
new term — complex emergency — has been
added to our vocabulary over the past decade to
categorize recent ethnic conflicts.  It is used to
describe the intersection of refugees, vulnerable
civilians and paramilitary groups, sparked by

economic, social and political crises.  The international
response to these complex emergency conditions has gener-
ated an equally ‘complex’ set of participants: peacekeepers,
UN agencies, international organizations and non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs).  

The Canadian Forces’ civil-military cooperation
(CIMIC) doctrine provides soldiers with guidelines about
how to understand, work with and support these civilian
agencies as a means of achieving what is usually the pri-
mary objective in peace support operations such as those
mentioned above — the creation of a secure and stable envi-
ronment.  The very existence of the CIMIC doctrine consti-
tutes recognition of the inability of military forces to control
all the factors that affect its mission, and thus the inevitabil-
ity of working with outside civil agencies in vital tasks such
as demining, the repair of damaged infrastructure, the dis-
tribution of humanitarian aid, and the set up and operation
of health clinics.  

Years of experience in Bosnia-Herzegovina have
prompted reflection on the lessons learned from these mis-
sions for future CIMIC operations, and suggestions have
already been made for improving the CF’s interaction with
NGOs.1 However, CIMIC operations in Bosnia reveal other
equally important — and previously unexplored — lessons
about the characteristics and behaviour of NGOs, and their
differing levels of ability to achieve stated objectives.
Despite their increasing numbers and presence in all stages of
peace support operations, NGOs continue to be portrayed as
homogenous entities with roughly similar capabilities and
experiences.  This, of course, is not true.  But, with little
empirical evidence about NGOs, field commanders have been
offered few useful guidelines to help in finding the ‘right’
NGOs to act as partners in building security and achieving
their other objectives.  

The purpose of this article is to help fill some of those
conceptual gaps.2 By examining the sources of NGO fund-
ing, their size, and the political environment necessary for
NGO project ‘sustainability’, valuable insights with broad
applicability can be gained for future CIMIC operations.

by Sub-Lieutenant Sarah Tarry
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Sub-Lieutenant Sarah Tarry is serving aboard HMCS Nanaimo.
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Three generalizations are offered in this context.  First, dif-
ferent types of donors are attracted to the two main phases
of any complex emergency — i.e., the provision of human-
itarian assistance during the conflict and the post-conflict

reconstruction periods
— which affects the
nature of the NGOs
involved in each stage,
as well as the scope of
their operations.  Second,
NGO behaviour and
capabilities are heavily
influenced by the
‘size’ of the organiza-
tion.  Third, the ability
of NGOs to achieve
their long-term objec-

tives is closely tied to the receptivity of the political
environment; if local political officials are unsympa-
thetic to NGO activities, sustaining their results is excep-
tionally difficult.  

DONORS: THE LIFEBLOOD OF NGOs

The central place of donors in the initiation, mainte-
nance and termination of NGO operations cannot be

over-emphasized.  A helpful distinction can be drawn
between private and public donors since these two cate-
gories differ in terms of how, when and where they allocate
their grants.  Private donors include foundations, charities,
research institutes, corporations and individuals, while

public sources of funding are government agencies such as
the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA),
national embassies, United Nations (UN) agencies, the
World Bank, and the European Community Humanitarian
Office (ECHO).3  

Even though donors of both types have been on the
scene in Bosnia since 1992, private donors were most
attracted to the humanitarian relief phase of the conflict,
whereas public funds have dominated the grants available
in the post-conflict reconstruction and development phase.
This is not surprising, since foundations and individuals
have historically been drawn to high profile emergencies
when media attention is at its height.  For example, prior to
1995, Canadian government grants were not given directly
to NGOs, but were instead used to support the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as the lead agency
for the humanitarian assistance mission.  Even during this
time, however, since the UNHCR lacked a distribution
capacity and had to rely on particular NGOs to perform
humanitarian tasks, some of these resources did filter down
to NGOs.  

