Munich Perspectives on Development Policy:

Quality Standards for Development
Cooperation Projects



What are the characteristics of good development cooperation projects?

Most people who support a project, a grass-roots organization, a campaign against an unfair
situation or something similar from back home, do so because they learned about a certain
situation that they consider unfair, they were emotionally affected and want to take action. So
they get involved. If they do so by supporting projects or campaigns (either for or against
something), they need local partners. Today, these north-south-partnerships are referred to
as a “cooperation on an equal footing”. This means that the process is ideally characterized
by giving and receiving from both sides. That's exciting and interesting.

However, during 40 years of what used to be referred to as development aid, and is now
called development cooperation or partner support in solidarity, there were not only positive
but also many negative experiences. That's why there are ongoing debates about whether
this type of project support is at all useful. The simple, yet tough, credo is that “it's better to
have no project than to have a bad project”.

In light of these experiences, a project would be considered a “bad project” if it's imposed on
the people or organizations involved instead of giving them an opportunity to be proactive
and to learn, if it ignores local cultural particularities, promotes selfishness or generates envy
or greed, if it's only “plugging gaps”, if it cements existing dependencies or even violates
human rights.

In order to promote “good” projects, it is important to reflect on one's own actions and to
abide by recognized quality standards for development cooperation. Of course, there should
always be a sense of proportion here: we should only do what's actually possible, but no less
than that!

The following quality criteria were developed on the initiative of the City of Munich's Office for
International Cooperation and the association Nord Siid Forum Miinchen e.V. Based on a
summary of the approaches and criteria of 15" specialist organizations and associations in
the field of development policy, the question of what the characteristics of good development
cooperation projects are, was discussed by 76 Munich development activists in four
workshops in Munich's Old City Hall on the occasion of the expert conference on
development policy on October 22, 2010. With the Nord Std Forum in charge, a working
group founded during this very conference then summed up the results of the discussions
and developed the standards described below. The criteria were graded and classified by
deliberately using the words “should” and “must/have to”. That way, it becomes clear whether
it is necessary to fulfill a certain criterion or whether its implementation is aimed for.

These quality criteria may be used for reflecting on the work conducted within one's own
organization, and thus for identifying strengths and weaknesses of one's own commitment, or
they may be used as a basis for an exchange of project work experiences with other
organizations (also as a dialog between givers and receivers). In their present form, these
criteria should not be directly used as indicators for evaluating, controlling and measuring the
efficiency of projects. However, groups and initiatives may use them as a reference when
drawing up a checklist tailored to the organization's respective resources and possibilities.

The Nord Sud Forum considers a critical exchange between and within Munich development
groups with regards to their work an important matter. Against this background, the expert
conference and the cooperation of these groups in the development of the present quality
standards are an important first step. In order to achieve a truly positive effect with well-
meaning aid projects, it is necessary to disseminate and broadly accept binding standards for
development cooperation.

1 Arbeitsgemeinschaft fir Entwicklungshilfe (AGEH), Brot fur die Welt, Eirene, Menschen fur Menschen,
Misereor, terre des hommes, Welthungerhilfe, German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development, and others.



These standards may serve as guidelines and are to guarantee high quality in serious and
reliable North-South cooperation. With regards to the binding nature of these standards, the
size and degree of professionalism of the respective groups and organizations need to be
taken into account: obviously, a new and rather inexperienced group or organization will have
more difficulties implementing these standards at first than a professional organization with
lots of experience in this field.

For the City of Munich, these quality standards will become part of the City's “Approach to
Municipal Development Cooperation” and thus be taken into account in the City's own
development projects (within the framework of the city twinnings with Harare and Kiew or in
specific project partnerships). Cooperations of the City of Munich with Munich-based
associations or organizations and financial or other support provided by the City of Munich to
these organizations shall in the future be governed by these standards. They will also serve
as a reference for choosing appropriate cooperation partners.
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1. The project has to take local social and cultural conditions into account.

