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�In recent years, the struggle against poverty has become a priority in Yemen. This orientation is justified by the dramatic evolution of the economic and social situation of the country since the Gulf war, which has generated a steep increase of monetary poverty. It has also contributed to attract attention to the alarming state of social indicators, be it health, education or access to social services (table 1). Thanks to its status of Least Advanced Country, of poorest country of the Middle East, and to its demographic and strategic weight in the Arabic peninsula, Yemen is tapping a growing manna from the international context.

Nevertheless, the emergence of poverty in the foreground of policy discourses cannot be dissociated from the fact that the country has been, since 1995, submitted to structural adjustment reforms, which are rapidly being implemented. The state of “ economic restructuring ” goes hand in hand with a marked intervention from international organisations, and with the adoption of the concepts and packages that they produce on a continuous basis. Poverty alleviation is thus tightly fit to international schemes, the main goal being the restructuring of the old social safety nets – that were never called as such until very recently – according to the new vision.

One of the main components of this vision is to diversify the actors involved in the safety nets, in order to challenge the functions of the central State, to reduce public expenses, to increase efficiency and flexibility, and to foster popular resources and creativity. As in most countries in a similar situation, associations � have therefore been encouraged to multiply in Yemen, along with various institutions supposed to articulate their activities and roles within a global framework of poverty alleviation.

This paper aims at contributing to the analysis of the “ poverty alleviation system ” in Yemen, particularly the relationships between the main actors involved and the place associations – of NGOs occupy in it. Its main sources are documents, discourses and information gathered through interviews and upon participating in various seminars and meetings, and field observation.

The first part of this paper will present the “poverty alleviation  system ” from an institutional point of view. It will perhaps be felt that this “ system ” is very close to that of other countries, involved in similar set-ups for years. I believe, however, that the specificity of Yemen resides in the fact that it has only been some four or five years since these global schemes have started being imported ready-made, and that they are being grafted in social and political structures with little experience of foreign interference.The second part will concentrate on Yemeni associations, their type and the framework of their existence and operation, to try to analyse what their position and role are within the “poverty-alleviation system”.

The context of structural adjustment

Yemen has been following a stabilisation and a strong structural adjustment reform programme to which, according to the World Bank, the government has shown “ laudable commitment ” (World Bank 1999). 

A comprehensive economic, financial and administrative reform programme was set up between the Government of Yemen, the IMF, the World Bank and other donors as a response to Yemen deteriorating economic performances in 1994. On top of the effects of the Gulf war, the economy had suffered from the civil war, which siphoned resources away from development, and damaged social and economic infrastructures. As a result, balance of payment deficit increased, inflation increased, as well as unemployment, while the level of foreign debts arrears became alarming. 

A stand-by arrangement was signed between the IMF and the Government of Yemen for fifteen months over 1996 and 1997. After the government implemented increases of diesel prices and electricity tariffs, which raised social protests and unrest, the IMF board approved an Enhanced Structural Adjustment Facility and an Extended Fund Facility covering the period 1997 – 2000, mainly aimed at expanding the role of the private sector by reducing the crowding-out effect of a large and inefficient government bureaucracy  (UNDP 1998). The structural adjustment package consists of a classical combination of reforms of the tax and expenditures structures, including the removal of subsidies on basic consumption items, of civil service, of trade and tariff policies and administration, of budget management, of monetary policies and banking system, as well as of the public enterprise sector through privatisation. 

The results of structural adjustment reforms in Yemen are considered satisfactory on the macro economic level. The GDP growth rate increased, while inflation was curtailed at very reasonable levels, as was the budget deficit. The exchange rate was stabilised and the balance of payments strengthened. In 1996, the Paris Club granted Yemen debt relief for the three years beginning in October 1997, with the notable effect of lowering the rate of debt service to current account receipt (UNDP 1998; EC 1999). 

However, the structural adjustment programme has had, as is always the case, a very negative effect on the population’s well being, notably as a consequence of the important price rises which decreased drastically the purchasing power of incomes. Additionally, unemployment is soaring, in part because of the slow down of government hiring, but also in relation to shrinking of job opportunities abroad  (See Al-Maytami 1999). In addition to the economic, administrative and financial reform program, some social measures were thus planned, in order to palliate the immediate negative effects of these reforms, so as to limit the social opposition that they would raise and increase the leeway of the government to implement them by reducing the social and political pressure. Human resource and social development was considered as a priority, as a support to growth and employment generation, in a context of general backwardness, very low human development and alarming social indicators (see table 1). This was reflected by a significant rise in budget allocations to these sectors in 1997 over 1996, but the momentum was unfortunately not maintained: the rise the following year was much less, social expenses were then drastically reduced in 1999 over 1998, and will only marginally benefit from the windfall revenue increase due to oil price rise in 2000 �. 

The first Consultative Group on Yemen met in Brussels in June 1997, with 25 international donors. Chaired by the World Bank in co-operation with the European Commission, it gathered representatives of many countries as well as various funds and UN agencies. The satisfactory economic performance of Yemen, its progress towards solving the debt issue and its consolidation of the democratic political progress were particularly taken into consideration, in addition to the disasters Yemen had been exposed to in 1996 (UNDP 1998; EC 1999). During this meeting, the first formal one of its kind, assistance was pledged to Yemen for a three-year period. An Arab Monetary Fund facility was approved in 1997 for a duration of two years, and the World Bank increased its involvement in Yemen, after its office had been established in Sana’a in 1995 (EC 1999). 

1- The poverty alleviation system in Yemen

The poverty alleviation system in Yemen presents itself as a set of interacting programmes carried out or initiated by institutions of various status, not only in terms of their affiliation to the government – governmental, para-governmental, non-governmental, centralised or decentralised etc…- but also in terms of their relative position in the system : some give, some receive, some control, some are controlled… 

As mentioned before, the poverty alleviation system is in the making in Yemen, which does not mean that all its components are new, but that the already existing parts of it are now expected to articulate with new institutions, and fit within a global framework. As will be shown, some programs or topping structures are newly established, covering new specialised poverty-alleviating institutions, and older governmental programs. Their role is mainly to co-ordinate between various actions and to target the actions implemented towards their own formulation of what should be done against poverty. 

1- The World Bank commitment to poverty alleviation in Yemen

The status of the World Bank commitment towards poverty alleviation in Yemen is mainly that of palliating the negative effects of structural adjustment on social welfare, so as to facilitate the implementation of the reforms; and to enhance their success as far as social and political acceptability, the contribution of human resource development to economic growth and the distribution of growth benefit to the population through employment generating are concerned. It therefore consists both of structural reform measures and programs.

