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Background on the Listening Project

CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, with a number of colleagues in international NGOs,
donors and other humanitarian and development agencies, has started the Listening Project to
undertake a comprehensive and systematic exploration of the ideas and insights of people who
live in societies that have been on the recipient side of international assistance. The Listening
Project seeks the insights of experienced and thoughtful people who occupy a range of positions
within recipient societies to assess the impact of aid efforts by international actors. Those of us
who work across borders in humanitarian aid, development assistance, peace-building efforts,
environmental conservation, and human rights work can learn a great deal by listening to the
analyses and judgments of local people as they reflect on the immediate effects and long-term
impacts of such efforts.

The Listening Teams did not work from pre-established questionnaires or a rigid interview
protocol. Rather, we told people that, as individuals engaged in international assistance work, we
were interested to hear from them how they perceived these efforts. We asked if they would be
willing to spend some time with us, telling us their opinions and ideas. In this way, we conversed
about their issues of concern, without pre-determining specific topics. We wanted the people
with whom we spoke to take the lead in raising the issues that most concern them.

Many conversations were held with one or two individuals, but in many other cases, larger
groups formed and what began as small-group dialogues became, in effect, free-flowing group
discussions. In most cases, conversations were not pre-arranged (except for appointments with
government officials and other key stakeholders). A listening team would travel to a community
and strike up a conversation with whomever was available and willing to talk, speaking both to
people who had and had not received international assistance.

Over a period of two years, the Listening Project will visit up to twenty countries, with Bolivia
being the fifth so far. The project will gather what we hear from people in all of these locations
in order to integrate these insights into future aid work and, thereby, to improve its effectiveness.

A collaborative learning process such as the Listening Project depends entirely on the
involvement and significant contributions of all the participating agencies. Those who were
involved in Bolivia deserve great appreciation for their generous logistical support and the
insights and dedication of all the staff members who participated in and supported the effort.

The Listening Project in Bolivia

The Listening Project organized a 10-day field effort in Bolivia in November of 2006 — including
one day of orientation and two of intensive analysis — with the help of CARE International,
Catholic Relief Services, Centro de Multiservicios Educativos (CEMSE), Programa de
Coordinacion en Salud Integral (PROCQOSI), Save the Children, SEX-SALUD, and World
Vision. These organizations provided part of the funds, staff, and other in-kind support
(hospitality, transportation, etc.) to the effort, and CDA sent one staff person and two outside
consultants to facilitate this listening exercise.



Three groups of “listeners,” each composed of an international consultant and personnel from
Bolivian assistance agencies, visited one of three chosen areas of Bolivia: Cochabamba (urban
and rural areas); San Julian (Department of Santa Cruz); and El Alto and Calamarca above La
Paz. We chose these three regions of the country so as to ensure a variety of contacts with
persons from different geographical regions and different cultural and class characteristics, as
well as a range of residential situations — rural, semi-urban, and urban. The Bolivians, 13 in all,
were primarily frontline professionals in their agencies, and to avoid bias most were sent to a
region of the country where they were not currently working as part of their jobs. At each site
there was at least one team member from that place, to help anchor and support the team
logistically.

It needs to be said here that the Bolivian team was an extraordinary group of bright, dedicated
professionals, who worked long hours without complaint and showed great enthusiasm for the
project. The agency managers who selected them did an excellent job of doing so, and the
individuals themselves performed at the highest level of competence and commitment,
enhancing the project and this report.

In several places, the Listening teams began with a visit to municipal government officials, so as
to engage them in conversation about their involvement in, impacts from, opinions of, and
suggestions for improving external assistance. By design, conversations included a variety of
people, some of whom had been direct recipients of external aid and some of whom had not.
Often, teams would visit people in their homes, offices, or fields. Other times they arranged to
visit local non-profits or base groups at their place of operation. Sometimes teams would stop in
a café or other public place and talk with people there. The teams took whatever opportunities
presented themselves, and we were rewarded by a notable willingness and openness on the part
of many people, to sit and reflect with us on their own experiences and observations.

In the three sites over the six days, the listening teams held 82 conversations of varying length
and depth with 148 people. The conversations included: women and men; people from all ethnic
groups; older people, middle-aged, and youth; officials and common citizens; people in urban
and rural areas; people who had been born where we were interviewing them and people who
were rural-to-urban migrants; those who had received a great deal of assistance and those who
had not; those who held leadership positions and those who felt disaffected or marginalized.

Despite our efforts to reach a broad range of individuals, we are aware that what we heard
represents only a small fraction of the opinions and judgments of Bolivians. We are also very
aware that our sample was neither large nor random, but was consciously targeted at a diverse, if
limited, cross-section of the Bolivian populace. We therefore do not draw broad conclusions
from this effort, but hope that we have captured the pulse of a range of Bolivians at this time.

On the final day of the exercise, we presented our preliminary results to approximately 25
managers and mid-level employees of international and Bolivian assistance agencies, and we
listened to their feedback and questions. What we heard was incorporated into this document,
which was then sent out to each of them who requested it, for more comments and critiques,
which have also been taken into account.



Hence, this has been a truly collective analysis, entailing nearly 100 person-days of listening
data, and this document has been designed to provoke discussion, debate, reflection,
reconsideration, and perhaps reforms in how external assistance is designed, delivered, and
assessed.

Over the coming months, as we listen in many more locations throughout the world, we will look
for common themes, attitudes, conclusions, recommendations, and judgments that may be
helpful to improve the impact of future external assistance work. At the end of each section
below, we reflect on the major issues that were raised by what we heard, some of which deserve
more listening and analysis. At the end of the document, we list a number of suggestions that
resulted from the analysis, regarding changes in how assistance is delivered.

A Note on the Bolivian Context

Since the beginning of the era of development in the 1960s, Bolivia has consistently been rated
among the poorest and neediest nations in the hemisphere. Some of the economic data upon
which these ratings are based entails under-reported economic activity, because in both urban
and rural settings, much of the economy is informal and/or underground and is not assessed
accurately, if at all, by standard data gathering methodologies.

In addition, there are no known counting methods that can accurately record and assess the value
to human welfare of Bolivia’s vast social and cultural riches: e.g. community solidarity,
reciprocal benevolence, group self-help, traditional forms of collective, communitarian labor-
sharing (such as the minga), safety nets provided by extended-family and ritual kinship (e.qg.,
compadrazgo), spiritual resources, and others.

It may be true that modernization, urbanization, and globalization are eroding many of these
sources of wellbeing and betterment, but they continue to be factors that ameliorate low levels of
cash income and inadequate ownership of assets. By any measurement, however, Bolivia has a
high percentage of people living in less than acceptable conditions. Simultaneously, according to
the Inter-American Foundation, Bolivia has received the highest amount of international aid, per
capita, of any country in the hemisphere. This fact amplifies the significance of the central
questions of the Listening Project: what has been the true impact of this assistance according to
the recipients of it, and how would they like to see it be delivered differently?

What became immediately clear in Bolivia is that the line between international and national
assistance has become so blurred and the various actors so entwined that it is not clear, even to
outside observers, which agencies are national and which are international. It would be more
accurate to say that they are both. Secondly, to a person in a remote village, or someone who has
recently migrated to an urban settlement, nearly all assistance is external, coming from outside
their particular context and in significant ways, quite different from their personal reality.