The partner organization in the project country has to ensure that local conditions are taken
into account. An NGO based in the capital of the respective country for instance has to be
well aware of the potential particularities of the rural regions in this country in order to be able
to successfully put their projects into practice. The people concerned also need to be given a
possibility to get involved. It is a great advantage if the organizations back home also know
the local conditions. Among other things, this means knowing about views and attitudes
towards life and work and learning to accept them. Within the framework of this intercultural
communication, it is important that the organizations back home do not only have basic
knowledge of the political situation in the partner country but are also “politically sensitive”.
That means that such an organization should not impose a “romantic glorification” of its own
“political ideals” - which, by the way, are all too often not even complied with in our society —
on the receiving country. In order for the underlying intercultural communication to be
successful, local project partners in the target country should also have some understanding
of the political situation here, i.e. they should be made familiar with German cultural
particularities, our way of working and the political situation here in Germany.

This contribution to an intercultural dialogue will help partners to get a better understanding
of the procedures involved. In this respect, both partners should not get lost in trying to
understand the foreign culture in total: only by constantly asking question, asking for
clarification and answering questions will both partners be able to learn from each other and
understand each other.

2. The project has to respect foreign cultures and religions as well as abide by the
internationally binding human rights and the covenants in place.

This is a very sensitive issue. Quite frequently, those involved in development cooperation
feel overwhelmed by the cultural differences between their country and the respective partner
country: the decision of whether values, techniques and conditions in the partner country
have to be accepted out of respect for the local culture, is often a tightrope walk which can, in
the end, boil down to the question of whether the project should be realized at all. Human
rights and the international treaties in place are an important tool to rely on in this respect.
Often, they have also been ratified by the government of the respective partner country. That
makes them part of their constitution and their legal system as well. However, this argument
should not be used in a Eurocentric “know-it-all” manner. Last but not least, human rights and
international treaties are also an important standard for our own work back in Germany.

3. Developing synergies and networks should be an integral part of any project.

The question of whether and how stakeholders should try and find cooperation partners and
form networks with them is very important. Isolated projects which are not part of any
initiative are hardly ever sustainable. Networks serve the purpose of a project's sustainability
in at least two ways: on the one hand structurally, by providing the measures with a broader
basis, and on the other hand also content-wise, by drawing on the local know-how. Thus, the
formation of networks also makes an important contribution to “capacity building”, i.e. to
developing skills and knowledge as well as to their dissemination and expansion.

When planning projects and concluding cooperation contracts, potential synergies as well as
the development of networks or the integration into existing networks should be aimed for.

4. “Ownership” is important to guarantee the project's long-term success.
Appropriate contributions from local partners have to be factored in and must
also be accepted.

For the long-term success of development efforts, it is important to ensure a personal
responsibility (“ownership”) of the recipients in the development process. First of all, it is



therefore necessary to fix the project objectives and the way to achieve them together; the
creation of new dependencies should be avoided.

An appropriate contribution from local stakeholders encourages them to get involved and
makes sure that they do not feel like they are just recipients of aid. Other countries also value
the principle: “If it's free, it can't be any good”. That also means that if people don't have to
make their contribution to a project, it will not be considered a high-quality or the people's
“own” project. Requesting a local contribution can also be a sign of taking the respective
partner seriously. Also in this respect, it is important to be aware of one's own demands and
perceptions and to really accept a meaningful commitment of the respective target group.
Only then can sustainable arrangements be made for the time after the project cooperation
has ended.

The local contribution can be a material input or work contributed to the project. In any case,
it should be agreed upon in the very beginning of the cooperation project.