The core of the World Bank Group intervention in Yemen is the economic and administrative reform, and support to the private sector development. Other aspects are addressed as well : gender and poverty emphasising projects in health and education, especially for girls, women and mothers ; rural access ; urban management, and water management. The World Bank strategy in Yemen is considered as entailing important risks, in terms of political support, inadequate institutional capacity, domestic conflicts, and slow progress in governance. The first risk, in particular, has to do with the effect of structural adjustment on impoverishment of the most vulnerable population. The Bank’s policy response to this risk is to create visible improvements that are meaningful in the daily life of the Yemenis, such as providing funds for schools and health clinics, to expand support for public works, basic education, health and water supply. It is interesting that these sectoral dimensions are not mentioned anymore under the heading “ improvement of human capital ”, that is not anymore in the context of productive valorisation of persons, but in the context of political pressure that impoverishment can exert on the structural adjustment process, if not counterbalanced by palliative measures. Another item, which is called to respond to the high level of risk, and also has to do with poverty, is the struggle against corruption, which diverts resources from investment, tends to foster social conflict and to reduce the efficiency of civil service. 

In its first Country Assistance Strategy document of 1996, the Bank expressed concern for poverty alleviation in two perspectives : one, under the label of “social protection”, covered civil works and a social fund projects ; the other, under the heading “ sustainable human and natural resource development ”, included investment projects in education, vocational training, agriculture, water supply, transportation and flood rehabilitation. In 1998, following an evaluation of the first phases performance and a drop of the oil prices, the Government and the Bank began to work on a new Country assistance strategy. The four principles that are stressed in this plan are selectivity, sustainability, partnership, and poverty impact.  The last principle states that “ the strategy should bring early benefits to large parts of the society, particularly the poor. These benefits should be visibly associated with longer-gestation interventions, especially economic and administrative reforms ”. These social benefits should concern education, health, and “ other services most valued by Yemenis ”, but in the perspective to strengthen the benefits of other objectives. In the context of the structural adjustment, as far as poverty alleviation is concerned, the Yemeni Government has, according to the World Bank, improved targeting of subsidies, greatly increased expenditures on basic education and health (up from 4.6% of GDP in 1996 to 9.7% in 1998), expanded public works, and established substantial cash transfer, community � development, and micro-enterprise programmes for the poor (World Bank 1999). 

A renewed commitment is made to the improvement of girls’ efficient education, in addition to health improvement, consisting of developing the use of contraceptives, improving safety of motherhood, child nutrition and immunisation, community water and sanitation, and clinical care facilities. The Bank also supports the strategy of the Ministry of Health, in particular as far as the decentralisation of the management of service provision, and the set-up of cost recovery and cost sharing schemes are concerned. Furthermore, the Bank commits itself to the improvement of poor areas, by assisting the communities’capacity to assist themselves. Its main components consist of a Public Works Projects, irrigation improvements, an Agricultural Technology Project, support to the Social Fund for Development, as well as contributing to the improvement of rural access and co-operatives. Additionally, the Bank involves itself in job creation, the main tools being broad-based, diversified and sustainable economic growth, with targeted interventions to promote productive private investment and employment. 

2- The National Poverty Alleviation and Employment Generation Programme (UNDP and Government of Yemen)

This programme (NPAEGP) is the core of the poverty alleviation system, in the sense that from it stem, or within it are incorporated, most of the poverty alleviation institutions and programmes. Its status is mainly that of a temporary programme aiming at setting up the structures and institutions, which should, on a rather permanent basis, take poverty alleviation in charge from within the government. 

The NPAEGP was impulsed by the UNDP (document signed with the government of Yemen in 1997), which is by far its major funder, but several other agencies contribute to it (UNCDF, WFP, WHO, UNICEF, FAO, ILO). What is particular about it is that it is a joint UNDP – Yemeni government program �, which aims at an integration of all its elements within Yemeni governmental or non-governmental structures, the UNDP position being to play only a supportive role to assist the country’s effort to deal with poverty. This scope is manifested by the fact that the poverty alleviation and employment generation program is housed in a building apart from the UNDP premises, manned with UNDP personnel, international experts hired for the purpose as well as government employees detached to it by their administration. The National Programme objectives themselves are embodied in four sectoral development programmes : Social Development, Agricultural Development, Social Infrastructure Development and Industrial Development. The UNDP – led programme includes two types of intervention : building a national consensus, and developing programmes. As is generally the case, its architecture is rather complex. It has four components �: 

A national policy framework, including the establishment of a National Committee for Social Safety Nets (NCSSN), placed under the supervision of the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs ; a Poverty Information Monitoring  System (PIMS) to be implemented by the Central Statistical Office of the Ministry of Planning and Development ; A National Action Plan for Poverty Eradication (NAPPE) ; and the Yemen Human Development Report, which came out in 1998, both under the responsibility of the Ministry of Planning and Development. A Human Development Report Unit should be established in order to institutionalise the report. 

Labour policies and systems, which covers the establishment of a Labour Market Information System, hosted by the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs, but called to establish a task network, and to support the restructuring and reinforcement of Regional Employment Offices ; the reinforcement of the Human Resources Development Unit of the Ministry of Planning and Development, and the enhancement of the National Programme for Productive Families existing within the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs.

The development of Small Entreprises and Micro-Finance, covering two dimensions : on one hand, productive employment through the delivery of micro-finance and small enterprise support services, in complementarity with the existing Small Enterprise Development Unit pertaining to the Industrial Bank of Yemen, and with the Social Fund, established by the World Bank. This programme should constitute the mainstream access to credit by the poor. On the other hand, the creation of an enabling institutional environment for small enterprises, which aims at their “ institutional normalisation ”. This component is primarily dedicated to the “ informal sector ”, in which one third of non-agricultural workforce, and two thirds in urban areas, are finding their subsistence. 

Finally, the Regional Development component, which covers the establishment of an institutional framework for a participatory development, the reinforcement of capacity of regional institutions in planning and implementing development projects ; the formulation and implementation of regional development plans ; the establishment of a Regional Development Fund, and the support to Aden low-cost housing project (in co-operation UNCHS / HABITAT). The Regional Development programme will be implemented in co-ordination with a wide range of partners from within the government and among the international organisations agencies (among them the FAO). However, although this component is rather autonomous from the line ministry structure, it should be integrated within the new structures and processes created with the implementation of the Local Authority Law (law of decentralisation), which has just been approved by the Parliament. 

3- The National Action Plan (UNDP and Government of Yemen)

The global policy framework of the poverty alleviation system, as far as the track followed by the UNDP is concerned, rests on the NAPPE, the National Action Plan for Poverty Eradication, which is one of the components of the UNDP - led five-year National Poverty Alleviation and Employment Generation Programme. Its status is that of a guideline for government institutions reforms, organisation and functioning, so as to set a “poor-friendly” type of governmental institution. 