To Cochabamba villagers, for example, a technician or NGO staff person from La Paz might
seem to be as foreign and unlike themselves — in language, culture, dress, style, education,
worldview, or means of transportation — as an aid worker from Geneva or New York. Even when
villagers and NGO staff share similarities, the essence of the relationship is still that of



outsiders/insiders, in which resources, programs, decisions, even interests, originate in an outside
institution and are directed at meeting needs and/or solving problems most of which are shared
by those inside the target area but not by those from the outside. Examples of these needs and
problems that are rarely shared by the two parties are: hunger and malnutrition, lack of shelter,
illiteracy, innumeracy, ethnic discrimination, and unemployment or underemployment.

For the above reasons, the Bolivia team chose to minimize the use of the term “international aid
or assistance” in favor of “external aid or assistance” — i.e. external to the region or community
that was the target of that aid. We tested the term “cooperacion” but found that it did not
resonate with very many local people. It seems to be utilized more often inside development and
aid circles.

Reporting and Analysis of the Conversations

Below we will present as much of the actual data as space allows, within an analytical
framework that organizes and tries to make sense of a vast amount of information. The examples
are primarily in the form of short quotes, chosen because of their representative nature and the
way that they illustrate more general points. In other words, an extraneous voice or two, while
listened to and recorded, did not usually make it into this report. We try to signal the reader as to
the frequency of comments by using markers such as “some,” “a few,” “many,” or “the
majority.” In other words, we will not present the comment of a single person as a general
opinion. The generalizations are the result of multiple cases. Occasionally the words of a single
person merited inclusion in the report — for example, when they dissented or added something
new, in a thought-provoking way. When that was the case, we say so along with the quote.

Some comments or conclusions might appear to be contradictory, but this is only natural when a
large number of individuals have been listened to. For example, some feel that assistance has
only been tangible, others recognize the intangible.

Many of these quotes will be presented as is, without comment. People were eloquent,
forthcoming, and sincere. Their words can stand alone, and their thoughts are revealing.

We also present the observations of the Bolivian team, plus the three facilitators who worked
with them. These 16 people listened for six days and faithfully collected the comments of the
local people. Later, during the two days of intensive data analysis, they added their own
professional experience in grassroots development, to make comments. Finally, the team offered
a list of suggestions, gleaned from the conversations and from their own experience, as to how
external aid might be better delivered. These suggestions are thoughtful and provocative, and
they are worth taking into account by anyone interested in improving on the delivery and impact
of external aid.

What We Heard

Bolivians on the recipient end of external assistance are simultaneously appreciative that
outsiders are attempting to bring about significant changes in their social and material wellbeing,



and they are realistic in their critiques of where that assistance has gone wrong and what might
be done to improve it.

What most of the people we talked with wanted far more of was continuity, meaning some level
of continued contact with assistance agencies, not necessarily in the form of additional funding.
This theme was touched upon again and again: “They arrive; they help us; they leave. And we
never hear from them again.” Several people even asked rhetorically, “So, what did we do
wrong?”

People also talked extensively about the many ways in which community expectations get
raised...and then lowered, as well as about the broad impact of corruption and paternalism.
Finally, there was a strong feeling among many that a significant amount of the total aid destined
for the disadvantaged was not reaching them, but was staying with the NGOs.

Though many did comment on the effectiveness of training, capacity-building, and other “soft”
goods and services, there was a propensity to focus on the more tangible assistance (food,
housing, roads, water systems, livestock, small enterprise, micro-credit, etc.) that they had
received or knew about. It is possible that this was the focus due to a combination of two
reasons: perhaps the tangible and material made up the majority of people’s immediate needs;
and perhaps the tangible and material were the main focus of the majority of organizations that
reach them, including many of the ones that employed those who made up our team.

Underlying all of this emphasis on tangibles, however, is an understanding and concern on the
part of many people that while food, water, and sanitation are essential to wellbeing, and roads
are necessary in a modern world, increased presence of these tangibles has done little to change
the basic structure of Bolivian society with its challenges of inequity, injustice, corruption,
racism, machismo, and inadequate education and training opportunities.

The Bolivians with whom we spoke were insightful, energetic, positive, committed, creative, and
open to innovation and change. Just the kind of people one would want for building a new
society characterized by justice, equality, and opportunity. The majority of the people we
listened to were ready for a renewed emphasis on such crucial intangibles. Some were critical of
external aid; most were appreciative; some were both. The large majority were both judicious
and understanding regarding the challenges of changing their situations, with or without
assistance from others.

1. PEOPLE ARE CONTENT WITH EXTERNAL AID

In general, people’s perception of external aid is positive. Moreover, with few exceptions, all aid
is welcome. Some people’s impressions were general and straightforward:

“NGOs are good; they are good for us; we are happy.”
Women’s Group, San Luis de Senkata

“The action taken during the disaster was efficient.”
Councilman of San Julian



“The aid is welcome because we need it, and the NGO does a good job.”
Family that migrated from Pacajas to El Alto

“If there were no external aid, our living conditions would still be very backwards.”
Two small farmers (campesinos), Cochabamba

“The advantages of the cobblestone is that it improves our quality of life because it
improves the condition of the roads; we have less dust, when it rains we have no mud, and
the houses have a better price.”

Neighborhood leader

“With the aid that arrives, we have been able to survive.”
Member of a multi-community, municipal-level
federation, San Julian

Some of the people with whom we spoke took a more nuanced and detailed approach in
describing the delivery of external aid:

“From the time | was a health promoter until | became an official, | have encountered
various local institutions that were financed by external aid. For example...one institution
trained me and prepared me for many years in different leadership activities and manual
arts... The experiences | have had with them have always been good. Perhaps had there not
been this type of aid | would not have become what | am today....”

Vice Mayor of a District

“It is good to get out of the house to work for the NGO because you make friends at work
and then we get to know each other and help one another.”
Migrant woman in El Alto

“Of course we accept everything. But scattered projects are not enough.”
Community leader, Corubamba Centro,
Cochabamba

““Aid is very advantageous for people, no matter whether it is in food or money, what
matters is the aid. The lack of experience of the Municipality regarding the implementation
of certain projects is made evident when the municipal technicians calculate the yield of
the materials — they do not know what they are doing, or they try to cheat, as opposed to
the technicians of the institution or NGO, who do not profit from cheating.”
Former neighborhood leader and president of
aVigilance Committee, El Alto

The same leader mentioned the following advantages of NGO aid: The technical support that the
people receive is useful. The technicians of the institutions [NGOs] are better trained than those
of other entities. There is a strengthening of civil society; there is a closer relationship between
the Municipality, the institution, and the population — it is more horizontal. The administrative



side is sounder in the institution; the budgets become part of the Annual Operative Plan of the
Municipality.

Some were very cognizant of the fact that external aid had its limits.

“We are aware of the fact that aid must end one day. We are preparing for this; for
example, in becoming trained we shall create micro-enterprises with all of the neighbors in
order to later get public works projects and get down to work.”

Vice Mayor of a District

“There are more advantages than disadvantages [in external aid].”
Leader, Corubamba Centro, Cochabamba

A few people, especially in the disaster areas in San Julian, were critical of the quality of
material things provided. Examples are a new water pump that sometimes does not function, and
the pencils and paints for the students that did not work out well. In general, however, people
were forgiving if not totally appreciative.

Reflections of the Listening Team

The fact that in general the recipients of external aid are content with the presence of support
programs and projects and that they wish for them to continue does not mean that they do not
want them to change or improve. There was much discussion on this point with the people and
also among the members of the team. Regarding the transformation of the ways in which aid is
provided, we have discovered many opinions and suggestions, which we will present at the end
of this report.