5. The partners should learn together and from each other.

If a project is designed to have a giving party deciding what will be done and a receiving
party merely implementing the donor's decisions, it cannot be a good project. But the attitude
“We're only here to provide the money and won't interfere in any other way” does not help
either. Both partners and, of course, also the people whose living conditions are to be
improved, will benefit from a mutual learning process as well as from honest questions and
answers. That's why it's not excluded for “donors” to contribute their own ideas — quite to the
contrary — but such ideas should always be expressed in a sensitive manner. Another issue
to discuss is how the project can be beneficial for our work here in Germany. One possible
principle could be: First observe — ask questions — make a decision together and then act
upon it. It is important to remain flexible and open-minded throughout the development of the
project and to be willing to look beyond well-established and “successful” patterns. This
approach is in line with the ideal of a “learning” organization.

6. Before the project launch, all partners have to receive comprehensive information
on where the project resources come from and how they will be used.

This principle is important to ensure that partners abroad and back home know right from the
start what they are getting into and to give partners overseas a possibility to refuse certain
support measures, be it because these measures are against their principles or because
those responsible consider the administrative burden too high. The former can for instance
be an issue if the project builds on contributions from weapons or alcohol manufacturers
which are to benefit a peace group or a Muslim women's organization. However, funds
provided by political foundations whose “mother party” supports the corrupt government of
the respective partner country can also be a problem. As such obstacles are very diverse,
they are often not clear right away. Quite frequently, “lateral thinking” is required to see these
potential problems. Therefore, transparency on both sides is absolutely crucial.

At the beginning of the project or, better yet, before launching the actual project support,
common financial tasks, rights and responsibilities will have to be defined. If there is external
funding for the project (public sector, foundations, etc.), a detailed description of the
requirements attached to this funding needs to be provided beforehand. This applies to goals
and success factors, financial plans, the duty to report, requirements concerning accounting
and billing, etc.

Last but not least, both parties' transparency on the origin and use of funds is important in
order to avoid multiple funding and losses.



7. Funding should target groups and not individuals, gender aspects have to be
taken into consideration.

The cooperation has to focus on the community as a whole and take gender aspects into
account. Practical experience has often shown that women are better suited as project
partners because they are more reliable. However, a particular support of women should not
lead to a situation where they have to work even more.

Project cooperations often rely on the specific cooperation with one individual, be it because
the project partners know him or her in person, because he or she has internet access or
because the individual is in positive contact with other grass-roots groups. This is
understandable and, in general, good. In the cooperation with recipients however, it is also
important to be very clear about where the funding comes from and what it should be used
for as well as to avoid anything that might benefit nepotism.

8. The project should be based on the principle of sustainable development.

Against the background of global developments such as climate change and the looming
limits of crucial resources, it is particularly important to focus on environmental protection, the
safeguarding of natural life support systems and, generally speaking, the integrity of creation.
This holistic approach means that environmental, social, economic and cultural aspects are
equally focused on. The technical term for that is “sustainable development”.

This includes the use of existing resources while, at the same time, taking important lifestyle
habits into consideration: of course, solar cookers are a good thing. But if meals are only
cooked in the evenings in the “project country”, this technology is of little use.

9. Donations in kind have to be limited to justified individual cases.

Donations in kind are hardly ever really beneficial. Considering all costs for the collection and
transport of donations and the (corrupt) customs dues, it is much cheaper in most cases to
buy the required products locally. In addition, the import of free donated items always comes
with the risk of a destruction of local markets. The most well-known example of that is the
donation of old clothes which are offered on the markets in huge quantities and for prices that
are so cheap that local manufacturers are no longer competitive — income and job losses
follow. But if resources are used to promote or even create local production facilities, this
may result in the creation of jobs and provide an impetus for further local development.
Another particularly sensitive issue is the donation of useless or broken items. This includes
the pharmaceutical and electronic scrap donated as “aid” for example. These aid packages
often consist of a mix of medications, old computers (something along the lines of “It's still
fine for down there”) or medical equipment from a hospital which is totally useless if there is
no electricity at the project location, etc.