The NAPPE is still in a state of infancy : it exists on paper, written by a team of international experts, and is presently in the process of being discussed by a technical committee composed of members of Ministries, representatives of associations and international consultants. Its goals are to provide general and specific directions for concrete anti-poverty actions and measures of intervention ; to raise public awareness and political commitment about the poverty challenges Yemen faces ; and to facilitate identification of resources to fund the most urgent action according to priority orders. Some of its policies and components ought to be included in the second five-year plan (2001-2005) (Al-Saqour 1999b). The NAPPE, in its final draft, presents itself as an operational plan articulating strategies, priorities, issues, determinants, goals, beneficiary groups, and policy components, into a complex matrix supposed to guide action plans. 

The NAPPE constitutes the operational facet of a Poverty Policy Framework, expressed in a strategic paper prepared by the Chief technical advisor of the programme (Al-Saqour 1999a). This document first analyses the problem of poverty in Yemen and its causes, presents statistics and lists the most affected groups along with the type of poverty they are facing and the determinants of it. It then goes on to delineate poverty reduction policies, according to three tracks : the social welfare domain, involving social safety nets, community-based development policies, subsidy and credit, rehabilitation, micro-enterprise business policy and social information and social survey. The second track is focused on human capital, including social policies, education, training, population policies, as well as “ culture of poverty ” and empowerment policies. The third track is the economic approaches, consisting of macroeconomic and microeconomic policies, taxation, investment, expenditures, wages and employment, informal sector and regional development. Clearly, all these three tracks are articulated and complementary. 

4- The Social Safety Nets (Government of Yemen , various donors)

Social Safety Nets designate a variety of measures, programs, and institutions, contributing in different ways to alleviate the various forms of poverty, in the short, medium and/or long term. All of them are supposed to become integrated in the Yemeni government policies, budgets and routines, although they are, perhaps in an increasing way, dependent upon outside formulation and funding. 

Social Safety is a denomination stemming directly from the setting up of a poverty analysis and alleviation terminology since the beginning of the 1990’s, and more specifically from the realisation of the negative effects of structural reforms on poverty. Their existence is contingent upon the designation as poverty as a phenomenon, within the specific context of globalisation and conventional awareness on this last decade. At the time when poverty alleviation was not a goal in itself in Yemen (as in many other countries), but was implicitly incorporated in a wider framework of development, social progress and struggle against backwardness, there existed no such term as social safety nets. The former policy led by the government, although neither explicitly formulated as poverty alleviation policies, nor formally called safety nets, typically consisted of subsidies on staple foods and basic social services �, direct cash transfers perceived directly or through charitable associations, or under the form of zakat redistribution during Ramadan, expenditures on social sectors and government employment. All of these are today considered as inadequate, either in their conception or in their implementation, because the government cannot – or is considered as not anymore being able to – sustain them, because structural adjustment requires a reduction of public expenses, and because the ideological climate has changed from a State-led development process to a more privatised and pluralistic organisation. Former “social safety nets” are being drastically restructured, not to say dismantled, to be replaced by an articulation of seven programmes �, some new some already existing but being incorporated in the overall framework, and covering most of the aspects listed in the first track above.

The first programme is the Social Welfare Fund, which is one of the department of the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs, established in 1996. This fund distributes monetary support and cost exemption cards to legally defined categories, mainly women without men support, or families where the main expected  breadwinner is handicapped. Entitlement to these very limited transfers is supposed to be defined after social enquiry. The main funding sources of this programme are public finances, zakat, private gifts, as well as external grants. 

The second programme is the Social Fund for Development, which has been created in 1997, at the initiative of the World Bank, with the aim of supporting employment generation, small scale income generating projects, community and social development and association activities. Its main funders are IDA and the Arab fund for Social and Economic Development, than the Dutch Government, OPEC, USAID, the EC and the Yemeni Government. The Social Fund has mainly financed micro-enterprise development, equipment for community schools and clinics, women’s literacy training. 

The third social safety net is the Public Works Programme, established in 1996, for a duration of four years, with the support of the World Bank. Its main goal is to create employment and income opportunities for low skill workers.

The fourth programme is the National Poverty Alleviation and Employment Generation Programme, supported by the UNDP, mentioned earlier.

The fifth programme is part of the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs, called the National Programme for Productive Families. Funded by public budget (and this year with a UNDP contribution), it aims at training beneficiaries chosen from among the welfare recipients most liable to benefit from training, and able to provide for their own needs through working. Its beneficiaries are for the most part women. 

The sixth programme, which is not really constituted as such, consists of the NGO activities. We will specifically deal with this issue in the second part of this paper.

Finally, the seventh safety net is the Small Scale Credit Units. 

A specific centralised body has been planned � by the poverty alleviation and employment generating program in order to co-ordinate specific poverty alleviation structures and programs : the National Committee for Social Safety Nets (NCSSN). It should allow improvement of the existing policies and projects, elimination of duplicates, increase of local participation, gathering and dissemination of information, planning and evaluation (Al-Saqour 1999c). The National Committee for Social Safety Nets will be composed of two parts : one made of dignitaries and prominent leaders, that represent the moral and political commitment, and one dedicated to administration, follow-up, technical decisions and daily tasks. The whole structure will be put under the supervision of the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs, but the President of the NCSSN is the Prime Minister. At the level of the governorates, the NCSSN will be represented by steering committees, headed by the governors and composed of representatives of the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs, of the Social Fund for Development, of the Labour Union and of the Civil society. International experts will be involved in the process of building up this structure, for one year. In the document prepared for setting up this institution (Al-Saqour 1999c), it appears that the understanding of social safety nets is wider than the narrower field defined in the Policy Framework. 

A remark can be made, concerning the beneficiaries and the coverage of the social safety nets : the most dynamic schemes, that of the Social Fund for Development in its micro-enterprise development component, and that of the micro credit and small enterprise development, address population which have an certain entrepreneur capacity, that is resources to invest, skills, but also sufficient self-esteem and positive representations of themselves and the environment. This is to say that these programmes do not address in priority the poorest of the poor. These are supposed to be taken care of by the welfare fund, that is by cash transfers amounting at the end of 1999 to one sack of flour a month for a family. These transfers are formally restricted to families, most often to women-headed households, which enjoy no other revenue, including from begging, which is virtually impossible considering the weakness of the amount given. Any other revenue results in the cancellation of the right to welfare. Starting in 1998-99, the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs has launched extensive social surveys to establish a revised (and extended) list of beneficiaries, and allow a follow-up of social situation so as to avoid  undue transfers. 

