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Most observers of world politics seem to agree: the era of American hegemony, has 

ended.  The multi-polar world that is taking shape will be more politically chaotic and

difficult to order neatly.  Non-governmental organizations are hardly the principal drivers 

of these changes.  Over the past two decades, the structure, content and processes of 

world politics and policy negotiations have been changing.  The changes are due in part 

to the end of the Cold War, the decline or the U.S. as the world’s superpower, the rise of 

the European Union and China as counterbalances and increasing influence of rapidly 

developing countries like India and Brazil.  

The changes in world politics are also due to the decline of nation states in a globalized 

world, advances in communications and information technology, the burgeoning of 

globally networked communities, and the activism of these communities to help shape 

issues on national and global political agendas. Within the changing global landscape, 

NGOs, especially on issues related to human rights, the environment and international 

relief and development,, have become forces with which governments, international 

organizations, and even corporations must contend.  And in these issue areas, their role in 

world politics has become increasingly salient.  

.From 1995 to 2005, I served as president and CEO of CARE USA, one of the largest 

development and relief NGOs. Currently, as part of my responsibilities at the Hauser 

Center, I chair the facilitation group of the NGO Leaders Forum, which brings together 

the CEOs of 12 of the largest U.S.-based development and relief NGOs.  While these 

NGOs take pride in the distinctiveness of their respective organizations, I am often struck 

by their common characteristics and shared directions of organizational change. . Besides 
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CARE USA, the cluster includes such NGOs as World Vision US, Save the Children US, 

Catholic Relief Services, International Rescue Committee, Oxfam America, Habitat for 

Humanity, MSF, BRAC and Mercy Corps.

I want here briefly to explore three questions:  How have these organizations changed 

over the last two decades? What assets do they now bring to their engagement in world 

politics? What are some of the limitations on their influence?  The first thing that strikes 

me is how the size and scope of these NGOs have grown.  Today the large ones are very 

large indeed. CARE USA—with a budget of $700 million--has a staff of more than 

10,000 and a presence in nearly 70 countries.. World Vision—with a budget of $1 

billion--is larger still. Collectively, the 12 organizations represented in the NGO Leaders 

Forum and their international affiliates have a combined annual budget exceeding the

agencies of the United Nations engaged in international relief and development.

It was not so long ago that most of the NGOs now in the Forum, with the notable 

exception of Oxfam, regarded themselves as manifestly non-political. They were almost 

exclusively engaged in the relief of human suffering and the amelioration of poverty 

through the direct delivery of services. Only Oxfam has long embraced a role in policy 

advocacy as well.  Today, these NGOs still seek to avoid political partisanship, but all of 

them have come to acknowledge that they must be political in important ways.

What changed?  Most fundamentally, these NGOs now reject the idea that extreme 

poverty is an inevitable part of the human condition.  Their leaders and staff believe that 

the knowledge, technology, and wealth to end extreme poverty already exists in the 

world.  What is still in short supply, however, is the political will.  While most of these 

NGOs began by delivering humanitarian relief, they are no longer satisfied to work solely 

on the symptoms of poverty. They want to attack the proximate causes of poverty, such 

as illiteracy, disease and malnutrition.  They are also grappling with such underlying 

causes as discrimination, gender inequities, social exclusion, abuse of authority, and even 

violent conflict.

Once proudly apolitical, the leaders of these NGOs now realize that promoting 

development and reducing poverty must be political in at least three different senses.  
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First, NGOs must be aware of the distributive aspects of their work, so that they do not 

unintentionally accentuate inequities and social divisions. They have become more 

conscious of the importance of who participates in decisions about the allocation of 

resources, who benefits and what the mechanisms of accountability are.

Second, NGOs increasingly understand the reduction of poverty in terms of increases in 

empowerment. Economic growth is necessary, but not sufficient.  The aim of these 

NGOs is to increase people’s effective control over important decisions in their lives—at 

the level of the individual, family, community and beyond.

