Civil society in the context  of development aid – the case of Vietnam



Copenhagen - January 2001

Working paper 

Katrine Riisgaard Pedersen

IKL/CBS

“Civil society in the context of development aid - the case of Vietnam”

Abstract

Judging from the amount of literature published concerned with civil society and development it is clear that civil society is currently a “buzzword” in the development debate. Civil society is associated with a number of concrete development objectives within the framework of development aid and in the pursuit of these objectives the international donor community has readily adopted the concept in their strategies. In this paper, I wish to raise some preliminary thoughts about the issues related to implementing the somewhat elusive concept of civil society within the more concrete structures of development aid. Based on recent research, including empirical data from Vietnam, I undertake a tentative analysis of issues specifically related to the Vietnamese context. In this way, I seek to bring forth issues that must be dealt with by donors pursuing a civil society strategy. The analysis suggests that uncritical implementation of the concept of civil society in the Vietnamese context involves a number of risks. One possible pitfall is to overlook the civic potential of the state-led mass-organisations. Another is to equate the local so-called NGOs with civil society. A final identified risk, for donors involving in civil society support, is to jeopardise the relation with the Vietnamese authorities. The conclusion of the analysis relating to Vietnam is that a civil society strategy must be implemented within the existing structure of a strong state.

1. Introduction

Aid is closely related to the concept of development, as it is perceived as a way of directing and accelerating the development process towards certain development objectives. Different objectives require different strategies, and for as long as the subject area of development studies has existed scholars and practitioners alike have debated which objectives to aim for, which strategies to apply, and how to carry them out. During the 1990s the attention has shifted towards civil society as an agent of development, resulting in the publication of large amounts of academic literature and donor strategies dealing with the issue of supporting civil society as a means of development.

Most donors and academics concerned with the development process in Vietnam simply observe that the country has no civil society. This observation may be partially correct if we look at the political framework. Vietnam has a one-party system firmly led by the Communist Party and the regime hardly tolerates non-state activity. However, the reform process, introduced under the label of “doi moi” (renovation) in 1986, has led to far-reaching economic and social changes. With a large-scale donor involvement civil society has appeared on the agenda of policy makers and development workers in Vietnam. Thus faced with important ideological and practical dilemmas the international donor community and the Vietnamese leadership will have to work out a compromise for a suitable approach to civil society. 

The purpose of the paper

The paper is based on research undertaken during the past six months in relation to my dissertation.
 It represents an intermediary product related to my own process of understanding the terms for carrying out development strategies in the context of development aid. Aside from the obvious purpose of contributing with new empirical insights a secondary purpose of the analysis is to try out an analytical framework that I am developing for my dissertation.
 

2. Civil society in the context of development aid

Three themes can be identified in the development theories and strategies, which have dominated the development debate over the past thirty years. In the 1970s the state was thought to be the main agent of development; during the 1980s the private sector or the market was at the centre of the debate as vehicles for development; and finally, during the 1990s civil society found its way into the discourse.

The concept of civil society

Scholars and aid agencies seem to have a fondness for proposing their version of a civil society definition. Even so, one particular definition, originally proposed by White (1994), has inspired many. White suggests that civil society is: “An intermediate associational realm between state and family populated by organisations which are separate from the state, enjoy autonomy in relation to the state and are formed voluntarily by members of society to protect or extend their interests or values”.
 The definition is sufficiently broad to have gained ground among many different actors within the international donor community, including NGOs, bilateral aid agencies, multilateral aid agencies, and development banks. However, it offers little guidance in terms of how to apply the concept in the context of development aid. 

Even though most observers acknowledge that civil society is a complex configuration extending beyond that of formal organisation, donors are inclined to look for concrete organisational structures when engaging in civil society support. Samson (1996), argues that this is what happens when “the discourse of civil society” is implemented as development projects.
 Rooy (1998), cautions that: “In our rush to understand complex processes, we have a natural tendency to reach for the concrete”.
 Moreover, there is a tendency to equate civil society organisations with NGOs. There is widespread agreement that civil society organisations can have varying configurations. Most typologies of civil society organisation include distinctly different organisations such as NGOs, grass-root organisations,
 and political organisations.
 Nevertheless, when civil society is examined with the purpose of implementing aid programmes NGOs occupy a prominent place. This is probably because the organisational structures of the NGOs makes them more suitable for donors to work with than the informal and locally based organisations. Another reason is that it is less politically sensitive to work with NGOs than with other civil society organisations. The result is that donors tend to equate NGOs with civil society when carrying out civil society support.