Many NGOs prefer private sources of funding because
they generally come with fewer restrictions and impose less
stringent evaluation criteria.  This allows these organizations
greater flexibility in determining their priorities and in alter-
ing their projects mid-stream.  Monitoring is normally self-
directed, and even where periodic assessments are required,
private donors have no sanctioning mechanisms for poor per-
formance.  However, there are trade-offs inherent in private
funding: donations from individuals and corporations may
have fewer conditions attached, but this often comes with a
high cost for advertising, and has contributed to a negative
image of NGOs as ‘ambulance chasers’.4  

Private aid for humanitarian assistance in Bosnia bot-
tomed-out in 1996,
and was replaced by
government donors
that were mainly
interested in spon-
soring reconstruc-
tion and develop-
ment initiatives.
Specialized organi-
zations that were
unable or unwilling
to make the transi-
tion from relief to
development were
forced out, and many
of them moved with
the private donors to
the next ‘hotspot’
in Kosovo.  While
individual govern-
ment donor agencies
differ in their
relationships with
NGOs, CIDA pro-
vided comparatively
long-term, lucrative
funding arrangements
in more issue areas
than was the case

for many of the organizations that had depended solely on
private funds.  

Collectively, public and private donors have supported
the operation of an average of 250 NGOs in Bosnia since
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Patrolling to ensure a safe and secure environment for the people of Bosnia-Herzegovina.

“Expectations have 

developed, especially

among the local 

population, which 

international organizations

and NGOs have little hope

of satisfying.”



mid-1993.  One estimate places the total value of their grants
at between US$200 to $300 million, which is some 10 to 15
percent of the total amount spent in the country since the
Dayton Accords were signed in November 1995.5 While in
absolute terms this appears to be a significant amount, the
individual share for most NGOs has been relatively small. Of
the hundreds of NGOs typically engaged in complex emer-
gencies, 75 percent of the public funds are distributed among
only twenty European and North American organizations.6

Thus, the US$4 million given to CARE USA for a refugee
return project was among the most generous arrangements in
Bosnia, while approximately two-thirds of the other grants
were for less than US$1 million.7  

SIZE MATTERS

While the public/private distinction is commonly made
in academic literature and public discussion to distin-

guish the two types of donors, little effort has previously
been made to categorize international NGOs in any useful
way.8 Part of the confusion is surely the result of the sheer
numbers and dizzying array of organizations, which range
from small ‘Mom and Pop’ types to large organizations
with decades of experience and hundreds of employees.
Most conceptions of
NGOs, including that
found in Canadian
CIMIC doctrine, have
downplayed the func-
tional aspects of organi-
zational size.  Instead,
NGOs are usually
depicted as exhibiting
certain ‘ideal type’
characteristics.  This
mythical NGO is gener-
ally thought of as hav-
ing three basic charac-
teristics: independence,
non-politicization and
v a l u e - m o t i v a t i o n . 9

When each of these
attributes is examined,
however, their limita-
tions are exposed. By
developing a more
accurate picture of
NGOs, field command-
ers will be better able to
distinguish which of
them are more likely to
contribute to problem
resolution.  

Even though NGOs
are by definition inde-
pendent and organiza-
tionally distinct from governments, public donor agencies
often contribute large proportions of their annual budgets.
In fact, in operational environments, strict or complete
independence from inter-governmental organizations like
the UN is often neither feasible nor desirable, given that the
latter generally can supply better security information and
transport systems.  By 1995, for instance, UNHCR provid-
ed an ‘umbrella’ to more than 200 NGOs in Bosnia,

exchanging information and transport for specific knowl-
edge of what the NGOs were doing, and was thus able to
limit their movement in dangerous parts of the country.

Claims that NGOs can remain non-political are suspect
for two reasons.  First, aid itself has a tendency to become as
much a part of the conflict as the combatants themselves.
Observers in Bosnia estimated that some 50 percent of all
humanitarian aid in 1993 was being diverted to soldiers or
sold on the black market.10 As such, the aid became another
target for combatants.  Second, NGO use of aid ‘incentives’
during negotiations at military checkpoints, as well as in their
discussions with local authorities in the post-conflict period,
has been blamed for reinforcing divisions along ethnic lines
amidst accusations of partiality.  

