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Background 
 
I had the privilege of being hosted by the National Association of Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NANGO) in Zimbabwe from Saturday 12 to Friday 18 September 2009.  I would 
like to thank the Affinity Group of National Associations, its Secretariat at CIVICUS, and the Ford 
Foundation for making the visit possible. 
 
My visit to Zimbabwe built on discussions and mutual learning initiated in Malawi in May 2008 
(when we used Scottish Government funding to bring NANGO colleagues to meet with SCVO 
while we were visiting the Council of NGOs of Malawi in Blantyre) and at the CIVICUS World 
Assembly in June 2008, which SCVO hosted in Glasgow.  At the latter, we were able to give 
NANGO colleagues a global platform to publicise their struggle to other civil society leaders and 
national and international media.   
 
The main objectives of my peer-learning visit were: 

- To learn first hand the reality faced by NANGO colleagues on the ground 
- To update and develop our ideas for collaboration in more detail 
- To identify potential donor support and hold initial talks with them  

 
Key lessons learned 
 
The main lessons learned from this visit inlcude; 
 
1.  NANGO colleagues are some of the most committed, smartest and heroic folk I’ve worked 
with, though their operating environment appears to have improved a lot in the last few months* 
 
2.  The traditional role of a national association (NA) can be made more problematic by both the 
relative strength of member organisations and changes in the political environment. 
 
For example, the relationship between NANGO and some of the larger / stronger organisations 
in its membership can be quite a challenge.  Over the last few years some of the human rights 
organisations have risen to be very prominent with significant funding.  What value can NANGO 
add and how can it demonstrate it and differentiate itself from them?  There is evidence that the 
current transitional political period, and the slight ‘normalising’ of governance and policy 
processes, offer opportunities for NANGO to address these questions (while, hopefully, the 
human rights coalitions will no longer need to be playing as significant a role).  NANGO is well 
placed to build (take back?) its leadership role, and thankfully it is choosing to take a pragmatic 
approach, focusing on what’s workable rather than holding out for utopia. 
 
Correspondingly, the demands on NANGO from relatively weaker members is similarly 
challenging for they often expect the NA to provide all, and be an expert on every sub-sector.   
 
Add to this the divisive nature of funding in terms of maintaining good relationships across civil 
society (i.e. who has access to it, for what, and perceived poaching), and it’s obvious that 
NANGO’s role definition is crucially important for it going forward.   
 
3.  It is much easier to make plans than it is to implement them.   
 
Given recent instability in Zimbabwe, NANGO has been driven into a bit of a fire-fighting mode of 
operation.  Making strategic plans a reality, and running day-to-day operations efficiently, hasn’t 
been easy but conditions suggest that the time may be right for developing and adopting smarter 



ways of working - for example, strengthening outreach and representation, and building 
institutional memory, through better use of integrated IT and communications systems (such as 
a shared members’ database, electronic calendars, and systems of reporting back both 
internally and to the sector as a whole).  There is a need to build capacity for this less stimulating 
organisational management stuff which is essential for the all of staff team to shine as much as 
they deserve.   
 
Building on already good financial management systems might also open up possibilities for 
NANGO to act as a conduit for funding to the sector, which might otherwise not be made 
available.  However, this is only feasible if the right systems are in place first.  
 
4.  By way of conclusion, NANGO may find life easier if it tweaks its mission from being ‘the 
voice of civil society’ into ‘strengthening the voice of civil society’.   
 
That change of emphasis could help significantly in alleviating the pressure on NANGO, 
improving options for sector representation, reducing competition, and clarifying its value-adding 
role as the legitimate and accountable NGO umbrella body.   NANGO’s growing ability to link 
local, provincial and national action and information would support a move such as this, but it 
needs to be co-ordinated (and safe). 
 
* However, see post-visit note at end of this report. 
With the ‘opposition’ being drawn into transitional government (or, in other countries, when it is 
only a weak force), civil society needs to take on the role of holding government to account, and 
NANGO can’t be expected to take on the role of ‘opposition’ on its own. 
 
5.  Appropriate and visible ‘branding’ is crucial for a national association and its an easy fix, once 
you’re clear about what you want. 
 
Although there are occasions when NANGO may wish to retain a low-profile, it’s difficult for 
NANGO to assert its role, let people knows it’s there, differentiate itself from members, and show 
what it can do that others can’t, if its not overtly ‘branded’.  In a country with limited access to 
written and electronic information, it is important for NANGO’s name to be physically visible not 
just on publications but on, for example, its office entrances (at street level, on it windows, and 
reception area), on vehicles, on business cards for board members, on banners, etc.  NANGO 
has done extremely well with t-shirts (!) but the new decentralised bases provide more good 
opportunities to promote itself effectively. 
 