Third, to sustain the changes they want to see in the world (most importantly, the 

reduction of extreme poverty), U.S.-based NGOs now seek to influence government

policies both in the developing countries where they work and in the United States. 

NGOs are training citizens in poor communities to hold their governments accountable 

and building constituencies in the United States to demand effective policies to reduce 

global poverty. CARE employs experts in policy analysis and advocacy not only in 

Washington but also through its international confederation.  CARE International, has 

advocacy staff in key locations like Brussels, Geneva and at the UN in New York.

Volunteers in the CARE Action Network send thousands of email messages and make 

hundreds of phone calls and visits to members of Congress and the Executive Branch

each year.

Observers whose view of international humanitarian NGOs like CARE was formed more

than two decades ago will find these organizations almost wholly transformed. They are 

not just handing out relief supplies or delivering other services to desperate people. They 

are no longer “charities” in the traditional sense.  They have more of an edge and have 

become cause-related organizations.

These NGOs are no longer merely “implementing” organizations. At least in some 

instances, they can negotiate the terms of their operations with governments that might at 

first seem unlikely to permit them to operate.  For example, it is remarkable that CARE 

has been able to work in Afghanistan continuously since 1960 except for the period of 

Soviet occupation. 
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During the rule of the Taliban, CARE was able to engage in respectful negotiation with 

the authorities, laying down a set of principles under which we would function.  For 

example, one of the ten principles was respect for internationally recognized human 

rights, even while being sensitive to local culture.  The Taliban did not permit the 

employment of women, except in projects related to health, so all of our projects had the 

words "and health" added to their titles. The Taliban decreed that they would not permit 

the education of girls, but CARE worked with more than 250 community schools that 

enrolled girls. The Taliban knew it, but at meetings with Taliban officials we talked only 

about “children”—never “girls”. When inspectors opened the school doors, they were 

not pleased, but did nothing, realizing that the schools were vigorously supported by

community elders and the parents.

Negotiations like this do not always succeed.  During the brunt of the famine in North 

Korea, CARE did go into the country and deliver food.  When the famine abated, 

however, CARE pulled out because the regime was unwilling to provide the information 

and access that the operation required.  We could not verify that the deliveries were 

reaching those people in greatest need.

In the midst of civil conflicts, CARE has come to play roles that go well beyond

traditional humanitarian assistance. In the late 1990s, after 20 years of responding to

recurrent humanitarian emergencies in one country in particular,, CARE decided that it 

would not be responsible to retain its relief operations there without also working actively 

for a just resolution of the war .  After all, the long-running war was the key underlying 

cause of the disastrous epidemics and famines.  In our initial meetings with senior 

officials of the government and with leaders of the rebel movement, they pushed back 

hard, accusing us of “politicizing” our role in the country.  Ultimately, however, they 

engaged with us, as did the diplomats mediating and supporting the peace process; and 

CARE, together with a coalition of like-minded NGOs, contributed information, ideas 

and international advocacy to the process. Our distinctive contribution was in conveying 

the concerns and aspirations of poor communities on both sides of the conflict and in 

helping to create space for their voices to be heard by diplomats and mediators.  
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In El Salvador, Sierra Leone, Nepal, and other countries where CARE has also worked 

on both sides of the lines of civil conflicts, we similarly have lent support to peace 

processes—both before and after formal agreements were reached..  During the civil war 

in El Salvador, CARE had been forced to close its program there out of concern for the 

safety of its staff. But in early 1992, representatives of the Salvadoran government and

rebel movement came to UN headquarters in New York for the final round of 

negotiations on a peace agreement.  At the time, I was chair of the CARE Board; and

Joaquin Villalobos, the commander of the largest rebel force, asked me to meet with his 

deputy.  Her purpose was to request that CARE return to El Salvador once a peace 

agreement was signed and that we give priority to those parts of the country that were the 

poorest and had been most conflicted.  Villalobos was convinced that the presence of a 

major relief and development NGO like CARE would be a guarantor of peace.  Thanks 

initially to the generosity of a private donor, we did return and were able to play a helpful 

role in building the peace.  One of the most important projects involved CARE and

Salvadoran partner NGOs using a GPS system to mark off plots of land for ex-

combatants and helping them to gain title.  Some 20, 000 former guerrillas and 10,000 

army veterans did so—a milestone in a country in which land reform had long been a 

divisive issue. 