Development objectives related to civil society

A number of reasons for the shift in the development debate towards civil society can be observed. Focusing on the expectations to civil society as an agent of development I would like to highlight just a couple of them. An initial motivation to look for alternative development strategies towards the end of the 1980s originated from the practical experience and disappointment with previously applied strategies. Concurrently with this there was a broadening of the development objectives towards more humanitarian objectives.
 

Reasons why civil society has gained such ground among actors representing different approaches to development include the fact that proponents of different theoretical perspectives see potential in civil society as an agent of development. Consequently, the concept is adopted by: neo-liberals, who look to civil society as an alternative to the state for provision of services; by pluralists supporting civil society in order to create a counterweight to the power of the state within the existing structures; and by structuralists seeking a fundamental change of the unequal power structures from below.
 The fact that the notion of civil society is broad enough to accommodate divergent theoretical perspectives provides an excellent opportunity for different actors to define and work with the concept in the manner they find appropriate. 

Nevertheless, it also adds to the confusion when different and potentially contradictory development objectives are combined into one strategy. There is a general consensus among donors and scholars that civil society can be associated with three development objectives. Namely the ability to: reach the poor; empower the poor and to further a process of democratisation. Taking the above observation into account it seems evident that some development objectives are potentially contradictory. Nevertheless, they are by and large promoted as “a package deal”.

3. Civil society and development aid in Vietnam 

Attempting a preliminary assessment of the socio-political context for civil society development in Vietnam, I apply an analytical framework mapping four conditioning factors. The factors examined can be summarised as follows: State-society relations, the configuration of civic life, socio-economic structures, and the political economy of aid. By examining these socio-political factors it is possible to identify some of the issues related to civil society support as well as potential points of entry and appropriate approaches.

· State-society relations: is concerned with the legitimacy of the regime, its ideology and the degree to which it tolerates autonomous civic action. Closely related to this is the legal environment in which civil society operates. Other aspects of this dimension is the degree of transparency in the state administration and decentralisation. 

The Vietnamese context is characterised by a low but increasing tolerance of autonomous civic activity. The dominance of the Communist Party is maintained through the state-apparatus and an encompassing network of popular organisations (mass-organisations) directly related to the Party.
 Recent legal initiatives can potentially encourage autonomous civic life and people’s participation in local decision-making, but the authorities maintain the right to control and sanction any activity considered counterproductive to political stability and the authority of the Party.
  Hence, the real effect of these initiatives remains to be seen. In the state administration steps are taken towards introducing transparent procedures and decentralisation. This also includes democratisation of the mass-organisations.

· The configuration of civic life: is concerned with the historic trajectory, character and contemporary configuration of civic life. This includes the values it propagates and the degree to which civic life is formally organised.

Dating back to the time of the Confucian era, popular mobilisation in Vietnam has traditionally integrated civic life into political life, but however weak or non-existent autonomous civic life in Vietnam might be, the importance of state-led popular mobilisation should not be neglected. It is also crucial to acknowledge the network of informal relations and organisations. Relations of importance for various forms of civic activity in contemporary Vietnam include informal relations with the local community, family relations and personal relations with government officials.
 Moreover, the last ten years of reform policy and socio-economic change have spurred the emergence of approximately thirty (mainly Hanoi-based) research and training centres promoting themselves as NGOs. These Vietnamese NGOs can best be characterised as non-profit development businesses. Even though they seem to operate quite autonomously their existence depends on personal relations with Party members or state bureaucrats, and they enjoy a weak legal status (ref. above).

· Socio-economic structures: covers the degree to which poverty is widespread and diffuse or tightly associated with certain ethnic groups and/or geographical areas. It also includes the degree to which reform entails reducing and/or privatising public services. 
The communist legacy of equality has so far mainly resulted in “everybody being equally poor”. Poverty in Vietnam is widespread and income disparities are increasing.
 The poorest groups in society are generally found among the rural population and the ethnic minorities who inhabit the mountainous regions. Ethnic minorities and women are traditionally excluded from power - even though the communist regime in Vietnam has an impressive record in involving women in public life.
 While the government seems determined to give priority to rural development and poverty reduction, the public sector services in Vietnam have been cut and increasingly cannot meet the demand in the areas of education and health.
,
 With economic reforms allowing private business activity, private sector and informal initiatives have emerged. Nevertheless, the family and village networks are still essential for the provision of social security in Vietnamese society.

