalization of rights.  Mme Touchette acknowledged that these debates 
are also continuing within CIDA.  She remains committed to a continued dialogue 
nourished by our shared experience in programming. 
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 Mr Emmett noted broad agreement between CIDA and civil society on the subject 
of local ownership.  Two issues stood out from the discussion.  First, the concepts are not 
well defined.  We need to practise continuous learning within CIDA and with CIDA’s 
partners.  Nevertheless, we should move forward, acting on what we know and learning 
and improving as we go.  Secondly, there is the question of entrenching resources for 



civil society.  This is a much broader policy issue—should it be decided by edict?  
Resources for civil society will be probably better assured by innovative ideas and 
practice (on, for example, the lack of citizens’ rights to participate) than by quotas. 
 
 Both senior CIDA officials thanked the participants and the organizers for a 
thorough and thoughtful dialogue, and to the translators for their hard work. 
 
 Mr Barr concluded with a similar note of thanks.  In reflecting on innovative 
proposals, he noted that CIDA also needs to ensure that there is structural space to 
receive creative and innovative ideas from civil society.  Ownership is the point of 
departure for the development work of civil society.  What space is there for different 
voices and innovative development approaches to be heard in state-directed development 
agendas?  As one case study puts it, “Ownership matters because so many own so little, 
and so few own so much. Working to transform inequality and to redress injustice is a 
vision that many of us can own, and for which each of us can be responsible.”   
 
 Ownership casts essential light on the quality of relationships and is 
fundamentally about citizenship, which can be problematic for civil society as it may be 
for government.  We need to support program analysis and interventions that address the 
complexity of social and political relationships and that include both people’s voices and 
those of beneficiary governments.  We need to be rigorous in our analysis of experience, 
while establishing shared mechanisms for learning that affects our actions and policies 
beyond aid. 
 

-- end -- 
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