Over the last two decades, the emphasis of NGOs like CARE has shifted from direct 

service delivery to building the capacity of local organizations.  Part of that shift has been 

in heightened attention to developing local management and leadership. Of the 10,000

CARE staff members, all but a few hundred are from the countries with CARE programs. 

One of the most important contributions of CARE is the training and development of 

these staff, so they rise into senior management positions, often then going on to 

positions in government or to start and lead new local NGOs.  Moreover, international 

NGOs increasingly partner with local NGOs and government agencies in building their

governance, management, and implementation capacities and in transferring the delivery 

of services to them.

Some of the largest and longest established NGOs (including Oxfam and Save the 

Children in the UK, World Vision and CARE in the US, and MSF in France) have sought 
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to “globalize” by forming broader international federations, initially establishing affiliates 

in other industrialized countries.  Over the last decade, a growing number of these 

alliances have also invested in affiliates in developing countries.  Virtually all of the 

globalizing NGOs, ranging up to nearly 100 affiliates in World Vision, have sought to 

expand the number of their private and governmental donors and citizen constituents 

around the world; draw on the special strengths of each of their affiliates; establish shared 

missions, program principles, standards and systems; and build global networks for 

policy advocacy.

The biggest NGOs have gained a reputation for working separately and sometimes at 

cross-purposes; but given the complexity of the task of reducing poverty and their belief

that the public expects them to cooperate with one another, the larger NGOs have shown 

greater willingness to collaborate with one another, as well as with local NGOs, 

governments and corporations. They understand the power of advocating in coalition, 

and have done so to push for the International Treaty to Ban Landmines, to promote 

reconstruction in Afghanistan, to support President Bush's initiative against HIV/AIDS, 

and to seek debt relief for the poorest and most indebted countries. Today in the United 

States, this coalition is attempting to elevate the priority of international development and 

reduction of global poverty on the national agenda.  Ultimately, they want to create a 

Cabinet-level department that would be charged with poverty reduction and development.

These large NGOs bring at least five important assets to their attempts to influence policy 

and politics. The first is their commitment to a compelling set of humanitarian values and 

a vision of a more prosperous, more equitable and safer world. In this sense, their

missions of relief and development are political assets. These humanitarian values 

resonate within much of America and in much of the world.

A second asset of these NGOs is their experience on the ground in the poorest countries. .

They work in literally hundreds of thousands of the world's poorest communities.  This 

experience provides firsthand, highly textured information about the conditions and the 

concerns of people who live in these communities. With this detailed knowledge, NGOs
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can give voice to the aspirations and concerns of the world’s poorest citizens.  Or, even 

better, they can at times help them gain a seat at the table to speak in their own voice.

Third, when NGOs work with independence and impartiality on both sides of civil 

conflicts, it can sometimes give them credibility to contribute to peace processes. In a 

number of countries, CARE has delivered messages to leaders of governments and rebel 

authorities, international organizations, and members of the diplomatic community about 

unintended harm and self-defeating practices that caused needless suffering and 

exacerbated hostilities. 

A fourth asset is the presence of these NGOs not only at the local level in poor countries,

but also at national and international levels. Several years ago, for example, leaders from 

the US, UK, Norwegian, French and German members of the CARE International

confederation gave testimony, more or less simultaneously, before committees of their 

own congresses or parliaments on the importance of reconstruction within Afghanistan. 