One team member suspected that people were happy because they had not set the priorities, since
we did hear in many instances that what was given was not what people wanted the most. For
example, in San Julian, the people generally gave priority to housing, but the NGO provided
them with latrines. They wanted to take the wood from the latrines to build houses, but the NGO
would not let them, because it felt they were necessary for sanitary and environmental reasons —
to have clean drinking water, they needed to have and use latrines correctly. And yet the people
are still living in tents. The same team member noted that if someone came offering Internet
cafes, the people would accept it.

Moreover, for many people with whom we talked, it does not matter where the aid comes from —
it could be international, national, or local — as long as something arrives, it is good. Some were
of the opinion that since the government does not take any action or does little, then external aid
IS necessary. From a different point of view, a staff member of one of the external aid NGOs
said, “All aid is good; after all, one does not look a gift horse in the mouth.”

What was also clear was that many people were happy to receive any aid that was offered, even
while they realistically acknowledged that the result would not be a turnaround in their lives over
the long-term. Another participant in the above-mentioned NGO consultation echoed this same
sentiment: “The point of view of the people sometimes seems to be: Yes, | like the aid but at the



same time | recognize that it will not bring about significant changes in my life.”

2. PEOPLE RECOGNIZE THE STRENGTHENING OF ORGANIZATION,
LEADERSHIP, HUMAN CAPACITY, AND SELF-ESTEEM

People said that the presence of external aid efforts had resulted in personal and organizational
growth and the acquisition of useful skills. It is clearly perceived by people that training — among
other things — awakened a consciousness in many of them of being able to organize in order to
reach goals. The result of this is that there is clear leadership in the communities. For example,
by participating in a single training session, a young person begins to form potential and to gain
confidence. This training, of course, also teaches specific knowledge and skills.

“We have learned to produce more milk and cheese, and to improve the potato, oca, pea,
bean, quinoa, and cafiahua crops.”
Two rural women, Cochabamba

“Some of us are already masters in laying paving stones and cobblestones and even in the
installation of potable water.”
Group of women in San Luis de Senkata

““Leadership has been strengthened and community members have been trained. | am the
future of this community.”
16-year old, Viloma

This strengthening and empowerment was due not only to direct training programs, but also to
the fact that involvement in project work is a form of hands-on training and personal growth.

“The people stayed; they did not migrate, and now we have water and education. Thanks to
the project, we turned into leaders.”
Leader, Mallco Rancho, Cochabamba

“With the [national] NGO we have become citizenship facilitators... We taught the people
how to vote and we gave workshops to the women of the neighborhood and the presidents
of urban zones. 1 used to live cooped up at home. Now people come to my house asking me
to help them go to the Health Center, or to get a birth certificate. | have learned to help
others, and thanks to this | feel better. 1t’s very nice when people thank us from their hearts
for our help. And it makes me feel good.”

Woman in El Alto

“The work that I did [as a promoter] with the NGOs was very useful because | have learned
much and particularly to value my own person, myself, and my body.”
Another woman in El Alto

“l as a woman say that in the past, women were not taken into consideration, but after the
emergency due to the flood, we have learned to become organized in San Julian and we are



now leaders. Personally, this formed me and motivated me to become a leader.”
Woman, President of the Federation of Women
Colonizers, San Julian

People mentioned that training was useful, and in some cases (e.g., that of the teachers in San
Ramon) had a positive impact, as measured by schoolchildren saying that the classes were better
and the kids are learning more. As one student said “It’s not easy like it was before.”

In San Julian, a health NGO had what might be called a half-success in their program to train
health promoters. Although many of the promoters are not around anymore, people did say that it
helped to have them, and a doctor said that having these people helped a lot during the
emergency.

Nevertheless, we also heard that often what is learned in training programs is not always
practiced or applied. For example, we heard of a program in which volunteers came in and
trained local people in health, dental care, and so on. However, as one person reported:

“But we pretty much do not practice. We are forgetting.”
Youth, Santa Rosa de Minas

There were also a few people who openly took a very realistic view of the possibilities for
progress at the grassroots.

“The strengthening theme is very utopian. It’s just that this is really complicated.”
Community leader, Corubamba Centro,
Cochabamba

We heard a lot from women in particular about their desires and needs to have skills — especially
life skills to help them support themselves and their families. In San Julian, there was a fairly
consistent pattern amongst women’s comments regarding what they wanted, and this was also
heard in El Alto and Cochabamba. In addition, we heard from women that having participated in
project work with NGOs has made it possible for them to relate better with other women. They
feel more open in their manner of thinking and speaking.

Reflections of the Listening Team

The listening team observed that direct training is not always necessary, but rather that people
learn from the project itself. In other words, there are leadership schools and leadership
workshops, but there are also other ways of learning; for example, through practice.

Nevertheless, according to the listening team, sometimes leaders are trained who are valid within
one group, but perhaps not for the entire populace (e.g., women leaders are trained, and then the
men return to the community). Also, sometimes an NGO arrives and creates a new leadership,
creating a social gap in the community. Then, for example, when someone arrives and wishes to
speak to the leader of the community, the answer is, “With which one — the religious leader or
the leader of the union?”



There was recognition among many that development is generating people’s empowerment,
partially due to the counterpart support which they provide. In some cases, people felt a certain
ownership of the project, and this is very positive.

It is interesting to note the prevalence of women making the comments in the quotes section
above. It is logical that women would feel particularly benefited by efforts to strengthen
leadership, organization, and self-esteem, since many such programs are directed primarily at
women. Nevertheless, let us remember that the nature of our data does not allow us to draw
definitive conclusions about frequency and incidence throughout a region or a nation. The team
wanted to know more about this topic — for example, whether men felt the same way and
whether communities felt that such an impact was largely felt by women or by community
members in general.

3. PEOPLE’S EXPECTATIONS VERSUS PROMISES OF THE AID ORGANIZATIONS

Many people spoke of the fact that various NGOs arrived with a series of promises that for the
most part were not fulfilled.

“We were promised US$ 5,000 in loans for agriculture [in Santa Cruz], but in the end we
only received US$ 300. Little can be done with this amount.”
Small farmer, Cochabamba

“We were told that we would not pay for water for three months and that an NGO was
paying. But we have been paying for five months.”
Disaster victim, San Julian

“[An NGO] promised us latrines. But they have not kept their word. “
Woman, Vice President of a community, San
Julian

“Once an NGO made grand plans for building a health center and then it never showed up
again.”
Family man, Chirapaca

Promises are not always spoken — the mere presence of an NGO can have the same effect, raising
expectations.

“When an organization arrives at a place it raises expectations of project work, even
though it may take care not to do so.”
Villagers, Altiplano (La Paz)

“Many organizations came during the emergency period and few stayed.”
Woman in Community 23, San Julian
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Sometimes the problem is that there is confusion or lack of information regarding the objectives
and plans of the NGOs.

“I don’t understand for what period of time they have come.”
Man in San Julian

Reflections of the Listening Team

The team observed that besides unfulfilled promises, often there is not an adequate diagnosis
when arriving in the community and high expectations are generated, which are then not
satisfied. People adapt to the circumstances, such that they become reticent; they have become
used to this situation and try to do only what is necessary. They do not expect things to change.
Rather, given their repeated failed experiences with projects, community members often expect
little real transformation in their lives.