How to improve the work of SCVO 
 
As a result of my visit to Zimbabwe, and in my role as SCVO’s International Officer, I would like 
to take forward the following: 
 
(a)  Expand opportunities for international interaction to a broader range of SCVO staff. 
 
(b)  Continue to emphasise to all who will listen to me how much colleagues in other countries 
achieve with relatively few resources, and how they can offer us superb examples of what real 
community empowerment can mean (i.e. not complacency or apathy, expecting government 
and/or other people to do everything). 
 
(c)  Through my links with Scottish, UK and European voluntary sectors colleagues, help them to 
consider much more the different and much more challenging contexts that colleagues in other 
parts of the world work within, and therefore analyse better what it is about our approaches that 
work at home that may or may not be applicable for others elsewhere. 
 
(d)  The possibilities of:  
- making accredited Scottish NGO management courses available internationally 



- doing some comparative research on NAs role in constitutional change (e.g. Zimbabwe, 
Scotland and Nepal?);  
- SCVO’s company ‘Work With Us’ collecting donations, hosting websites and email systems, 
etc for colleagues worldwide.  
- community transport models being an option for shared vehicles for NANGO and its members 
in the provinces? 
 
Results of Visit / Follow-Up Actions with NANGO 
 
Invitation obtained for NANGO to apply for British Government funds that previously they were 
perceived as ‘not hard hitting enough’ for.  [Initial exploratory meeting has now taken place.] 
 
NANGO colleagues to consider whether a return visit to SCVO to focus on management 
processes and communications / IT possibilities would be a good use of some of their remaining 
DED funding before the end of the year (facilitated as team-building ‘away-day’)? 
 
Increased trust and respect led to SCVO nominating NANGO CEO to be a member of the 
steering committee of global NAs (AGNA), which he was duly voted onto! 
 
Look into possibilities for negotiating “Compacts” (structured relationships / agreements) 
between civil society and local governments / specific ministries? 



ANNEX A 
 
 
Suggestions and feedback for NANGO (from the various people I met in Zimbabwe) 
 
Everyone I met had good things to say about NANGO.  In response to questions about their 
views of NANGO and how they thought NANGO could add more value for them, the following 
(realistic and not so realistic!) comments were made: 
 
NANGO could provide more support and direction for sector representatives, e.g. helping them 
to place themselves in the bigger development picture in the country and advice on how to take 
forward needs relative to each sector.  Sector reps should in turn clearly state what issues they 
would like NANGO to take up. 
 
Many NANGO members are threatened by working with the churches – but while the NGOs 
were banned, the churches continued!  There is now enough room for NANGO to develop the 
churches – civil society forum into something that government can’t fight (together we have the 
mass, the expertise and the commitment!).   
 
NANGO needs to ensure gender inclusion is properly implemented across all networks. 
 
NANGO is often steaming ahead on its own.  It needs to talk authoritatively, i.e. it needs to 
consult more.  It needs to show what its role is so that people can buy into it more.  NANGO 
could be doing mapping exercises of who’s doing what, and possibly encouraging more 
collaboration through a think tank approach. 
 
NANGO needs clear strategies – not to be so reactive - and it needs to engage all to stand in 
solidarity, to get a mandate, and to ensure civil society has a strong voice, e.g. on the NGO ban 
and the theft of forex from the Reserve Bank. 
 
NANGO needs to focus on its co-ordination role, e.g. by strengthening the capacity of other 
networks, especially at national and provincial levels.  It also needs to help build better civic 
participation by improving the interface between civil society and policy makers at all levels, 
including local MPs (we have asked them for things that haven’t come to fruition so we need to 
find better ways to hold them accountable). 
 
NANGO should not let others take over its co-ordination function.  It needs to (re)build its 
powerbase and its ability to reach out.  The right skills and a stronger research base of what 
members are actually doing would help. 
 
Now, more than ever, civil society is key.  Civil society is now the opposition, and it needs to 
reposition itself (support the MDC government versus accountability role?).  The constitutional 
reform process is flawed, but it provides opportunities to talk, e.g. space, so civil society needs 
to focus on outreach work – get out there talking to the people.  Recent political change is not 
yet irreversible, but civil society should be looking forward more, looking for opportunities, not 
negatives. 
 
 
 
Post Visit Note 
Despite hopes that the operating environment for NANGO had improved, the Chair and CEO 
were arrested on 25 October for hosting an event that the authorities deemed ‘political’.  The 
event was the annually-held, NGO Directors’ Summer School but a statement released after it, 
calling for the transition government to implement fully the agreement, seems to have upset the 
government / local politicians / police.  Both were released on bail on 27 October but have to 
return for another court appearance on 25 November 2009. 