Social assistance schemes addressing so-called structural poverty do not have the capacity to extract the poorer and most deprived and helpless categories out of poverty. Persons considered able to work, especially women, are supposed to be directed towards finding employment or, under certain conditions, to training programmes such as the ones conducted by the Productive Family Programme. This programme has existed for quite a number of years (since 1988 in North Yemen), and now covers both the urban – based northern one and the rural – based southern one, offering up to 18 different branches to training women, far from the traditional sewing and knitting, albeit only in some of its centres. This scheme is particularly interesting, as it aims at lifting assisted families out of abject deprivation into productive activities and is the only one that bridges the institutional gap between the “ recoverable poor ”, oriented towards employment, credit, and small enterprise development schemes, on one hand, and the “ irrecoverable poor ”, on the other, maintained within charitable set-ups that have little chance to transform their material and social state. Intermediary between welfare and productive encouragement, it is starting to co-ordinate its actions with the Social Fund for Development, in order to enhance integration of its graduates in the labour market, and find outlets for the products of its training workshops.. However, it suffered from a lack of funds since the dramatic increase of poverty, unmatched by a similar increase in resources. This year, for the first time, it will benefit from a UNDP grant.

However, social safety nets suffer from their budgetary and social limitations, including their dependency upon very conditional foreign funding, in front of the real mass phenomenon that poverty represents in Yemen. The anti-begging campaign presently implemented in Sana’a is a good example of these limits : the beggars, collected from the street, have been dispatched separately in two government-rented houses for men and women, while the children have been sent to a refuge used as an alternative for children serving a prison sentence, where they can benefit from basic education and some professional training. Beggars thereupon depend upon poor social alimonies from the government, nothing being really planned either for their reintegration in social and economic life, nor for their health care, the only way out being, for the time being, the guarantee of a relative that they will not be found begging again. 

Limits to the efficiency of Social Safety Nets in the struggle against poverty should not be considered only from a quantitative point of view: rather, one should wonder whether palliative measures can ever take the place of structural distributive reforms in altering the mechanisms producing and reproducing poverty. Furthermore, the poverty alleviation system itself generates biases that reduce its capacity to fulfil the goals it publicly claims. 

5- Information and competition

An overview of the poverty alleviation system shows two of its main weaknesses. On one hand, its fragmentation. The system aims at reaching the local level, more precisely the targeted groups, identified by the various surveys and studies conducted by either international organisations (such as the Poverty Information and Monitoring System), research centres (often depending either on the same organisation, or on government institutions), or Ministries. The Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs has been engaged in recent years in extensive social surveys aiming at identifying the righteous beneficiaries of its welfare system. The Ministry of Planning and Development, and particularly the Central  Statistical  Organisation, is in charge of quite comprehensive surveys aiming at measuring poverty directly or indirectly. Two large household budget surveys were conducted in 1992 and 1998, which are supposed to constitute a main basis for interventions and follow-up of poverty and poverty alleviation measures.

However, data is seldom collected on comparable premises or with similar methodologies, and discrepancies of the results are many. Various criteria are used by government services, donors and organisations to select their beneficiaries and the local bodies they support. The “ poor ” counted by the World Bank to produce statistics on poverty in Yemen (headcount index and related indicators) are not the same as the ones considered by ESCWA, or by UNDP, for example, which use a different method to define and measure poverty and arrive at different results (table 1). The basis used by the social services of the Ministry of insurance and Social Affairs is more social than statistical, since it takes into consideration both the family income and whether or not the households includes potential male breadearners : as in other Arabic countries, the beneficiaries are in the first place widows or divorced women. 

Groups or individuals eager to present funding requests find it difficult to get proper information and clear knowledge of what is requested of them, or event to understand what is the rationale of donors or government offices, why several schemes may cover a limited area, while other places of the country are completely neglected. Similar to a market in its functioning, this little transparent situation feeds a competition where social capital of associations and needy population (including sometimes their capacity to pay intermediaries), and their access to information then kept in secrecy, sometimes plays a more important role than the real needs or “ capacities ” so often advocated. Running from office to office, maintaining the necessary social links and attempting to seize all opportunities is very time-consuming, and requesting groups or small organisations, especially the newly established ones, tend to spend more time trying to access support funds than building their project on the ground. In other cases, the capacity of local notables to forward their demand does result in a project being implemented �, but the running of the projects, or the provision of personnel for a school or a health centre depending on yet another administration, the infrastructures remain unused until they become useless. Fragmentation of information, schemes, and institutions, further tends to discriminate between organisations established in main cities, and principally Sana’a, or population having access to the centre of power (through tribal links, or relatives in high administrative positions) and those which do not : local associations may afford a unique location close to their constituency of beneficiaries, but NGOs, as organisations in contact with the international “ scene ” (see note above) need to have their main office close to international organisations and Ministries, which consumes important parts of their budgets (cost of an office and a guest house for personnel, trips to and from the fields…), and brings them far from their operational fields. 

The other weakness is logically that of co-ordination and consistency. The local offices of ministries and government schemes are supposed to co-operate in a given place, and to co-ordinate with local non-governmental organisations (branches of international NGOs or Yemeni associations) and community representatives on common fields of interest and intervention. However, their different logics sometimes prevent smooth co-operation, and there has been many example of problems, tensions and even entrenched warfare : for example, in one location registration of local associations at the local office of the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs is outright blocked if the board does not accept representatives of the dominating political party among its members, although the Social Fund for Development requires formal registration to grant support to a funding request. Or, in another case, authorisation from the local representative of the Ministry of Health has proved very hard to obtain although an international NGO project, implemented by Yemeni NGOs, has been approved by the Ministry of Planning and Development. Training programmes for social workers of various kinds in rural areas sometimes result in producing skilled unemployment, as, in times of budgetary restrictions, the Ministry of Civil Service tend to become a besieged fortress granting positions to well introduced applicants only �. 

The issue of co-ordination leads to the question of the prospects for networking Yemeni associations into a coherent social and civil fabric, with a stronger potential for action than individual associations. However, the context and the overall scheme itself favour competition and fragmentation over co-operation, weakening this potential. 

2- The role of yemeni associations in poverty alleviation

Associations, and more generally civil society organisations, are no new phenomena in Yemen. Popular charitable associations, distributing alms to the poor or to needy groups; literary circles, professional unions or women’s organisations; migrant groupings gathering communities of origin; Local Development Associations or co-operatives etc., have existed either in the Northern part of the country or in the South since the early decades of this century (see, among others, Beatty, Al-Madhaji and Detalle, 1996). The 1990’s represent a turning point in their number, role and diversity for three types of reasons essentially. Firstly, the context of unification tightened the contact between various legacies and experiences. Second, the formal institution of liberalism and pluralism created a constitutional – and somewhat legal – framework for associations of all kinds. Third, the set-up of structural adjustment and, along with it, of poverty alleviation, constituted a powerful lever for the blooming of bodies of various types, destined for implementation, organisation, local relationships… 

1- Associations in Yemen : a mixed category

The number of associations has dramatically grown in Yemen in recent years. No official statistic exists yet on their number as of today, although some surveys are being conducted in order to update and combine the various existing data and studies. Sources agree on a total of around 2500 non-governmental bodies registered by the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs. This increase can be related to several phenomenon. The major one is undoubtedly the fact that the 1991 Constitution of the unified Republic allows for pluralism and free association, in a context of democratic structures. Another important role was played by the programme of structural adjustment, which contributed to set up a demand for Yemeni NGOs, mainly originating from international organisations looking for “ grassroots ” and “ civil society ” partners, as well as the financing mechanisms for them. 