With regards to raising expectations inadvertently, one member of the team said: “The fact that
you arrive to do a pre-diagnosis generates expectations when the people see you there.
Afterwards the mayor is replaced or something else happens and things change, but the
expectations remain.” Expectations which may not be viable are easily generated, and this causes
a letdown in the beneficiaries.

Another team member said: “When the question is, “What do you want?’ the expectation is that
you are going to give them something.” Moreover, the fact that there is almost never a transition
or termination phase at the end of the project creates false expectations that there will be some
form of continuation. And sometimes there are two or more perceptions of what people need and
expect. The perception of the NGO staff may be very different from that of the people.

Regarding the matter of job creation, the El Alto team was of the opinion that often people would
rather the agency not leave because it is a source of employment; even though they may be paid
in food for work. They would like for the complete project infrastructure to be delivered to them,
with the idea that it should function in a way that is more integral to their community. However,
it seems that in reality the beneficiaries sometimes desire total assistance.

One member of the team thought that this depends greatly on the agency or institution that is
involved and on its policies. People ask for infrastructure because it is something tangible that
partly “solves” the problem of sustainability that is often not included in the project proposal or
in the final design. Also, as is mentioned in Point 9 below, on project failures, it is possible that
at the end of the project the community organization may run into problems, but if the
infrastructure is installed, a new beginning can be made. Be that as it may, since the recipients
often do not see future sustainability as a result of personal development, the exit processes
(leaving nothing behind) make people lose faith and the project end upon the exit of the agency.

Another similar problem is observed in the eternal struggle with local promoters in order that
they feel compensated, either economically or otherwise. The risk is that they eternally ask for
money. This can be seen as the conceptual dilemma of the leader versus the promoter. Many
NGOs cannot function without promoters, therefore they create them, but then there is no plan
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for continuing to compensate them and support them with technical and material aid.

This situation is one result of not including in the project the necessary financial sustainability
for giving continuity to activities once the project has ended. According to one member of the
team, few people will give a significant amount of their time without monetary compensation
(which does not mean that there is no volunteer spirit, but personal and family needs demand that
it be so). We have the comment of a flower producer in Cochabamba who mentioned having left
the position of community leader because he ended up supporting the people of his area and the
NGO staff all the time without receiving anything in exchange. Being a head of his household,
he needed to work for his family.

4. MUCH OF THE AID IS NOT REACHING THE GRASSROOTS

There is the perception among many that external aid largely benefits the institutions and their
employees (salaries, equipment, logistics, etc.), i.e., that much of the money is spent within the
NGOs, leaving little for the field.

“They [the NGOs] take advantage of the situation. They employ lots of people. The aid does
not reach us.”
Man in San Julian

““Seventy-five percent goes to personnel and 25% goes to the community.”
Campesino leader, Sacaba, Cochabamba

“There are good and bad aspects to external aid. Three-quarters of the money stays with

the technicians. | doubt if it ever reaches 50%. | would like to see the paperwork.”
Community leader, Corubamba Centro,
Cochabamba

This impression goes beyond material benefits. The feeling is that there should be more of an
equal exchange of knowledge, as well.

“The technicians learn from us. There should be double training sessions with the
technicians.”
Small farmer beneficiary, Cochabamba

““After the technicians know what we know, a collective strategy or plan can be designed.”
Campesino leader, Sacaba, Cochabamba

In San Julian, one set of comments had to do with the role of local leaders in the allocation
process. Several people said aid was not getting to the people, because NGOs depend too much
on one or a few leaders (who are not always trusted by the people either) and adequate
information does not get to the people in general.

“In order that the aid may directly reach the community, it is necessary to work directly
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with the community and go beyond the leaders.”
Youth in San Julian

“The NGOs depend too much on the leaders; they meet and decide.”
Youth in San Ramon

“The communications center does not work. They communicate with us only when they have
interest in doing so.”
Leader of a women’s organization in a nucleus
(community), San Julian

Reflections of the Listening Team

People need to understand better — or be better informed — of the need for and justification of the
operating costs of the institutions providing assistance. But at the same time, NGOs should
distribute more of their resources and in a better manner, being more effective and more
transparent in the management of resources.

There were also several cases in which people’s perceptions were that the impact of the projects
was slight. Many were not able to remember impacts. This may be another consequence of the
lack of transition at the end of the project. Or it may be due to the fact that the respective NGOs
did not have a vision of sustainability for their projects; and as such, they were unable to transmit
knowledge of impacts that they themselves did not have. The team would like to know more
about this phenomenon.

5. THE BEHAVIOR OF OFFICIALS (MAYORS/LEADERS/GOVERNMENT
FUNCTIONARIES, ETC.) - LACK OF TRUST AND CORRUPTION

Associated with the common perception that too large a portion of the aid directed at poor people
was, in fact, staying in the NGOs, the parallel perception existed among many people of a
different kind of diversion of resources. Specifically this problematical perception had to do first
and foremost with overt corruption — i.e., malfeasance in the management of funds and other
resources, including theft. Secondly, it had to do with favoritism and patronage in the
distribution of benefits, both material and financial, on the part of some government officials and
functionaries, as well as some local leaders. This included the practice of applying political
criteria for distributing resources, in which funds and resources are in fact delivered but perhaps
unfairly. In some cases, leaders and officials conspire in corruption.

Issues about who got aid and who did not, and how that was decided, were extremely important
to people. Where management and distribution of resources and funds has not been done in a
way that was perceived to be legal and fair, it has led to a notable level of distrust and resentment
among many people regarding the various gatekeepers and managers of external assistance.

“The authorities are very corrupt...”
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Leader from the semi-urban zone of Viacha,
close to El Alto

“[The mayor’s office] made up the list and gave nothing to those who were not on his side.”

Young announcers on a local, independent radio
station, San Julian

In many cases it is in the best interest of the community that the NGO be in the middle, because
the local authorities act with more rectitude. Several people saw the presence of NGOs as a
counterbalance to corruption.

“Technical support provided by the institutions strengthens civil society in its control of the
use of resources by the Municipality.”

Leader, District # 8, El Alto

“The technicians of the institution [NGO] know more and are also Bolivian; the technicians
of the Municipality do not have experience and do not calculate the yield of the materials
well, maybe because they want to have more for themselves, but we learn with the
technicians of the institution; they teach us and afterwards, when the technician from the
Municipality comes, we correct him, for we know, and not only the leaders, but all the
women and the builders. There are women who know a lot and could even be builders; this
helps us avoid corruption.”

Former neighborhood leader and President of a

Vigilance Committee in El Alto

Whereas people rarely felt that NGOs were involved in corrupt or unfair practices, they were
often disillusioned by what they saw as NGO tolerance of it, or at least reluctance to take steps to
combat it. In San Julian, however, NGOs were accused of being in league with the municipality
in corrupt practices. Many people were of the opinion that the way these problems could best be
avoided would be to deliver the resources directly to the communities.

“Aid should come directly from the NGOs to the communities, because in the past there

have been bad experiences with the use of the money handled by the municipalities. We are

now well-organized in community unions [so as to be able to handle the funds ourselves].”
Man in the Santiago de Llallagua region

““| suggest that aid be given directly to the neighborhood councils in the area and not
through public sphere (e.g., the municipality), in order to avoid corruption.”
Man in Viacha

... NGOs should deliver external aid in a direct manner...”
Man in Calamarca

It was also interesting to hear the point of view of the authorities. For example, regarding the

lack of coordination and sparse information exchanged between NGOs and municipalities, a
mayor’s chief assistant said that often an offer of funds from an NGO arrives suddenly, without

14



prior notice, and at any time of the year. Moreover, it usually comes with requirements of
economic investment and the only source is the municipality. This situation causes conflicts
when resources have to be taken from one community in order to make them available for
another one. This is due to the fact that the POA (Annual Operative Plan, with its respective
assigning of funds for communities and for specific activities) is decided upon at the end of the
year, for the following year.