· The political economy of aid: is concerned with the size and nature of aid flows into Vietnam; the configuration of aid programmes; and the co-operation between foreign donors and the Vietnamese authorities.

Development in Vietnam is highly dependent on foreign aid.
 More than 45 official donor agencies and more than 350 international NGOs operate in Vietnam. Due to severe economic poverty the main priority has been to construct physical infrastructure and to meet basic needs in rural areas. Many donors operating locally work closely with local branches of the mass organisations. Policy-oriented programmes are mainly implemented in the less controversial area of economic policy. As good working relations have been established between individual donors and the Vietnamese authorities, donors are given more room to move into areas that are traditionally considered controversial.
 Nevertheless, the increasing interest in civil society clearly constitutes a dilemma in the Vietnamese context and the issue remains a sensitive one. In connection with the Mid-term Consultative Group (CG) meeting in June 2000, international NGOs pointed to a number of problems relating to the working conditions for international as well as local NGOs. The immediate response of the Vietnamese authorities was to exclude the local NGOs from the CG meeting.

4. Towards an approach for civil society support in Vietnam
In the final analysis I combine the development goals associated with civil society identified in part two combined with empirical findings about the Vietnamese context. The analysis attempts to bring forth some of the issues arising when the concept of civil society is applied within the framework of development aid.

Potential pitfalls

First of all, a civil society approach stressing the definition of civil society as “autonomous in relation to the state” must be applied critically in the Vietnamese context. This will allow the mass-organisations to be taken into account. Even though the primary function of the mass-organisations is political they must be included in a civil society strategy. Not only are they powerful, but they also undertake tasks that are commonly carried out by civic organisations in other developing countries (for example service delivery, provision of credit schemes, and information dissemination). Considering their outreach, great civic potential is contained within these organisations even though the line of command is primarily top-down. 

Secondly, donors looking for organisational manifestations of civil society in Vietnam will inevitably come across the so-called NGOs, who are on the outlook for external financing to fund their research and training activities as well as for sub-contracting assignments from international donors and the Vietnamese government. In their effort to establish themselves as intermediaries within the aid system their terminology clearly echoes that of the international donor community.
 No doubt their existence is justified as intermediaries between international donors and local beneficiaries, but the NGOs are highly professional businesses that cannot be equated with civil society. 

Finally, by moving into the area of civil society support donors are undertaking a balancing act in relation to the authorities. Aggressive agitation for a western notion of civil society can have negative consequences for aid agencies currently carrying out development work in Vietnam.
 This was actually the experience of several international NGOs after the CG meeting in June 2000. 

Potential points of entry

Any aid programme or project in Vietnam must be implemented within the existing structure of a one-party system and a strong state. With this premise as the starting point, only two of the development objectives identified earlier, namely “reaching the poor” and “furthering a process of democratisation” can be combined in a civil society approach. Proposing a two-pronged approach I suggest that one of the core elements in a civil society approach should be active support of the existing mass-organisations. Target areas should include strengthening of their capabilities to reach the poorest and support of a gradual process of internal democratisation. 

Another core element should be identification and encouragement of non-state initiatives. The emerging NGOs should not uncritically be equated with civil society. Yet, until alternative civil society organisations are identified, activities developing the NGOs’ working methods and capacity should be included. The effort should concentrate on the organisations’ service providing capacities as well as on developing viable working relations between the organisations and their immediate stakeholders, namely the beneficiaries, the state-bureaucracy (including the mass-organisations), and the donors. 

Meanwhile, more research should be done in the area. Despite the Vietnamese authorities’ apprehension, researchers today have more freedom to work in Vietnam than before. This provides an excellent opportunity for the international donor community to improve the understanding of the local context. Ideally, such research should be carried out in co-operation with local researchers and practitioners, in order to assure that civil society doesn’t remain an island inhabited only by foreign donors and local “non-profit development businesses”.
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� Master of Science in Development Studies and Intercultural Business Management at the Department of Intercultural Communication and Management at Copenhagen Business School.