However, this statement and the objective facts it covers should be exposed to more scrutiny. The first issue concerns the types of organisations that are registered as associations. The Yemeni associations can be classified in four kinds, according to al Harazi (1998), whose typology we will use without completely adopting it:

the social associations : they are involved in issues that can be considered at the same time social and political, such as social affairs, family, human rights… 

the professional unions and syndicates, of which the most powerful are the syndicates of teachers, whose role in poverty alleviation is undoubtful, since one of their major struggle bears on the level of wages, which, for the most, do not allow the teachers to live out of poverty ; the students’ unions ; the syndicate of journalists, that of medical doctors and pharmacists, that of lawyers. Al Harazi classifies the Women’s Union in this category, although it seems rather to belong to that of social associations. 

the workers’ unions and syndicates, which are very numerous, taking into account the professional, local and establishment branches. Their total number would approximate 2000. Apparently, the interference of the central authorities prevents the General Union of Workers’ Syndicates of the Republic to play a significant role towards the workers’ demands, slows the process of issuing a law for these bodies and to conduct elections in the Union, but the local sections do show commitment and resistance on the part of the workers. 

the welfare and co-operative associations, which encompass three sub-types : the generalist welfare associations, the local associations, based on a governorate or a district ; and the very small ones, based on a city quarter, or a commune. According to Al Harazi, they cover various types of activities, such as purely charitable works, more specialised such as handicapped, deaf and mute, the red Crescent, or finally “ miscellaneous ”, including handicrafts, housing, consumption, agricultural, medical, fishermen… associations. 

A major remark has to be made concerning the kinds of associations : clearly, not all of them can be labelled “ NGOs ”, in the rather normative (although ill-defined) meaning of the term, but all of them have a type of relationship with the authorities, the “ population ”, donors of various kinds (private or institutional), a kind of discourse on their own mission, not all related to poverty. Actually, in Al Harazi’s classification, what would be called “ NGOs ” in the definition we put forth in note 1 seems to be missing, or ill-adjusted to the categories of “ co-operative and charitable associations ” and “ social associations ”. This is significant of the newness of the phenomena, which does not allow yet to precisely defining their contours and place, and perhaps of their allogene character. Are also missing in his classification a type of associations which appeared after the unification and were reinforced at the time of the political crisis of 1992-1994, and probably represent the most politicised ones in the overall spectrum: those which defend the foundation of civil society, of democratisation, of defence of human rights. According to Thaira Shalan (1999), these are, more than other types, subjected to pressure, when not harassment, by the central authorities. For this reason, after the 1994 civil war, some centres and institutes advocating human rights and democratisation escaped registration at the Ministry of insurance and Social Affairs, along with its control and the lack of autonomy it entails, but with the Ministry of Culture or unions. Usually, such institutes and centres do not adopt the status of associations, but consider themselves as consultancy, expert, information or training structures. 

Some associations (a large number of them even, according to main sources) are direct emanation of the government or political parties, and inserted in clientelist links with some components of the authorities, which limit their autonomy and tend to determine their positions, actions and relationships with other associations. The government actually created some associations so as to undermine the activity and credibility of pre-existing associations, and putting forth a discourse alternative to that of potentially more “ subversive ” organisations. 

Formally registered as associations, but often limited in scope – the implementation of one micro-realisation in a village for instance – and representativity, local associations are liable to be closer to the population and the expression of their needs and therefore more participative than others with larger scopes. Some of these associations, however, cover wide ranges of activities, and represent real social stakes, such as the association of defence of old Sana’a. Local associations include local professional defence groups (fishermen, agriculturists…), but also types of co-operative groupings aiming at access to governmental support, group purchasing of tools or supplies etc. They also cover “investment” associations, whose activity is to gather under the patronage of one or several individuals the savings and gold of some families in order to invest them and distribute the benefits to stakeholders. Considering the risks involved, their little profit, and stories of embezzlement or outright robbery which tend to be told about these projects, it seems that the reputation of “investment associations” is somewhat tarnished. Clearly, not all local associations are community-based, insofar as they may emanate from local notability or interest groups at the expense of community interest. “ Community committees ” constitute a special kind of local association in the sense that they may be formed for a limited purpose and time period, and represent more a form of ad hoc local mobilisation than an association per se. 

The case of charitable associations is interesting, as they probably are the ones which have mostly developed in recent times. Interviews show that the legal possibility of registration, and the chance to get support from the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs, have encouraged many individuals to constitute “jama’yât” in order to grant a formal framework to their charitable activities or social intentions. Local notables are setting associations that distribute grants collected from merchants, to the poor of their area. Middle or upper class women organise training or hobby activities for idle or poor women in city quarters, or decide to set up services among population groups suffering from revolting injustice and marginalisation. Some of them are effectively “ Ramadan associations ”, as they are sometimes contemptuously named, that is that they distribute food and cash to the poor only during the holy fasting month. But yet others do play an active role in implementing development and poverty alleviation projects at the national level, and do have the connections with donors necessary to obtain financial support and escape pure charitable agenda. It is typically the case of the Islah (the major opposition party, with an “ Islamist ” agenda) Charitable Association, or the Hail Saïd (the major industrialist of Yemen) Charitable Association. 

2-  The legal and political framework

It is often argued that the felt confusion among the different categories of associations would be solved if only a law would clarify it. The present law ruling the status of associations is that of 1963 (in North Yemen), which has allegedly become inadequate since unification in 1990 and the new context of democracy and pluralism (Shalan 1999) �, since it is not congruent with the unified Constitution of 1991, revised in 1994, which grants freedom of expression, political pluralism and freedom of the press and associations. This legal vacuum is significant of the huge legislative work required in the changing context of the nineties, not only in relation to the overall national context (unification, pluralism, civil war of 1994 etc) but also in relation to the many political interests at stake, and the specific structural adjustment toll. The Decree n° 18 of 1994 covers the syndicates, but not the unions or the associations. In 1998, two projects of law were presented : the first one concerns the charitable associations and foundations, and was presented by the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs, which forwarded another version of it to the World Bank. This law has been exposed to criticisms and has provoked a host of debates, mainly since the associations felt that a lot of its articles gave the government the right to interfere with the associations’ internal affairs, and restricted their freedom. In 1998, a consultation process was set up between the three parties involved – the government, the associations and the World Bank – but no agreement could be reached until today. 