Reflections of the Listening Team

Regrettably it is known that there is corruption in the municipalities and regrettably little can be
done, either by the NGOs, or the communities. Nevertheless, it is helpful to know that in some
cases the presence and cooperation of NGOs has contributed towards transparency in the
handling of funds destined to communities by passing through municipalities. Sometimes,
however, an NGO observes irregularities but to report this would place it in a difficult situation.
Hence, the NGO simply notes what is happening and does nothing. There is no budget for law
suits or for legal defense against countersuits.

It is also necessary to take into account that the policy of at least one of the NGOs visited by the
team was not to work in a community without the municipality involved as a counterpart. In the
opinion of the team, this policy lends itself to corruption. It sometimes generates pressure and
subterfuges, even bribes, on the part of municipal employees, that can lead to unfair distribution
of aid resources.

The listening team is of the opinion that due to the corruption that exists in the municipalities, it
could be interesting to accept the suggestions of the local leaders and the grassroots communities
that external aid be channeled directly to the grassroots organizations.

The team felt that the technical support that NGOs provide helps civil society improve its
technical knowledge, and this in turn helps to improve the control of municipal governments
even without the presence of an outside institution. This can be observed in some of the
comments and is an added-value that is achieved, in many cases, without having planned it
deliberately. The team thought that it would be interesting to see what happens when this result
is consciously sought.

6. CONTINUITY AND DISCONTINUITY REGARDING THE PRESENCE OF NGOs

The communities repeatedly mentioned that NGOs should continue working with the
communities for a longer period of time. Normally NGOs do not continue the support, but leave
completely after having finalized the project — and sometimes, in the opinion of the people —
before finalizing the project. There were many such complaints and observations about the lack
of continuity in the presence of NGOs. Some wished the NGO would never leave, as unlikely
and unreasonable as that might seem.

“Hopefully more external aid will arrive, because we have no other activity to do. When
there was no aid, we went to the market to sell a few things, but we had practically no
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income.”
Group of women in San Luis de Senkata

“Each NGO should specialize in something; they leave and in the end we ask ourselves
what we are capable of.”
Education facilitator, Viloma

“The NGO technicians shut themselves up in their offices and do not return.”
Small farmer in the community of Chirapaca

Most people understood that all projects must end, but some felt unprepared for that ending and
others had issues about how and when the end came. It seemed abrupt, cold, even arbitrary and
top-down in the way it was decided and carried out.

“The [NGOs] abandon us...we don’t know why.”
Group of women in San Luis de Senkata

“We are afraid that the NGOs may leave the area because they only show up when there
are emergencies and then disappear.”
Older man in a nucleus (community), San Julian

Others expressed that NGOs could better prepare the communities for the eventual end of their
presence, leaving permanent structures and processes to replace the aid. A woman who was an
elected official in El Alto felt that international cooperation should continue its support; but, if it
were to withdraw its support, she sees the possibility that groups of women could establish
micro-enterprises in order to continue, for example with the cobbling of streets, contracted by the
municipality.

But for the most part, people showed that they are conscious of the fact that continuity need not
be and cannot be at the same level of depth or intensity as the project. But the complaint of many
with whom we spoke was of cases in which the NGO disappeared forever. Often there is no post-
project monitoring of any kind. There is no support with maintenance of systems or equipment.
There are no visits or learning meetings, etc. The perception of the majority is: after the project
ends, there is nothing.

We heard stories about villagers not knowing what to do, for example, if a new water system
breaks down and the NGO has left. In San Julian, the people of Los Angeles (a new section of
the town, inhabited by people who were not allowed to return to their communities) pointed out
that they had had a package of free services — food, health, electric power, clothes. But by the
time our team arrived, women there said they no longer have access to health care and the
children are getting sick. It is worth noting that the director of the hospital had a different point
of view — in fact, the community had been offered free transportation, but no one accepted it. Our
data does not reveal why that was so.
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Reflections of the Listening Team

The listening team believes that development projects executed in communities should have a
sustainability component from beginning to end. Each NGO should clearly articulate its entry
plan, its saturation plan, and its exit plan, so that the perception is that the NGO neither stays
forever, nor disappears into smoke.

For some people, complaints about the lack of NGO continuity were a sign of dependency, or of
fear of the future. In San Julian, there was a disconnect between the people’s sense that the
emergency had not ended and the NGOs decisions to phase out their help. People had
expectations and hopes that aid would continue until the first harvest. Since they were not
planting before the next rainy season (because they were worried about floods), they perceived a
gap in the aid.

To a large degree, this issue has to do with sustainability — how a project is handed-off (e.g., to
grassroots groups, government, or someone else), and with transfer of skills and technology —
how the responsibility for project management gets transferred to the people.

The issue also has to do with useful follow-up, such as participatory evaluation at the end of a
project, and occasional monitoring or just checking in during the years after the active presence
of the NGO has ended. One member of the team added that it must be taken into account that
donors rarely authorize an additional budget for monitoring or evaluation once the project ends,
nor do executing institutions invest in carrying out such follow-up, which always has a cost.

7. THE NATURE OF EXTERNAL AID AND ITS RESULTS: TANGIBLE AND
INTANGIBLE

We often found that the beneficiaries, at least when speaking to people such as the listening team
members, were very focused on what is tangible. People often complained that they had received
no aid, when in fact there was training, for example:

“I have received nothing. But on Monday | have a meeting with the engineer. | also had one
yesterday.”

“The community members, on their part, do not perceive the integral support of the
NGO...because they expect tangible support and do not place value on the implementing of
educational projects. They expected the support to be more extensive with respect to a
greater amount of equipment.”

Administrator, rural municipality, Cochabamba

So for many people aid seems to be only what is tangible — water projects, school and road
construction, donated food and clothing, improved tools and seeds, etc. Others recognized that
aid came in a tangible-intangible mix.

“The aid is good, because it helped us with school materials; to heal our children; we
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learned sewing and baking.”
Community member, Viloma, Cochabamba

Several people commented that they see lots of assistentialism; that is, institutions giving things
away. At the same time, they acknowledge that the intangible is by nature more difficult to
recognize, to see, to identify, and even to remember.

In San Julian, one of the observations was that there was no perception of impact, or that it was
very diffuse: a thing here, a thing there. For example, there were health promoters at work, and
many communities got primary health care, both of which were seen as good, but the health
indicators were the same as before. On the other hand in another area, people could list the
impacts quite clearly — in that case, mostly tangible ones. The team wanted to know more about
how useful the tangible results were, and how they changed people’s lives.

Other people were conscious of the fact that receiving only intangibles is also valuable. That
possessing new skills or knowledge can have a greater impact on their lives than a new door, or
flour and oil for three weeks. When the flour is gone, they find themselves at zero once again.
But a brand new skill or new knowledge can mean a step forward that keeps on benefiting. This
is the now-famous proverbial case of teaching someone how to fish instead of giving them a fish.