10. Control, transparency on all levels and an appropriate project evaluation are a
must for all projects.

In this context “control” means ensuring “transparency” on both sides. This control entails the
two-man rule for instance which means that one person cannot withdraw or spend money
alone. In addition to that, many countries have already made it a rule that all spendings
within the project must be taken down in writing and proven with the original receipts. This is
not “German bureaucracy” but rather helps responsible project managers to protect
themselves against possible allegations of corruption, etc. The types and the scope of control
mechanisms installed should be relative to the project size and the human resources
available. It really makes a difference whether a woman with three years of basic education
is responsible for the finances in a grass-roots project or whether a project is supported with
public funding.



The project evaluation is to note the effects achieved within a given project. Normally, this
does not require a complex effectiveness analysis with experts from an evaluation body.
However, it is necessary and useful for project representatives to sit down together and
discuss the following questions: Where did we start with our project? What worked out well?
What didn't? What were our goals in the beginning? Which of these goals did we achieve?
Which goals haven't been achieved yet and why? etc. Intermediate goals taken down in
writing can be very helpful in this process and are a relatively easy way of keeping track of
successes and failures. Such a project evaluation is not a diplomatic product which serves
the purpose of pleasing the donor. It makes sense to use project visits for a joint evaluation
(interim goals) on site. If the responsible project managers are not willing to conduct a project
evaluation, there's probably something wrong and the project is at risk of becoming a money
sink. In cases like these it is necessary and it must be possible to end the project support,
also because the group back home is liable to account to its donors and/or sponsors.?

11. Awareness campaigns and public relations on development policy back home
should be part of any project.

This does not refer to the traditional letters asking for donations, but to activities (events
organized by the group, taking part in major events, campaigns, etc.) and publications
(newsletters, exhibitions, learning material) directed at the general public. One key approach
is to use the example of individuals participating in the project in order to raise awareness for
the reasons of undesirable developments and to thus show that and how we have to adjust
our lifestyles back home to avoid these developments. It is important to describe those
affected as active participants in the project and not as dependent recipients of aid who can
only survive thanks to our aid. Appeals for donations should also not make people feel as if
they have to make a donation or convey a message along the lines of “People in the Third
World are poor. Now where can | make my donation?” Instead, the people on the project
should always be portrayed in a dignified way; their plans and efforts should be described
even if this might not result in as many donations. In public relations, it is also important to
provide a coherent description of the work conducted within the framework of the project.
Thus, advertising should not focus on individual children for instance if the actual project
work focuses on a whole village.

12. Every project should also keep an eye on “tackling the root causes” of the
problems at hand.

Today we know that the root causes of poverty, exclusion, discrimination and insufficient
access to education or healthcare are mostly social and structural ones. As a consequence,
practical improvements need to be achieved. However, the causes of all these problems
cannot be eliminated by development cooperation alone. BUT: this supporting cooperation
can be much more than the proverbial drop in the bucket. It can help to create life support
systems and possibilities for disadvantaged groups to live a self-determined and better life.

But in addition to that, every group in our country can and should always have the social and
structural causes of these problems in mind as well and help to tackle these causes — within
the scope of their (sometimes limited) possibilities. With that in mind, there is no such thing
as nonpolitical development cooperation. It's always about getting involved — either to
maintain the status quo or to change it for the better and for the benefit of the disadvantaged.

2 Two publications with a concise description of the key elements of an evaluation of the project quality can be
recommended: Judith BaRler (2008): Zu Risiken und (Neben-)Wirkungen, Wirkungsmessung in der
Entwicklungszusammenarbeit. In: Contacts 3/2008, available for download at:
http://www.ageh.de/informationen/con_08/con_3_08/baessler.pdf and, as a stimulus, Eberhard Gohl (2007):
NGO-ideas “impact toolbox“, Kurze Darstellung und Reflektion, Handout fir das Symposium, available for

download at: http://www.ngo-ideas.net/mediaCache/impact toolbox_handout
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