The second law is that of the co-operative associations (agricultural, housing and handicraft) and unions, which was issued in 1995, after a rather long process of discussion, but with much less turmoil, probably due to the fact that the case of co-operatives is much more straightforward and involves less political stakes. It should be added that a law called “ Local Authority law ” has just been approved at the beginning of the year 2000. It concerns associations as far as it constitutes a framework for development management at the local level (governorate and districts) and is aiming at increasing the efficiency and co-ordination of, inter alia, poverty alleviation schemes. It is not yet clear how this new “ governance ” framework will articulate with local safety nets committees, as planned, local administration, central government and finally associations and how long this formal setting will take to be implemented and alter procedures and functionings. 

Whichever the shortcomings of the legal framework, some of the main problems and limitations of associations, however, may take place at the level of enforcement of the Constitution and laws, and their effective relevance in practice. One problem is that of registration: decentralised and entrusted to governorate branches since 1992, the criteria used and the outcome of applications differ widely from one place to the other, notwithstanding the long delays occurring until registrations are entered in the central file and made effective. De facto, some associations have been operating for years without a license, some are not required to abide by the provisions of the law, which is considered arbitrary and generates lack of trust from associations (Beatty, Al-Madhaji and Detalle, 1996). 

Furthermore, if, as Thaira Shalan (1999) states, the State constantly attempts to control non governmental organisations to make them lose their independence, and seeks to provoke splits within organisations it does not approve of – including political parties –, then a new law seems insufficient in itself to grant associations freedom of existence and activity. According to the same author, groups affiliated to a political party allied with the central authorities obtain the right to register whereas those wishing to establish an independent organisation, association of league do not. Requests are also refused when certain personalities on the board or among the founders are not agreeable to the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs, and when the applicants refuse to remove them from their list of members. T. Shalan mentions the fact that some association members consider that the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs acts essentially as an intelligence organisation, aiming at infiltrating their work and favouring the establishment of other organisations to undermine real NGO and voluntary activities. She also asserts that, when the government manages to benefit from international subsidies, it distributes these funds to certain organisation at the expense of others, and keeps the major part to finance its own activities or for personal uses. 

Another level at which the laws seem powerless at establishing transparency is that internal to associations. In many associations, heads are not elected but appointed, or elections have not taken place for long periods. Shalan affirms that, generally, association resources are controlled by their president without their members knowing their amount, and without any report being made about it to the constituency, but only to the donor agencies. The absence of internal democratic procedures seems to plague a large majority of Yemeni associations and, far from being related only to a matter of “capacity”, seems to be intrinsically linked to the very nature and raison d’être of a lot of them.

Without putting in questions the assertions of Thaira Shalan, which in fact have been corroborated by other sources as well as by some of the cases I met and information I received during interviews, I do not have the means to verify cases of outright pressure, manipulation or fund embezzlement. However, it seems important to suggest some elements of analysis and contextualisation. The fact that the State attempts to harness associations to its ends and to enhance its capacity through civil society institutions, fighting against their centrifugal potential, is inscribed in the history of North Yemen (Chaudhary 1997). Attempts by the state to control nascent or established civil society organisations is in fact a rather expectable phenomenon in most undemocratic countries, whenever they are submitted to internal and external pressure for political liberalisation. In present time Yemen, it also has to be related to the turning point of the 1994 civil war, which generated a radicalisation of the state domination and a strengthening of its control over potentially dissident political forces. The first years after unification have been characterised by a pluralist balance which allowed the development of independent civil and political forces, the expression of demands for a larger political participation, a fairer allocation of resources, a constituency for social welfare, women’s rights, syndicalism, secularism and a new social contract; in other words, the re-emergence of civil society after long years of authoritarianism, as expressed by the multiplication of regional conferences and meetings at the height of the crisis (Rougier 1999, Carapico 1998). As Rougier (idem: 109) words it, the political pluralism Yemen knew after unity may be firstly the consequence of a social pluralism seeking official recognition; this social movement could exploit the potentialities offered by the birth of a unified space that had been impossible to imagine before that. The need to strengthen the institutions of civil society was mainly emphasised by smaller parties whose role in formal governing institutions was minor or non-existent (Carapico 1998). 

This fragile balance has been totally destabilised by the social and economic crisis of the years 1992 – 1993, and then destroyed by the 1993-94 political crisis, and the strong momentum in favour of the respect of the rule of law muffled. The drift away from empowerment of civil society as planned in the Constitution and demanded by the popular mobilisations of 1993-94 is linked to the campaign of retaliation and offensive against the Southern-based socialist party led by the Northern forces, entailing a state of exception from all legal reference. But it cannot be dissociated from the fact that the defeated South, more than the victorious North Yemen, possessed a legacy of institutions, civic commitment, peaceful civil movements and organisations, which have been partly crushed in the process. It is difficult to contend that democracy has been regressing since the 1994 events, compared to the years 1990-1993, and that the regime has evolved towards more authoritarianism �.. For Carapico (1998: 243), “civic potential lies in the very breadth and diversity of models and ideologies alive in body politics”, and that “in Yemen’s contemporary political society, a wide array of historically rooted political tendencies vie for seats in parliament and for influence in the courts, the schools, the intellectual imagination, and public opinion”.

In other respects, whatever the evidences of actual unlawful or abusive practices towards associations, discourse on them is significant as well. The whole context is one in which the law is clearly not the dominant implementation power, superseding other interests, but is nevertheless becoming a moral reference for action. Certainly, as in many countries of the Arab world, pluralism has become a reality in Yemen, but not effective participation and “real” democracy (Korany and Noble 1998), and pluralism therefore tends to constitute an ideal ground for factionalist strife. But the new “political correctness” imposes a thereupon unavoidable legal – and legitimising – cover, just as the symbolic reference to democracy has acquired a very high symbolic value, in Yemen as in the rest of the region (Brynen, Korany and Noble 1998). ”. It remains that, in a framework of liberalisation and weak political accountability, the availability of financial support only exacerbates the competition between the various government and non government parties involved, and that it is not surprising that the law may be used for the defence of private and/or political rather than “neutral” collective interests.

3- NGO role according to external assistance programme documents

The description of the poverty alleviation system gives the impression of a complex agglomeration of many elements. One of the questions that is raised is the effective functioning of the articulation between these elements, knowing that their interest is not necessarily the same. However, looking more closely, it also appears that it constitutes a type of organisation that is highly centralised around two poles : the government, and international organisations. Certainly, the government’s old ways to intervene against poverty have been weakened for the most, in terms of national policies (subsidies, employment, and social expenses). But the ministries and department in charge of poverty alleviation have rather been boosted, and new bodies created, which tend to reinforce, in particular, the Ministry of Planning and Development, and to a lesser extent the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs. Ironically, when one hears of decentralisation and withdrawal of the State from social fields, the main poverty alleviation programs tends to reinforce the intervention capacity of governmental institutions. 