“I have not received aid in materials from the institution, however | was trained in health.”
Woman in Sacaba

““Some of us are now experts in stone paving activities and even in installing potable
water.”
Group of women in San Luis de Senkata

People commented that sometimes the tangible results may be great when the project ends — for
example, tents, free medicine, school items, livestock, backpacks for students — but three years
later, there is nothing.

Reflections of the Listening Team

The listening team noted that aid is generally perceived as material or tangible support (water,
food, livestock, seeds, roads, schools, latrines) and that people recognize intangible support less
(training, technical assistance, promoters, etc). Of course, in the case of emergencies, this
situation is not surprising, even though some find it lamentable. But after all, immediately felt
needs are mainly material — at the beginning: food, water, and protection from the elements.

On the one hand, it is easier to perceive tangible aid and harder to link the intangible to real
results. Still, even in San Julian (where emergency relief was the major underlying theme)
people, mostly women, also mentioned training and the human resources that were provided
(such as promoters), much of which led to better organization, more confidence, less fear in
asking for things, and enhanced ability to deal with authorities.

It is possible that the predominantly tangible focus is not a question of perceiving aid as only
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material, but of the need to link the intangible to real results. We heard a lot about not very clear
impacts on people’s lives. An NGO staff member confirmed this at the post-fieldwork
consultation in La Paz, saying “The people perceive that the aid is not creating lasting processes
in their lives that will lead to changes. This is why they do not see changes much later, when
someone asks them.”

Also, there were always people who had arrived at the conclusion that it was best that aid come
in a form that had an impact of some sort, be it permanent or at least more lasting, whether
tangible or intangible.

The perception of the team also was that strengthening of values contributes towards the
development process. For example, that the family grow as a nucleus. One member of the team
said, “The change is to be found more in the behavior of people than in the possession of things.”
Another member noted that the mental image suggested by giving things away is that of
throwing a stone into a lake. After a while, the surface is just as it was before.

8. BEHAVIOR OF NGO PERSONNEL: PARTICIPATORY VS. TOP-DOWN

People described many types of relationships and exchanges between themselves and NGOs. For
example, they talked about the importance of a relationship of confidence, of NGO involvement
and willingness to engage seriously, as well as the importance of good-faith intentions to help —
with impartiality, transparency, and honesty.

What we heard most from people were their comments about the importance of NGOs engaging
with them in what the team categorized as a participatory fashion —encouraging and allowing
people’s involvement in priority setting, project design, decision-making and management of
participants, materials and even funds. We also heard a lot about the disappointment, frustration
and even humiliation that people felt when NGOs refused to treat them in this manner and opted
for a more vertical, authoritarian, top-down approach. There were comments about NGOs
promising or feigning a participatory approach but in fact acting in a fashion that was quite
different. This included NGOs relying too much on local leaders (sometimes a single leader)
who themselves did not consult widely and openly and who dealt with others in an authoritarian
manner.

We also heard a lot about communication — not just participation in decisions, but simple respect.
For example: answering communications; informing people about what was going on and what
was expected to happen; assuring that a broad spectrum of people were informed, not just
leaders; speaking to people as social equals; listening as well as speaking; and so forth.

In San Julian, in particular, we heard about a lack of appreciation from NGOs for the
contributions of the local people who were involved in the relief effort. Many felt that they had
worked hard in defending their community against the elements and in the relief and clean-up
efforts, but that they were not duly recognized. We also detected some resentment on the part of
people who chafed at the “condition” put on them, of having to work for food. This contrasted
with the food for work programs in El Alto, which the women in particular appreciated.
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Some people commented on the paternalism of NGO personnel. For example, a group of women
were waiting to be informed about the next step (in a dairy products project). There were cases of
beneficiaries with ill feelings: “They don’t let us act.”

There is the perception among many that there is excessive power, even arrogance, in the NGO
facilitators or technicians. For example, that the technicians do not speak to them, are in a hurry,
or have aggressive temperaments.

“The technicians tend to impose their conditions, often without consultation with the
grassroots.”
Small farmer, Cochabamba

“If we did not return to our communities, we were told that our land would be taken from
us.”
Woman in San Julian

“I have come back to the community for the school; they didn’t want to give me the transfer
to San Julian.”
Disaster victim in San Julian

“The benefits are for them alone. They have salaries, we don’t.”
Community leader, Cochabamba

“If I leave, the project ends.”
Quoting an NGO technician, Viloma,
Cochabamba

In contrast, there were other cases in which people felt like they were respected, listened to, and
allowed to take ownership of their project.

“The needs identification came from us. And afterwards, the NGO allowed us to execute.”
Leader, Viloma, Cochabamba

“The way in which the NGO has gradually increased our obligation to provide investment
has led to our taking charge of the work. In the past it was 100% that they [the NGO]
contributed, then 80%, then 60%, and presently it is 50% which it [the NGO] provides, and
the community the other 50%. This was done in such a manner that it generated an attitude
of care for the works, so that in the future the leaders educated by [the NGO] will want to
assume the responsibility for everything that has been done to date with the different
institutions.”

“It goes beyond that. We have learned that what must be done first is to work with the
teachers in the area of education, get the young people involved in the development
processes, train leaders to be able to integrate themselves into the work at hand. Change in
human resources is what generates progress.”

Leader, Mallco Rancho, Cochabamba
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In some cases, this sense of ownership was the result of deliberate action and reasoned
approaches.

“A gift is a gift — they don’t take care of it. In order to feel that a project is their work, they
have to contribute a portion. At the beginning, zero in our case, but little by little, more was
contributed.”

Same leader, Mallco Rancho, Cochabamba

“Our objective as an NGO is that the process must be a respectful and responsive one,
oriented towards the people. In the case of the production of flowers, it is not our project;
we are facilitating people. The women execute their project. They are very motivated; they
walked 20-30 kilometers for the training sessions.”
Staff member of a financing and executing NGO,
Cochabamba

Reflections of the Listening Team

The relationships between the people and the NGOs can sometimes be as important as the results
of the project. If nothing else, this relationship can improve or worsen the results. We have seen
that vertical power relationships between the people and the NGO technicians are often very
entrenched, even when personal treatment is amicable and sensitive. In addition, the donors and
the NGOs tend to impose their development agendas, without adequate consultation with the
grassroots.

For now, action could at least be taken in the area of participatory planning for project
development, seeking the active participation of the beneficiaries. In the opinion of one team
member, the NGO staff members often arrive in the communities to work towards “developing”
them, with pre-conceived ideas about the needs of those communities, often without asking them
what their actual needs are. Furthermore, they are not always familiar with the context in which
they are going to work. When implementing a project, they find that there is little progress
because people are not interested in participating. Later they realize that they are working on an
issue that is not a priority for the community (e.g., latrines instead of houses) that could achieve
significant participation.

A team member described the relationship as: “The engineer arrives in his pick-up truck, he
takes notes, and he leaves.” A member of an aid agency said at the last day’s consultation,
“Notwithstanding complaining about [top-down power relations], often the community has an
assistentialist attitude.” In other words, the recipients often embrace and know best how to
manage the patron-client relationship model in which one party asks for help from another. This
can in turn affect the behavior of NGO staff, if they feel encouraged or enabled to revert to top-
down attitude and behavior, or affirmed when they do so. The problem is that it can lead to
abuse, and nearly always leads to some level of dependency and lack of self-sufficiency and
initiative on the part of communities that find themselves in such relationships.