The large NGOs enjoy access at the highest levels of national and international bodies. 

Their leaders are invited to participate in forums with the leadership of governments, 

corporations, and multilateral institutions.

A fifth asset is the size of these NGOs, measured not only by their budgets and staffs, but 

also by the numbers of individual citizens who join their advocacy campaigns or make 

donations each year.  Within CARE USA alone, nearly 500,000 people make annual 

donations totaling well over $100 million. This compares favorably with the amounts, for 

example, U.S. presidential candidates raise during the primary season, and is duly noted 

by politicians and policymakers, as well as heads of international organizations.  Several 

hundred volunteers in the CARE Action Network from across the US now pay their way

each year to take part in advocacy training and to make visits to key members of their 

states’ Congressional delegation.  

These five assets do not guarantee that the NGOs will be effective, but such assets do 

ensure that NGO leaders can have access to legislative and policy processes.  Moreover, 

these particular assets gain in value as political leaders gain consciousness that the 

security of each nation is increasingly linked to the security of all nations and to human 
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security everywhere.  Especially since September 2001, the assets of these international 

NGOs have appreciated.

What, then, is limiting the political influence of these larger NGOs?  Although they may

have become more influential, they are hardly ruling the world.

Within the U.S. and other donor countries, there are powerful interests with a stake in 

policies that perpetuate world poverty.  The NGOs have made few inroads against their 

well financed lobbyists. A prime example is the corporate agribusiness lobby that 

supports the federal Farm Bill.  By successfully protecting billions of dollars in

government subsidies, U.S. agribusiness blocks competition from developing countries in

many commodities. NGOs have thus far been powerless to do anything to reduce those

subsidies.

There are times when no level of influence can divert a crusading national leader from his 

or her course. If, for example, the State Department had little influence on President 

Bush in the run up to the Iraq War, neither did NGOs. CARE refused to accept U.S. 

Government funds for contingency planning for humanitarian relief, and the CARE 

country director in Iraq, who had been there for 14 years, tried to make the case against 

the war at the UN. But all to no avail.  With several NGO colleagues, I tried repeatedly 

to get meetings with Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld during this period, but again 

without success.

These limitations suggest a deeper weakness in the political influence of most large

NGOs. With the notable exception of Oxfam, they depend heavily on government 

funding.  Thus they can be punished or at least checkmated by donor governments that

view the advocacy agenda of the NGOs as troublesome. Governments can turn to their 

own military to deliver humanitarian relief, as the Bush Administration did in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. And government funding agencies, such as the U.S. Agency for 

International Development, can turn to commercial contractors.  A former administrator 

of USAID famously praised these contractors for knowing how to take orders. . In the 

face of greater political activism by NGOs, the portion of U.S. Government budgets for 

humanitarian NGOs has been reduced over recent years.  
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Host governments and rebel militants in developing countries can also threaten and 

punish NGOs that cause them trouble and curtail the freedom of action of these NGOs. In 

crisis settings like Darfur, Zimbabwe and Serbia, NGOs have had to choose between 

speaking out on abuses of human rights and humanitarian law and carrying out 

humanitarian activities directly to save lives and relieve suffering. On occasion, 

governments offended by NGOs that dare speak “truth to power” or that otherwise 

provoke their ire have declared NGO country directors as persona non grata, shut down

entire organizations, detained their personnel or sought physically to intimidate them.  

Rebel militants have also engaged in kidnapping, extortion and murder to intimidate 

NGOs. Security has had to become a concern for all humanitarian organizations.

Despite real limitations, the direction of movement is clear. International NGOs are 

gaining--not losing--political influence, and they are starting to use that influence 

deliberately to advance an ambitious vision. They can be successful when they can bring 

their values, their experience, their impartiality, and their access to bear--and when their 

ambitions resonate with their broad constituency. They are not the strongest political 

influence in the world by far, but they may be the strongest genuinely trying to end world 

poverty.


