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Conceptualisation of project 
1. The RORG Network’s Secretariat approached VDM Consultancy in South Africa early October 2003 to do a survey on the position of civil society in South Africa and Southern Africa regarding the MDGs, following a broader assessment of civil society in the South during 2002.  The final report should be availed to the RORG Network’s Secretariat by 21 October. 

2. The survey would be conducted amongst civil society organizations by and large in South Africa and Southern Africa

3. The questions for the survey would be few, given the nature of the survey. The questions asked were decided to be:

· What is your (personal/organisation's/project's/unit's) opinion on the MDGs? 

· What role, if any, do the MDGs play in your (personal/organisation's/project's/unit's) work?

· Which sector are you working in? (e.g. economic issues, gender, youth, housing, health, HIV/AIDS, religion, education, food security)
4. The mode of soliciting responses would be:

· E-mail messages, requesting persons to provide responses by means of a reply message within the original text of the message.
· Telephonic interviews:

· As follow-up interviews after sending e-mails

· Without having e-mails.

· Face-to-face interviews.
5. The status of the project is that of a snap survey, given the time frame and resources availed for the project. 
6. The value attached to the project would by and large depend on the numbers and quality of responses. 
· The value attached to the number of responses would be determined by the number of e-mail responses but more significantly by the number of interviews. Previous experience suggests that little response could be expected surveys done by e-mails. The potential usefulness e-mails could not be discarded.
· The quality of responses would be determined by the status of respondents, i.e. whether the respondents could legitimately be viewed as having respectable status in and exposure to civil society in order to provide opinions which could be regarded as having sufficient legitimacy suggesting that their assessments of the situation or sense of the issues under consideration could be expected to be found as representative by a much larger sample if the survey had been done during the same period.
Project process

The project proceeded as follows:

1. Contact e-mail addresses and telephone numbers were obtained and permission was granted to use these for the purpose of the survey, from:

· The UNDP, for the use of the participants list to the consultative conference on the MDGs held in Johannesburg from 2-4 July 2003 

· The South African NGO Coalition (SANGOCO) for the national office, provincial offices, and sector representatives.
· The South African Council of Churches (SACC) National office and Provincial offices.

2. Developing a master e-mail text providing some background to the project, explaining the rationale for and the process of the survey, and providing the questions. 
· The master e-mail was adapted for 4 different distribution lists and the following actions taken, namely:
· Pasting a message on a comprehensive distribution list (eppmwengo) primarily for persons in or related to civil society in Africa, hosted by a Zimbabwean organization. The number of recipients is unknown but estimated to be well in the hundreds.
· Developing a mailing list of 24 recipients, pasting and sending a message to civil society organizations on the participant list for a Southern Africa consultative conference on the MDGs organized by the UNDP and held in Johannesburg 2-4 July 2003.
· Developing a mailing list of 20 recipients to national leadership, provincial offices and sectoral representatives of SANGOCO and sending it out with the consent of the organization.
· Developing a mailing list of 13 recipients for South African Council of Churches (SACC) with regards to officials in the national office and provincial offices.
3. 39 telephonic interviews were solicited from:
· A Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) umbrella structure for NGOs and a Southern Africa umbrella organisation for Unions.
· Contact persons and organisations outside South Africa in Southern Africa, appearing on the UNDP conference’s participant list (x13) from Zimbabwe, Botswana, Namibia, Angola, Zambia, Malawi, and Lesotho
· Contact persons and organizations in South Africa: 

· appearing on the UNDP conference’s participants list (x9); 

· those within SANGOCO’s national office (x3), provincial coordinating offices (x9), sectoral representatives (x8);
· targeted as viewed to be relevant to the survey and not included in the above (x4)
4. x4 face-to-face interviews with persons representing either pre-targeted or organisations regarded as relevant to the survey who were incidentally met during the course of the survey.

Note: The SACC contact list was not pursued beyond interfacing with office bearers in the National office, given detailed knowledge of and insight into programmes and project content of the SACC on national and provincial levels prior to the survey.
Outcomes
· 6 e-mail responses were received (i.e. from Zimbabwe, Uganda, Somalia, Togo, x2 South Africa) from persons in organizations well positioned to provide a sense of what is happening in the country and the NGO sector they are operating in.
· 27 telephonic interviews were held with:
· The chairperson of the emerging umbrella and coordinating structure for NGOs in SADC.
· Persons in organizations in Southern African, outside South Africa:

· Representing national umbrella / coordinating NGO structures (x3) 
· In leadership positions of organizations functioning as a national organisation (x3) i.e. in contrast to a provincial or local community organisation,  and positioned to provide a response sufficient to assume that they could provide a sense of what is happening in civil society in their respective countries.
· Persons in South Africa, namely:

· Persons in leadership positions in the national office of SANGOCO (x3) well positioned to provide an idea of what is happening on national and provincial levels in South Africa, but also on regional level (i.e. in Southern Africa).
· Representatives in provincial coordinating offices of SANGOCO (x6)

· Representatives of sectoral structures in SANGOCO (x7) but also well positioned to provide legitimately a sense of overall developments.