The head of a major external aid agency in Bolivia pointed out at the post-fieldwork consultation
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that, “We think we are participatory in how we do our work, but the people perceive us as
relating to them in a vertical manner.” Another agency staff person present said, “We should
facilitate processes but not be the authors of them.” As such, in practice there are noteworthy
contrasts; for example, according to one NGO in Cochabamba, “It is not our project, but theirs.
We respond to the needs and initiatives of the people and not vice versa.”

An alternative model is used by some financial agencies, which changes the entire dynamic
between the beneficiaries and the NGOs. In this model, the grassroots organizations hire
technical assistance when needed, and for the time needed. It is not only cheaper, but it totally
transforms the relationship between technicians and beneficiaries — from donors and supplicants
to persons who contract and those that are contracted.

The Coordination Dilemma

A big problem that is not always noticed by the communities is the lack of coordination between
NGOs, both in the places in which they carry out projects and in provincial capitals, as well as in
La Paz, but also abroad. There is competition between NGOs, but also lack of communication
and lack of information shared between them regarding each others activities, objectives, and
missions.

In San Julian it became evident that in an independent manner, each of the NGOs had a relatively
clear plan of action, but it was not clear that there was a joint, coordinated plan of activities or
objectives, which would make their interventions more integrated and seamless, while assuring
that single NGOs were still accountable. This makes the abrupt exit of institutions, without
leaving a “trace” of their intervention, even more pronounced.

Coordination sometimes had negative, unintended consequences. In a case that we learned of, for
example, three NGOs divided a community into three pieces and everyone ended up confused.
The municipality did not have the necessary resources and ended up throwing the NGOs out of
the municipality. In other cases, what passed for coordination led to fractured aid, when NGOs
staked out territories and let it be known that other NGOs should stick with their own
communities or groups.

The Listening team is of the unanimous opinion that NGOs should coordinate and not compete.
Dividing areas is not the best way to coordinate. Normally, coordination between NGOs leaves
much to be desired. According to one team member, “They do not even ask one another, “What
is the money for that you obtained?’” An agency functionary pointed out at the consultation,
“Sometimes we spend a lot of energy fighting among ourselves for money.”

There was a difference of opinion in San Julian, however, given that several local institutions
and outsider agencies considered that they had indeed coordinated well — with one another and
with the people in the villages. But in San Ramon, people commented on the “fragmentation” of
aid — only roofs and nothing else, for example. This may be one of the consequences of
coordinating by dividing up territory. Aid gets fragmented because the agencies specialize in
slightly different or very different things. Hence, when NGOs divided up the regions among
themselves (some of them resisting any crossover of other agencies), communities get what is on
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the menu, so to speak, not necessarily the balanced meal that they need.

Regarding the different reactions to food for work, it is possible that in San Julian, there was a
certain sense of entitlement on the part of disaster victims — that people in emergencies should be
given help freely and not required to work for it. They were not always happy having to work to
get humanitarian assistance that ultimately had nothing to do with their livelihoods (which they
would reestablish once they could plant again). In contrast, in El Alto the women laying paving
stones in streets saw food for work as a valuable and scarce source of employment, even when
not compensated with wages.

9. PERCEIVED FAILURES OF THE PROJECTS

There are many types of failures (and of successes) and many ways of defining or perceiving
them. There are even failures that are partly successes... and vice versa. The cases are rarely
black or white. Moreover, it may be argued that the mere concepts of “failure’ and ‘success’ are
so weak, and lend themselves so easily to misinterpretation and lack of definition, that we should
avoid using them at all in practice. Or at least not speak of absolutes, but rather of degrees or
levels of achieving goals and avoiding or minimizing negatives. Nevertheless, in a real world in
which both the people and the technicians use these terms — “failure’ and “success’ — frequently,
it is prudent to include them in the discussion.

Many people, as is to be expected in an open listening effort such as this, focused on projects
with problems, on letdowns, and on goals that were not achieved. People with whom we spoke
mentioned, for example, that sometimes the NGOs implement projects that later become white
elephants. Or, without wishing to, the NGOs create differences within the community.

We heard many comments on projects — some local, others elsewhere — that did not turn out as
expected. Examples include: a plant for processing eucalyptus in an area in which there are no
eucalyptus trees; a milk plant in the Yungas, about which the people asked, “With what cows?
We produce a daily amount of two liters of milk each, and the plant is for millions.” We also
learned of an NGO that three years ago built a bridge that is now falling, and of a relatively new
water system that now barely functions.

Other reflections of people:

“They taught us how to plant potatoes on chalkboards.”
Small farmer, Cochabamba

“The foundation trained us. We were told what to do with the land, but we did not know
what to do with the onions.”
45-year-old man in Sacaba, Cochabamba

“We were taught how to use latrines at the camp, but when we returned to our community,

we had no latrines.”
35-year-old woman in San Julian
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“Young, recently-graduated people arrive, new people, often foreigners — and they have to
learn from us. Sometimes we contribute more than we receive.”
Community leader, Cochabamba

The team also discovered that sometimes the failures were, in the opinion of the people, a result
of inappropriate or mistaken efforts, not things done badly or in bad faith. For example, there are
cases in which the roots of the project results lie in the national office, or even in the offices of
the foreign funder. In other words, there are requirements or orientations established in
headquarters that in practice weaken the project and its chances to be successful.

For example, we were told of a case in which the Bolivian aid agency director “sells” a project
for planting strawberries to the Swedes. The Swedes become fascinated and allocate a large
amount of money. Then the technician arrives in the community and promotes the strawberry
project. The small farmers ask, “And this? For what? We don’t eat them; we are not accustomed
to planting them; and we know that the marketing is difficult because it is a very delicate fruit.”
This situation begs the question of what the field staff is to do. They are pledged to fulfilling the
goals, but to what ends?

In other cases, a failure is due to lack of knowledge and/or carelessness — e.g., the seeds were
needed in March and arrive (or the money arrives) in September. Sometimes it seems that the
timetables are tailored more for the convenience of the donor agency than for the beneficiary
group, or the reality of planting seasons, for example.

Reflections of the Listening Team

The team is of the opinion that the term “failure’ is not limited to goals and objectives of
projects, but also includes the general process. The behavior of the technicians with regards to
the vision that they have of the field may entail a step backwards in processes that could be made
more expeditious, and ironically this is sometimes only resolved when the project is ending.
Furthermore, there is a loss of trained human resources, which means beginning from zero in
many cases.

The team observed that aid does not always reach the beneficiaries, and strategies do not always
reflect the priorities of communities. Sometimes NGOs enter into processes that are planned at a
desk, but in the field what is observed is that the beneficiaries are not always taken into
consideration. It would be preferable that more time and effort be dedicated to making projects
more likely to generate solutions to the prioritized needs of the community. It seems, however,
that in general, funders already have their lines of action, and these are non-negotiable.

Involving community members in initiatives that have only slight possibilities of being
successful is not a well focused approach. In these cases the failure lies in planning, in
accompaniment, and in the exit process, as well.

The team has observed that sometimes the orientation of aid jumps from one recipe to another,
and thus changes the strategy accordingly and sometimes arbitrarily. What should happen, as

24



part of the solution, is that the community be part of the planning and the follow-up, so that they
are subjects, and not merely objects, of their own change process.

It is also the opinion of the listening team members that when processes are not well understood
by the inhabitants of targeted communities, in regards to project planning, follow-up, and
transition of the project, this leads to failures in the project’s implementation.