This impression is supported by the fact that, although the World Bank states that “ collaboration with development partners is essential ” and that “the strategy should maximise the potential synergies of joint or co-ordinated efforts with other development agents, including private enterprise, NGOs, and official development assistance (World Bank 1999), it mentions two types of partnership : that with the government in priority, including building the capacity of public administration, and that with substantial donors. As far as the Bank’s participatory approach goes, NGOs are not mentioned either as such : the Country Strategy paper advocates “inclusion of those affected by a proposed project or policy in the design phase at the community or stakeholder level”, and of “ delegation of an appropriate level of responsibility to local stakeholders in implementation ”. 

Turning to the UNDP co-operation with the Yemeni Government for poverty alleviation, several statements are made concerning the role of NGOs (Saqour 1999a). The first one asserts that “NGOs and other society institutions at this period are not fully established and incapable of supporting and administering any sort of targeting in their localities. They need assistance to expand the provision of welfare service delivery, and to build their capacity before handing over any kind of anti-poverty activities to them” (p. 17). Further, the same paper notes that, although NGOs are “quite active in the area of social assistance programmes in kind type”, the lack of co-ordination and complementarity between NGO programmes, individual initiatives and the government welfare programme, as well as their lack of co-operation and resources, hinders NGO co-operation to the social safety nets. 

In the section “ Development Co-operation ” of its Country Strategy Paper for Yemen, the European Commission (EC 1999) declares its intention to focus on “ implementation of sector reform programmes in human resources related fields, such as vocational training and health, contribute to poverty alleviation and stimulate economic activity in Yemen, especially on SME level, through helping to set up a Social Fund and a Social Safety Net together with other donors and concentrate more aid on gender and women specific issues ”. Looking at the annexed chart titled “ Community Contribution towards schemes carried out by NGOs ”, one notices that the EC has steadily supported NGO projects in Yemen, although irregularly in terms of number of projects (between one in 1990 and seven in 1993) and amounts granted (with a marked increase in 1998). The EC is the largest financier of NGO activity in Yemen. Since the beginning of the co-operation with the country, 4% of the funds allocated have gone to NGOs. The associations recipient of this aid and in charge of the projects, however, is all international NGOs, that is to say European. 

The main bilateral donors, the Netherlands and Japan, operating through their embassy, Germany, through the GTZ, and Great Britain, through the British Council, all show a strong commitment to supporting grassroots projects, either through funds specifically dedicated to them, or through sectoral budget lines. 



External assistance and the role of NGOs : a case study of the year 1997

In a document presenting the level and destinations of external assistance to Yemen for 1998 (UNDP 1998), it can be seen that the level of aid accruing to the Yemeni NGOs amounted to 0.29% of the total in 1997. It cannot be known whether this aid was received directly, indirectly (that is through he channel of another NGO, for example),or whether some further distribution took place downstream. But the rest of the assistance went either to line ministries, or to authorities, organisations, institutes and companies directly depending on the government. 

The same document provides interesting details about the place of NGOs in the external assistance for the same year, which can be considered as a case study. One can notice (see table 2) that the fields in which Yemeni associations have been supported are typically women (education, training, consciousness raising) ; children (education, training, prison, disability) ; and refugees. Although supported NGO projects do not directly pertain to the health sector, it can be noted that some of the activities do concern this field. However, one important remark should be made concerning poverty alleviation : clearly, associations are supported only in activities related to human poverty – which used to be called “basic needs” - , along with some involvement in vocational training in the prospect of improving living standards and incomes. But they are not funded by external assistance to operate in productive sectors, such as industry and agriculture, or from trade and transportation. This can be understood as expressing the fact that these sectors are mainly the domain or co-operatives, or  the lack of popular initiative in these sectors, but it can also be seen as some kind of exclusion of NGOs from them by the donors.

A rather clear division of labour thus appears between, on one hand, the centralised control of the economy, which does not introduce civil society actors, and, on the other hand, the social realm of associations, circumscribed in its scope and means. Even in the social sectors, NGOs remain a marked minority in terms of funds and number of projects. From the data available in the UNDP document for 1997, which can be considered as rather comprehensive, it can be concluded that local NGO role in poverty alleviation remains very circumscribed in Yemen.

4- The mediation of international NGOs

What actually comes out from interviews is that the relationships between donors and local NGOs are to a wide extent supposed to be established through intermediary bodies, be it the Social Fund for Development, other micro-finance schemes or, more specifically, the international NGOs. The latter, whose number, now reaching around 25 in Yemen, has witnessed rapid growth in the past years, are among the main implementing agents of poverty alleviation programmes and projects. They are also the ones entrusted with enhancing community organisation, reinforcing representativity in these local structures, teaching them the procedures of setting up a project and accounting books etc… Some capacity building seminars have been organised directly by donors, and funds have been distributed either directly or, more importantly, through international NGOs. In the context of structural weakness of local associations, international NGOs represent the main linkage and access to them, sometimes in a patronising fashion, others in relationships not dissimilar to subcontracting. International NGOs are also expected to monitor the use of funds when, as is often the case, the local counterpart has little experience in this matter. 

Differences can be observed between the policies and practices of international NGOs in their dealings with local associations, according to their level of financial dependency or autonomy �, which, to a large extent, determines the leeway they have in applying own programs and methods or that of their donors. No more than five or six NGOs presently operating in Yemen essentially finance their activities and overhead expenses on own sources, and can therefore afford to have a rather independent agenda. The others are heavily dependent upon donors’ funds, and can be considered as implementing agencies rather than “real” NGOs. Another issue raised in this regard is that of the sustainability of activities of local associations supported by international NGOs. Whenever the latter depend on short-term funding (as is the case for European NGOs financed through ECHO, the emergency fund of the EC), programmes have a duration of some months, and involved local partner associations – not mentioning local populations – have no choice but to manage the ups-and-downs they are submitted to.

One of the main bias of this set-up is that it institutes competition at several levels: between the international NGOs, competing for funds; between the local NGOs, competing for funds, access to and information about international NGOs, intermediary bodies and donors; and finally competition between local and international NGOs, the former often feeling discriminated and suffering from lack of trust and credibility. A few Yemeni associations have succeeded in building rewarding relationships with international organisations and NGOs, and they are the ones whose names circulates on lists, which are systematically invited to events and seminars, and benefit from a good reputation, certainly built on their actual capacity as associations, but also on the social capital prominent members managed to build, on the basis of their own social and family acquaintances and integration. 