The legitimacy of NGO value-motivation has also been
challenged by observers who claim that organizations have
been motivated by little more than the preservation of their
‘market share’ in an increasingly competitive aid market.11

While even a superficial analysis of NGO activities and risk
tolerance reveals that this contention is overstated, it does
draw attention to the fact that ensuring organizational sur-
vival is a basic and inevitable impulse of every organization.

Since their life cycles are determined by the availability of
donors, NGOs which are unable to acquire multiple sources
of funding are forced to subordinate their values and goals to
their financial realities.  

Even though these normatively-held characterizations
cannot hold up against empirical evidence, important infor-
mation can be gleaned about NGOs once the relative size of
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The opening of a newly reconstructed municipal building in Glamoc, Bosnia, rebuilt with assistance from the Canadian
International Development Agency (CIDA) and the UN High Commission for Refugees.

C
IV

IL
 M

IL
IT

A
R

Y
 O

P
E

R
A

T
IO

N
S



an organization is known.  Not only do large and small
NGOs have different characteristics, opportunities and levels
of experience, but this results in a de facto division of labour
between them.  Understanding these distinctions offers
insights for CIMIC officers obligated to navigate through the
sea of organizations in their area of operations.  

Many large NGOs are multinational entities, with
fundraising branches in several industrialized countries and
simultaneous operations in dozens of less-developed or war-
torn regions.  Prominent examples include CARE, OXFAM,

Save the Children and
Médecins sans Frontières.
What sets them apart is
that they are well-known,
and have extensive distri-
bution infrastructures and
independent relief stock-
piles that can be mobi-
lized quickly, often even
before potential donors
have been contacted.
Their acceptance of fund-
ing from a variety of pub-
lic and private sources
(even though the ratio dif-
fers between organiza-

tions) makes them less vulnerable to shifts in the policy pref-
erences of any single donor.  Moreover, despite well-known
specialization, such as OXFAM’s proficiency with emergency
water supplies, large NGOs are experienced in both relief and
development programming and can therefore easily make the
transition between the two.  This versatility, expertise and pos-
session of resources makes them valuable and frequent part-
ners of Western governments and the UN agencies during com-
plex emergencies.  For the same reasons, they are also able to
exercise significantly more influence among their donors and
local governments than is true of their smaller counterparts.  

Despite the prominence of large NGOs in humanitarian
relief and post-conflict situations, it is the small NGOs that are
attracted to them in greatest numbers.  With little name recog-
nition and a limited range of individual donors, these organi-
zations often need lengthy periods to begin a project as they
work through approval processes and acquire travel visas,
health insurance and plane tickets.  They vary more widely in
their levels of experience and familiarity with the host state,
but even seemingly ‘unprofessional’ organizations are gener-
ally able to acquire funding from private donors when human-
itarian assistance provision is at its peak.  Most small NGOs
operate with only the financial support of one or two donors,
a situation that often fails to insulate them from changes in
donor priorities.  This vulnerability is coupled with their ten-
dency to be specialists in a single sector, such as conflict res-
olution, primary health care or psycho-social healing.  When
the ‘demand’ for these services falls off, there are few choices
but to leave the country.  In Bosnia, the high turnover rate is
indicated in the statistics that of the 262 NGOs active in 2000,
only 14 were registered in 1995, and just four in 1992.12 Thus,
while NGOs may be the ‘last to leave’ a complex emergency
situation, as military analysts are fond of claiming, it is high-
ly unlikely that these are the same organizations that were the
‘first to arrive’.  The main differences between small and large
NGOs are summarized in Table 1.  

SUSTAINABILITY AND ‘EFFECTIVENESS’

Given the extensive commitment of NGOs in the post-war
reconstruction of Bosnia, it is not surprising that there

has been growing concern over long-term sustainability.
Experienced NGOs are usually sufficiently sophisticated to
define their project objectives clearly, so that their completion
can be easily identified.  Their goals typically include a quan-
titative component, such as provision of conflict resolution
training to a set number of people, reconstruction of a prede-
termined number of physical structures, or provision of aid to
an identifiable group of beneficiaries.  
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Table 1: Characteristics of Large and Small NGOs in Complex Emergencies

Large NGOs Small NGOs

• Easily mobilized in a conflict
• Operate in both relief and development
• Capable of working in many different countries simul-

taneously
• Diversified funding from both public and private

donors
• Less vulnerable to fluctuations in donor priorities than

smaller organizations
• Familiar to the general public, and have committed

individual donors
• Frequent partners of UN agencies in an emergency

because of large distribution infrastructure
• While only about 20 large NGOs exist worldwide,

they receive approximately 75% of all public funding
• More likely to be able to influence local political

authorities than smaller NGOs 
• Work with other national branches to consolidate

funding opportunities, leverage programming, share
staff, etc.