A member of the team was of the opinion that “it is a known fact that external aid is sometimes
ill-focused, and that we have challenges in more effectively channeling the funds and the desired
impact. This we know as people who work in agencies. What | believe we found is that the
people with whom we spoke also know this. This means that both the successes and the failures
are observed by the beneficiaries.”

Turning to the matter of results, it is worth considering that there are economic “‘successes’ that
are social “failures’ (e.g., the uneven distribution of project benefits that enriches a new elite).
And there are total failures that are seedbeds for future, more successful efforts (based for
example in lessons learned by the people involved).

Other ‘successes’ that are “failures’: a leather plant that is successful with regards to
infrastructure, but fails in its organizational aspects because it is generating certain
disagreements in the people that participate. In another case, the machines are installed in a
workshop, but they are not appropriately organized.

There are also cases of projects that seem to function like a roller coaster — depending on the
moment when one ‘takes the picture,’ the car may appear to be on the way up or on the way
down. So much depends on when one measures the results of a project...or when official visitors
arrive. One day it may seem to be a failure, but three months later may show traits of a success.

On a broader level of analysis, team members recognized that external aid often does little to
change basic structures and realities for community members, which in turn leads to the
continuation of inequities and the repetition of unsatisfactory situations. The team felt that this is
a key point and noted that it parallels some people’s statements that things did not change for
them, or that they could not specifically remember aid being provided.

For example, in the case of disaster relief in San Julian, the team pointed out: There was an
immediate mobilization after the disaster, which responded to the needs of the moment. But there
was no long-term strategic planning that took into account the reconstruction of the lifestyle of
the community members once they returned to their communities. Nor was the rare opportunity
seized for seeking to make at least some structural changes, not even after responding to the
disaster situation.

10. UNDESIRABLE RESULTS OF EXTERNAL AID - SUCH AS DEPENDENCY

There was one theme that emerged as this report was being crafted, that was not a major focus of
the group analysis, but which should not be left out. This is the theme of unplanned for and
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undesirable results of external aid activities in high-poverty settings, especially the common risk
of people forming a dependency on that aid.

“It would be best if they [the NGOs] stayed forever.”
Member of a project in Viloma

“We are afraid that the project work could conclude and we could be left without work. We
want the external aid to continue, because we live off of the daily rations that are given us
for laying the paving stones in the streets. We do this work because we don’t know how to
do anything else.”

Group of women, EIl Alto

“There are people who demand that the NGOs give them everything, but it is necessary to
work in order to receive, and not to want everything given to you for free.”
Two women in EI Alto who have been promoters
and beneficiaries of three different NGOs

In some cases, expectations produced by external aid has unintended consequences.

“[The method of giving away] food for work later produces a situation in which
communities ask ‘What will we be given?” when we ask that they contribute labor [to local
projects].”
Community leader, Corubamba Centro,
Cochabamba

Reflections of the Listening Team

The manner in which external aid is structured and delivered, the implicit ethical messages sent
and received (or not sent but still received) and the habits and attitudes that it tends to reinforce
over time can preclude efforts to promote self-sufficiency and self-management among the
populations chosen to be recipients of that external aid. This can produce at the very least a
populace characterized by passivity, and at its worst, a generation of children and adults skilled
in, and accustomed to asking for things in various ways.

In some cases, this dependency, or the expectation of receiving something for nothing, or
something tangible and immediate for every effort made, can cause distortions in the grassroots
development process, as in the Corubamba Centro case above. This is, of course, one of the
broadest and most persistent dilemmas of the development enterprise.

SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

We think that the best conclusion of a report on an effort such as The Listening Project would be
a list of practical suggestions and reasonable recommendations. The list of the Bolivia listening
team is the following:

= That a higher percentage of external aid reach the grassroots, thus responding to a strong
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perception of the people that most of the resources stay with the agencies, or with the
municipal governments or other government bodies.

That aid agencies must reduce their administrative costs in order to have a greater impact
on the grassroots.

That when possible, external aid should reach grassroots organizations directly (that is,
when they have the capacity and the basic institutional processes needed for receiving
and managing funds and other resources).

That the *projectitis’ extremes be avoided (set goals and plans taking precedence over
evolving processes; two or three years and it’s over; zero for salaries, zero for
administration; all activity structured as a “project,” when maybe it should be of another
nature; etc.).

That projects should not be cut short and that the aid not simply end abruptly.

Just as there are work plans for the project activities, there should also be transition plans
for the exiting of NGOs.

That the aid arrive in a more integrated manner, and that there be more flexibility in the
cooperation packages; that is, that the aid not arrive in such strictly specified packages
that are difficult to change when circumstances change.

That projects should generate, when possible, more sources of employment.

That technicians be more participatory and less authoritarian and directive.

That the technicians base their work on concrete priorities and that all of the priorities be
not those of the NGOs, but rather those of the communities.

That a non-profit technicians “bank’” be established, perhaps financed by a consortium of
NGOs and donors, and funds provided so that communities can themselves contract and
manage technical assistance on an as-needed basis.

That each project be adjusted to fit the adaptive capacity of the community in the
processes of change in the community.

That NGOs coordinate more with other financing agencies and actors so that
development work not be duplicated and so that there be more cooperation among them.

There should also be more knowledge and advising between projects and other similar
efforts. This might include mutual learning and planning, and might be based on
horizontal transfer of methodologies and techniques.

That work with tangible items continue, but that there be a balance between the tangible
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and the intangible, within the operative team and among the project objectives.

That projects have a more effective focus on sustainability — on the part of NGOs as well
as grassroots groups. In the majority of cases, a very clear strategy of sustainability could
even be a requisite for the approval of the project.

That development projects also have a vision of continuity and/or accompaniment, which
could be in the form of monitoring and follow-up, local or inter-provincial workshops,
etc.

That development projects have a stronger focus on basic changes, not only social and
economic, but cultural ones. This focus does not leave aside material and assistential
benefits, but rather recognizes that in the end, if the structures do not change and the
injustices and prejudices continue, we will be trapped in a vicious circle of poverty and
disasters, with no exit.

A Postscript

One of the managers of an NGO that was involved in organizing the Listening Project in Bolivia,
but who was not part of the team that traveled to the field, had the following thoughtful and
provocative comments to make about an earlier draft of this report:

Without having directly participated in the field work, but taking note of the inputs that |
captured from the final presentation and from the document, I would like to share some ideas and
comments:

It is interesting to read the opinions expressed by the people. Personally, | feel a
frustration that is professional and human in nature, which is that after more than twenty
years of working in development and having had the responsibility of administrating
several million dollars in cooperation projects in Bolivia, | see large numbers of
indigenous peoples and small farmers that still do not have access to health, education,
and roads. It is quite depressing.

Under these circumstances, terms such as “social capital”, or “work with values” appear
as new paradigms that make one think this was lacking in what we did previously. | fear
that this is too simple of an answer.

Reading the conclusions of the [Listening Project], | had a similar feeling: they are
findings that if we were not aware of them, at least we intuited them. And | believe it
necessary that, if they are really to be of use, these concepts must go deeper.

It is obviously too much to ask given the limited scope of the study, but I would like to
present you with a challenge, knowing that the project will enter into other contexts.
Bolivia is one of the countries that have received the most aid. Why did we not take
advantage of it as was called for? There are structural causes. Will the study be able to
contribute with solid, well-founded concepts, and proposals that are equally solid? Or
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shall we remain with a well-intentioned set of recommendations?

I wanted to share some ideas and worries that constantly come to my mind. We move

forward; having an indigenous president is no small achievement But | fear that we need
much more than that...
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