� I will be using a number of “civil society terms” that are closely related, but convey slightly different meaning. I shall try to clarify. “Civil society approach” refers to a way of perceiving and approaching issues about civil society, but the term is also used about strategies focusing especially on issues related to civil society, as opposed to a “gender approach” focusing on gender issues. “Civil society strategy” refers to a development strategy putting civil society at the forefront as a means for development. “Civil society development” refers to the process of strengthening or building of a “vibrant” civil society. “Civil society support” refers broadly to programmes, projects and activities undertaken to reach development goals related to civil society. Another term that I will be using throughout the paper as a synonym for “civil society support” is “application of the concept of civil society within the framework/structures of development aid”.


� White, 1994, p. 379. For more detailed discussions about definitional issues, see also Diamond, 1994


� Samson, 1996. 


� Rooy, 1998, p. 29. 


� NGOs are distinct from grass-root organisations in that they are not necessarily membership-based and often work for broader development objectives than the grass-root organisations. 


� Danida’s new strategy for civil society support in developing countries proposes the following typology: NGOs, popular organisations, political parties, religious organisations, grass-root organisations, traditional organisations and cultural organisations. Danida, 2000.


� This is aptly captured in the quotes by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan: "The United Nations once dealt only with Governments.  By now we know that peace and prosperity cannot be achieved without partnerships involving Governments, international organizations, the business community and civil society.  In today's world, we depend on each other." UNDP, 2000, and WB Director James D. Wolfenson: “In all its forms, civil society is probably the largest single factor in development. If not in its monetary contribution, then certainly in its human contribution and its experience and its history.” World Bank, 2000a. 


� The discussion of the different theoretical perspectives owes much to Biekart, 1999. 


� This analysis is based on a review of works including; Diamond, 1994; Fowler 1993; Hulme and Edwards 1997; Korten 1987; Robinson, 1995; and White 1994. 


� I have developed a set of factors originally inspired by an analytical framework proposed by Fowler, 2000 and one proposed by CIVICUS, 2000. As mentioned earlier this framework is “work in progress”. Consequently, comments that might help ameliorate the analysis will be appreciated.


� According to Porter there are forty-two-thousand base-level Party organisations. Porter, 1993. A key organisation in monitoring this network of organisations is the umbrella organisation the Vietnam Fatherland Front (VFF) which co-ordinates the activities of mass organisations and legally registered special interest groups. Thayer in Sachenröder/Frings, 1998.


� ‘Decree 35 on science and technology research associations’ from 1992 [Decicion 35-HDBT of January 28, 1992 of the council of Ministers on the management of science and technology] and [Joint circular 195-LB of the Ministry of Science, Technology and environement and the Government Commission for Organization and Personnel promulgating implementing regulations for registration and activities of scientific research and technological development organization], Sidel, Mark , 1995; 


 ‘Grassroots Democracy Decree’ from 1998, UNDP, 1999; and the most recent one on 


‘Organization and Operation of Social Funds and Charity Funds’ from 1999, [Decree No. 177/1999/ND-CP of December 22, 1999: “Promulgating the Regulation on Organization and Operation of the Social Funds and Charity Funds”] 


� See also Brødsgaard and Strand’s observations on China, Brødsgaard and Strand, 1998


� See Sidel, 1995 and Gray, 1999 for more detail on the working conditions for indigenous NGOs in Vietnam


� World Bank figures for 1998 are, GDP: USD 330 per capita; Population living below the poverty line: 37%. It is worth noting that the figure 37% constitutes progress compared to the 1993 figure of 58%. World Bank 2000


� Vietnamese women have considerably more say than women in other developing countries. Some indicators: around 50% of the total workforce are women, 44.3% of all university students, 26.2% of the current National Assembly delegates and 15% of all business directors are all women Nhan Dan, March 14, 2000.


� In 1998 the Government launched a nation wide initiative for “Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction” and the “1,715 Poor Communes Programme” for mountainous and remote communes, UNDP, 2000.


� According to Sidel, the Vietnamese state is no longer the dominant provider of education, health and social services, Sidel, 1995.


� The annual overseas development assistance (ODA) pledges in the period 1993-1998 averaged around USD 2.2 billion, UNDP, 1999.


� Ljunggren observes that there has been a widening of the scope for the Swedish Development Agency (Sida) in the area of legal reform, Ljunggren in Schmiegelow, 1997. The same tendency can also be identified in the Vietnamese-Danish development co-operation, Danida, 1999.


� This was revealed during talks with several local NGOs and foreign donors in Hanoi in November 2000.


� The Vietnamese authorities maintain ways to control and “penalise” foreign organisations, for example by limiting their quota for foreign staff and making the visa process for consultant cumbersome.
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