• Can ‘reach’ more people with their programming than
smaller NGOs

• Often take between 6 months to 2 years to become
operational

• Tend toward specialization (i.e., relief or develop-
ment, and in a particular sector)

• Have less experience in different countries and cannot
sustain more than a few projects simultaneously

• More vulnerable to shifts in donor preferences
• Typically have a shorter ‘life span’ in a single conflict
• Hundreds (and in some cases thousands) of small

NGOs are based in each of the OECD countries
• Not usually known nation-wide, and so have fewer

individual donors
• Funding arrangements are typically less than US$1

million per project
• Have minimal influence with local political authori-

ties
• Tend to have fewer beneficiaries, but may work with

them more intensively
• Do not have sufficient infrastructure for massive aid

delivery

“The legitimacy of NGO

value-motivation has been

challenged by observers

who claim that organiza-

tions have been motivated

by little more that the

preservation of their ‘mar-

ket share’ in an increasing-

ly competitive aid market.”



Even though sustainability is an explicit priority of
most NGOs and public donors, ensuring that the impact of a
project outlasts the funding itself has been difficult.  Many
NGOs and their analysts have blamed this on donors for
failing to provide sufficiently long periods of funding.
However, since NGO funding arrangements vary signifi-
cantly in length, ranging from several weeks to several
years, this does not appear to be a sufficient explanation.
Instead, the evidence suggests that the prospects for NGOs’
project sustainability has been heavily influenced by three
political variables.  

First, in post-communist countries like Bosnia where
there is no tradition of free association or advocacy, NGOs
have not been able to entrench civil society creation in the
same fashion as they have done in non-communist coun-
tries.13 Therefore, given the political history of the coun-
try, projects relying on voluntarism and lobbying the gov-
ernment often conflict with many of the basic traditions of
the population.  

Second, relations have often not been successfully devel-
oped with prominent members of the local society, particu-
larly with the different levels of government and community
leaders.  These groups have tended to interact passively with
NGOs engaged in social service provision, and have dealt
only warily with those involved in controversial policy
issues.  Compounding these difficulties are the additional
political obstacles that have developed at the international
level.  The Office of the High Representative (OHR), which is
responsible for overseeing the implementation of the Dayton
agreements, has on occasion been accused of having a ten-
dency to “in some ways block[sic] the development of third
sector advocacy functions.”14  

Finally, domestic economic troubles continue to plague
long-term efforts and have led to insufficient human, finan-
cial and technical resources.  Volunteers, a crucial compo-
nent of many civil
society-building proj-
ects, often have not
been forthcoming as
the unemployment rate
stubbornly hovers around
50 percent.  Not unex-
pectedly, Bosnians have
been more interested in
paid employment than
participating in unpaid
NGO focus groups.
Moreover, this bleak
economic climate has
led to the departure of
an increasing number
of young, well-educat-
ed, English-speaking
Bosnians for employ-
ment abroad.  Current
predictions forecast
that the local NGO sec-
tor, which is dependent
on foreign sources for 95
percent of its funds, will
remain so for at least the
next five years.15  

ACHIEVING OBJECTIVES: THE SKY IS
NOT THE LIMIT

Widespread support for the use of military force in
defence of humanitarian values (even among tradition-

ally pacifist NGOs) is consistent with the now predominant
Western ideology known as droit d’ingerence (the right to
interference).  This is closely linked to its immense moral
appeal and the justification it provides for the defence of lib-
eral values and the rule of law.  During the war in Bosnia, the
spirit of humanitarianism was symbolized by the arrival of
elderly women driving rented trucks laden with donated blan-
kets and teddy bears.  