· Remainder of South African organizations, represented at the UNDP conference’s participants list (x4)
· x5 face-to-face interviews with:
· Persons in targeted South African NGOs (x2) 

· Directors of organisations incidentally met with in the course of the survey period (x3). 

Note: All of these were sufficiently positioned to provide a good sense of positions of NGOs in Southern Africa.

· Results will be presented in terms of general categories emerging from responses received. Notably some positions provided do not fit (‘neatly’) into one of the various categories of responses. It is therefore difficult to provide quantitative data on the numbers of responses within each category

Results

Question 1: Position on MDGs

What is your (personal/organisation’s/sector’s) position on the MDGs?
	Category 
	Sub Category
	Comment

	No position
	Know nothing about the MDGs
	A substantial number of respondents.

	
	Know something about MDGs, but:
· Have only taken note of the MDGs in an informal way, in the sense that the MDGs were mentioned informally during meetings or discussions or note has been taken of it in the course of duty or information received.
· Have taken note of MDGs in a formal way, in the sense that the matter has been raised in formal meetings in organisations or networks or sectors, but shelved for further action at an appropriate time
	Most in South Africa and few outside South Africa. (Notably in most cases those outside South Africa attended conference on MDGs but confirmed that little is known about the MDGs in their respective countries)

	
	· 
	

	Overall critical and negative towards the MDGs. 
	Following exposure to the MDGs, as a:
	The vast majority of respondents fall in this general category. 

	
	· first or ‘gut’ reaction
	Vast majority of those who have little knowledge of or exposure to MDGs

	
	· considered position
	Vast majority of those who have formally noted the existence of the MDGs or studied the MDGs


	Support for MDGs
	Secondary / pragmatic support, whilst (different) levels of negativity or reservations
	Many would say that though they may have serious reservations or questions about the MDGs, they:

· Accept the MDGs as a reality.

· Support the MDGs in as far as their organisation or networks are working in the areas identified by the respective goals, but not because of the MDGs. 
· For some the goals provide a useful framework to design programmes in the various areas addressed by respective goals. 

· Some practical improvement to the lives of some has taken place and/or will take place

	
	Qualified / limited support
	A few indicated that they support the MDGs in as far as:

· The goals address important aspects/ areas of the fight against poverty.

· Poverty receives focussed attention particularly by the North  

	
	Overall / Uncritical support
	One respondent indicated full and uncritical  support for the MDGs 


Question 2: Engaging with the MDGs.
Question 2: What role, if any, do the MDGs play in your (personal/organisation's/project's/unit's) work?

	Category
	Comments

	Do nothing about the MDGs
	· No knowledge of or exposure to the MDGs.

· Suspicion towards the drivers and agenda of the MDG project on international and national (local) levels. 

	Pragmatic or secondary engagement 
	· Engage with the MDGs indirectly or on secondary level in the sense that work is being done in areas addressed by the MDGs but not because of the fact that the MDGs raise matters of concern to organisations 

· Use the MDGs explicitly as a strategic tool in addressing the issues involved in the MDGs, whilst being aware of rather ambitious nature of the MDGs and the shortfalls in terms of design, process and agenda.

	Will be interested / see the need to engage with MDGs.
	Will be interested in dealing with the MDGs and willing to engage with it at some stage, in terms of:
· Critical and proactive public discourse on the MDGs

· Advocacy on positions and developments related to the MDGs

· Monitoring and evaluation of the roll-out / implementation of the MDGs

· Regional and intersectoral (i.e. cross cutting) cooperation in civil society in connection with the MDGs and the issues addressed in the MDGs.

· Realising the importance of civil society’s engagement with the MDGs, but do not have the capacity to do it. Scepticism has been raised in terms of the commitment to build capacity in civil society organisations and movements to engage with the MDGs.

	Explicit engagement
	· Explicit though, critical engagement with MDGs

· Active support for and promotion of MDGs


Question 3: Sectors involved:

The responses received provide sufficient confidence that issues addressed in the MDGs are well within the range of concerns and programmes of the respondents and thereby cover most if not all areas addressed in the MDGs.
Observations:
· The telephonic and face-to-face interviews provided direct responses on the three survey questions. In addition unstructured discussions about the MDGs, following the formal interview, provided deeper and broader insight into the formal and often ‘sanitised’ responses to the first two survey questions. In a few cases the legitimacy of the survey itself were questioned (e.g. ‘Are you perhaps working for the UN / World Bank?’). 
· Both the numbers and quality of responses provide a basis to assume with sufficient confidence that the results would by and large have concurred with the results of a more in-depth study during the same period and surveying similar organisations on a bigger scale. 
· The impression is that, by far, most opinions reflect very little if any detailed exposure to, knowledge about and in-depth insight into the MDGs.