However, this symbolism is misleading in its simplicity.
The path of social, political, economic and military recon-
struction which the ‘international community’ has
embarked upon in Bosnia has been extraordinarily ambi-
tious.  Moreover, expectations have developed, especially
among the local population, which international organiza-
tions and NGOs have little hope of satisfying.  Such high
expectations are, at least in part, the result of failure to take
into account two mitigating conditions: the limits of NGO
problem-solving capabil-
ities and the inevitability
of NGO competition.  

First, NGOs are not
well-equipped to deal
with macro-level prob-
lems and, consequently,
are not a viable alternative
to high-level political
commitment.  In addition
to their limited resources
and the inaccessibility of local political actors, “NGOs…pro-
duce patches of green in barren landscapes, patches that are
small, fragile and usually unconnected to each other.”16
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Monitoring an election in Velika Kladusa, Bosnia.
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Many practitioners seem to realize this: while the OHR’s
work is conducted at the intergovernmental level, opera-
tional NGOs are more concerned with how the umbrella
organization’s decisions are likely to affect their initiatives
than with pursuing an activist policy role.  However, donor
funding patterns combined with the rhetoric of NGO analysts
and Western governments have contributed to the perception
that there are few limits to what can be accomplished at the
grassroots level.  

Second, obstacles to coordination of efforts amongst
NGOs have been a persistent problem.  Some observers iden-
tify a link between the ‘survival instinct’ of individual NGOs

and the cooperation problems.
For instance, the noted British
analyst Ann Huddock argues that
“organizational survival is every
organization’s goal and that, to
survive, an organization must
place its own interests before
those of others, especially those
which are potential competi-
tors.”17 In Bosnia, the counter-
productivity that competition for
survival produces is compound-
ed by the sheer number of NGOs
operating there.  

The inevitable interaction
between military forces and
NGOs in Bosnia illuminated
many of the issues that arise
when organizations with dis-
similar and sometimes oppos-
ing priorities must operate in
the same geographic space.
This situation undoubtedly will
reoccur because liberal, demo-
cratic governments seem con-
tent to provide funding and
political support for both mili-

tary and non-governmental activities in complex emergen-
cies.  As the number and diversity of NGOs continues to
increase, so will the challenge for the military in finding
appropriate civilian partners.  By determining the funding
source and size of NGOs, as well as by establishing how
sympathetic the local political atmosphere is to their ini-
tiatives, CIMIC officers will be in a better position to
identify which organizations are likely to provide the best
strategic partnerships.  
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1. See for example Colonel Michael Ward, “Task
Force Kosovo: Adapting Operations to a Changing
Security Environment,” Canadian Military Journal,
Vol. 1, No. 1, pp. 67-74.
2. The findings presented below are based on a
comparative analysis of five international NGOs which
were chosen to represent four analytical categories:
large and publicly funded, small and publicly funded,
large and privately funded, and small and privately
funded.  Space constraints limit the level of detail that
can be presented here.  For further information, see
Sarah Tarry, All NGOs are Not Created Equal:
Evaluating Donor Influence and The Division of
Labour in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Masters Thesis,
Dalhousie University 2001.
3. There is a tendency in the NGO literature to
assume that all donor agencies operate similarly, when
in fact they vary dramatically in terms of the level of
intervention in NGOs’ planning and implementing
processes, as well as in the length of available grants.
In Bosnia, the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) tended to be more intervention-
ist and politicized than was CIDA or Britain’s
Department for International Development (DFID).
However, individual donor agencies also vary in their

treatment of NGOs as they typically have different
funding strategies depending on the geographical con-
text and the nature of the issue (i.e., emergency versus
development).
4. OXFAM Great Britain, for instance, spent £11
million on advertising in 1999. OXFAM GB, “1998/99
Statutory Accounts,” http://www.oxfam.org.uk/atwork/
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8. Authors that have attempted to do this have gen-
erally distinguished between international NGOs and
local NGOs or grassroots organizations.  While there
are important differences between these two categories,

this system is not sophisticated enough to account for
variances within the international NGO category.
9. See for example Michael Edwards and David
Hulme, eds., Beyond the Magic Bullet: NGO
Performance and Accountability in the Post-Cold War
World (West Hartford, CT: Kumarian 1996).
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