· General support for or even uncritical support formed a small minority of opinions. Overall support for the MDGs are based on the view that:

· The MDGs are regarded as important and laudable international and multilateral steps in the fight against poverty and the MDGs represent agreements towards practical and measurable processes dealing with development in the South.

· The MDGs are wholeheartedly and uncritically supported.

· The vast majority of opinions reflected critical and apprehensive positions towards the MDGs by raising fundamental problems regarding the MDG project albeit as a ‘gut’ reaction or as a considered position. Of those with knowledge of the MDGs the vast majority of opinions reflect serious reservations and criticism towards the MDGs or at most a rather pragmatic approach to the inclusion of the MDGs into organisational work in an indirect manner or as a matter of secondary concern. 
Suspicion and criticism about the MDGs were expressed in terms of:

· The processes followed prior to the adoption of final agreements whereby the MDGs were agreed to between governments at the UN with no or little local consultation prior to the adoption thereof and also no or little consultation with civil society following the adoption of the MDGs.
· Confusion in terms of where and how does the MDG project links with existing global and in particular UN processes.
· The local (i.e. country) office of UNDP acts as a promoter of the MDGs in an uncritical way and in some cases excluding or by and large excluding civil society. Priority is given to consultation and cooperation with government. 
· The MDG project is too ambitious with little or no correspondence to national or regional conditions and needs. In addition the indications of financial commitments from the North do not encourage optimism that the goals will be met. Also, these limited financial commitments are seen as part of a design-for-failure, even if the levels of financial commitments are met. 
· The design and (political/ideological) agenda of the MDGs are seen to be in line with programmes such as the Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) of the Bretton Woods institutions with no clear indication of how these processes will address fundamental causes of poverty, inequity and socio-economic injustice on global, regional and national levels. As such the MDGs are viewed to be following the known pattern of Northern governmental and private sector agendas whereby governments or countries in the South hold little, if any, possibility not to accept such global programmes, given the context of unequal power relations between North and South. 

· The MDGs are viewed as the familiar positions and agendas of the North whereby the wealth in the North and redistribution of wealth by the North and the unfair dominant positions of the North in global economic and political governance are not addressed. The recent experience of Cancun confirmed this perspective for many respondents.

· The time frames for the roll-out or implementation of the MDGs, the limited financial commitments as well as the problems in the South (e.g. in terms of resources, capacity and infra-structural problems) were met with apprehension. The questions were: Why do we still have an essentially welfare approach towards poverty eradication and development in the MDGs in contrast to a more comprehensive and sustainable developmental approach? Since it is widely expected that the targets will almost certainly not be met, what can be expected to follow beyond 2015? In this respect warnings were sounded on the possible negative spin-off effects in terms of disappointing expectations created by the MDGs. 

Comments

· This particular survey was aimed at civil society organisations (and other role players) in the North providing insight into positions of civil society in the South. In particular the primary ‘consumer’ of this survey is a section of Norwegian civil society. However, results of this survey may also (have to) be taken note of by civil society in the South.

· If civil society is regarded as an important role player in the successful roll-out of the MDGs, measures may have to be found to address the lack of knowledge about and insight into the MDGs and to acknowledge and engage both with positions in support of the MDGs but also to the seemingly majority views critical towards the MDGs, albeit on fundamental levels and/or on the practical levels of roll-out. As such the major ‘trust gap’, and not so much the ‘knowledge gap’, regarding the MDGs need to be recognised and addressed.
· Whether such measures or processes of interaction are regarded as feasible and even desirable (within countries and internationally) remains to be seen. The implementation phase has progressed to a stage whereby allowing space for serious challenges to the MDGs on different levels, holding consequences for the MDGs, may not materialise or may be regarded as highly undesirable. Such attempts or actual measures may be viewed or is viewed to put existing agreements and processes at risk. On the other hand civil society in the South may persist with its indifference to the MDGs which in itself may/will put the envisaged overall success of the MDGs at risk. 
· Governments and organisations in the North should be seriously advised to take great care in rushing the MDGs onto partners in the South by playing ‘hard ball’ or trying ‘to drive hard bargains’ based on the fact that the MDGs represent existing multilateral agreements on both content and roll-out processes. Particularly, in dealing with the South, evident acknowledgement and interaction with positions covering the whole spectrum of opinions of civil society need to be provided to avoid confirming what is generally the perceptions and experience of many in the South that opinions favouring of Northern positions and agendas are sought and bought (i.a. through ODA) as the basis for actions in the South or vis-à-vis the South. 
· Civil society in the South needs to take a proactive role in engaging with the MDGs to avoid being co-opted onto an agenda which may not be in the overall and long-term interest of the South.

Dr. Stiaan van der Merwe

VDM Consultancy

Johannesburg, South Africa

21 October 2003
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