Concerned by their own survival, international NGOs turn out to be more or less committed to actually building he capacity of local associations or organisations at the grassroots level, in the perspective of making them survive their own departure. The interviews I conducted in Yemeni associations often express the feeling that they are constrained in a relationship of dependency, under the pretext of their lack of experience, and that they are victim of discriminative suspicion of lack of transparency and accountability, when other poverty alleviation agents do little better. They would be kept away from the centres of decision making and fund allocation, while the game would be played between international “partners” and government institutions, with little possibility of interference, agency, let alone control or participation, from local associations. In some cases, international organisations have interfered in their local partner’s internal affairs and the choice of their main executives (Shalan 1998). Often, they have the capacity to encourage NGO activity in one sector or another through their funding agenda. In addition, distance often kept between international NGOs and their “local partners” would impede the latter from benefiting from the former’s experience and from learning from the various stages of project conception, implementation, and evaluation. These feelings were even more clearly expressed in the study carried out some years ago by Oxfam on how local NGOs felt about donor support (Beatty, Al-Madhaji and Detalle, 1996). 

International NGOs, perhaps more than donors, polarise this bitterness, for several reasons: they distribute less funds than donors, and are in a position similar to that of local associations; they perform activities that local NGOs often feel they could do as well – or better – themselves; they are in a more ambiguous position in terms of the discourse they hold and the social distance / proximity they maintain with the local populations. Whether their personnel is composed of volunteers with low pay, ill-understood and framed in the representations of the rural or marginalised groups in which they are settled, or, on the contrary, display “luxury” styles of life (cars, drivers, guards…), the integration of international NGOs project setting in the “local communities” is often problematic. Furthermore, international NGO project settings “on the field” become de facto parts of local politics, all the more when they represent power and financial stakes. However, their capacity to comprehend their own role, and to construct a vision of these stakes tends to be blurred by their conviction of “doing good”, by the cultural distance between them and remote population groups, as well as by the assumption which is often made that local populations can actually be considered as “communities”, notwithstanding the power relationships in their midst. 

Conclusion

Understanding the role of associations in poverty alleviation in Yemen necessary has to take into consideration not only their technical function in implementing projects and programmes, but, in a wider scope, the place that is left for them to fight for political, civic, economic and social rights. This is why I felt that the analyses and hypotheses presented in this paper had to include considerations about politics and the overall set-up of poverty alleviation. Two main contingencies weigh on the capacity for Yemeni associations to significantly alter the production and reproduction of poverty in the country, and to fulfil the role of building a civil society that programme discourses on poverty alleviation and governance call them to: the political control they are submitted to, and the position they are assigned to in the “poverty alleviation system”. Both tend to merge to present a technical and moral vision of poverty, squeezing out political analysis and solutions, and curtailing in-depth transformations of economic, social and political orders �. 

Struggling against the political control of the State appears as an almost necessary episode of the historical construction of civil society through social movements, and Yemen society already possesses quite an experience in it. There seems to be good prospect for this social and political process to take place, and for the potential of associations to develop, as one of the major demand of Yemeni population focuses on services, and as the tradition of self-help and local mobilisation is still deeply embedded in social functioning, whichever the degree of expectation towards the State. Furthermore, extra-governmental arenas are still extremely alive in Yemen, as an alternative to failing State institutions: “the State does not provide a legal-institutional framework for civil society; to the contrary, civil society counteracts the military State” (Carapico 1998: 252). 

Developing from within the poverty alleviation system, however, seems paradoxically more delicate. Certainly, this system provides for avenues of participation, of legal protection of associations’ existence, and for an active NGO role, and represents their main prospects for financial support. However, this set-up also imposes a conventional and limiting framework which has, to some extent, confiscated from alternative voices the capacity to word the issue of poverty and the possible solutions to it, and turned it into a unique version having value of a doctrine. It also assigns Yemeni associations to a “subcontracting” position, in the midst of intense competition for funds, which tends to divert their main scope from genuine goals of development and social change to concern about their own survival and submission to their funders’ implicit and explicit visions and ways. Instead of their first concern remaining the defence of values and their constituencies requests and demands, they tend to look up, towards donors, in competition with each other, often in a rent-seeking attitude. Hierarchisation, fragmentation, competition, appear to be the main characteristics of the “poverty alleviation system”, as far as Yemeni associations are concerned, blocking rather than boosting their role and capacities to transform the mechanisms of production and reproduction of inequalities, marginalisation and poverty. 





�

Table 1: Basic social indicators and poverty evaluations in Yemen������Heading�Year�Unit�Value�Source��Headcount index�1996��19.1%�World Bank, World Development Report, 1999/2000��Headcount index / "social norm poverty line"�1998��24.8%���Urban population living under poverty line�1998��36%�World Bank *��Rural Population living in poverty �1994��30%�UNDP Human Development Report, 1995��HDI Ranking�1997��148�UNDP  1999��HPI - 1 Ranking�1997��78�UNDP 1999��Real GDP per inhabitant�1997�PPP dollars�810�UNDP 1999��Female Real GDP per capita�1997�PPP dollars�579�UNDP 1999��Male Real GDP per capita�1997�PPP Dollars�1038�UNDP 1999��GNP per capita�1997�US dollars�270�World Bank 1999��Distribution of income: 

- share of lowest 20%�1992��6.1%�World Bank, World Development Report, 1999/2000��- share of highest 20%���46.1%�World Bank, World Development Report, 1999/2000��Adult Literacy Rate (over 15years)�1997��42.5%�UNDP 1999��Female literacy rate�1997��21%�UNDP 1999��Male literacy rate�1997��64.2%�UNDP 1999��Gross Schooling Rate (all levels)�1994�years�52�UNDP 1999��Access to safe water�1990-97�% of population�61%�UNDP 1999��Access to health services�1990-95�% of population�38%�UNDP 1999��Access to sanitation�1990-97�% of population�24%�UNDP 1999��Life expectancy at birth�1960�years�35.8�UNDP 1999���1997��58�UNDP 1999��Infant Mortality�1960�per 1000 live births�175�UNDP Human Development report,1997���1997��76�UNDP 1999���1998��96�World Bank *��(Middle East)�1998��49�World Bank *��Annual Population Growth Rate�1998��2.9%�World Bank *��Annual Growth rate of labour Force�1998��3.4%�World Bank *��Unemployment�1998��27 - 30%�Middle East Economic Survey 19/04/99��*: unknown source, quoted by Volpi and Detalle, 1999������Note on the table: these are selected indicators, but other evaluations exist, often contradictory with the ones presented above, including from a single source.������

�Table 2 : NGO Projects supported by External Assistance in Yemen, 1997



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Economic management	14	1	



NGO Projects : 

Duration	Objectives of the project

1996-97	Economic Reforms through Yemeni Women’s eyes (workshops and forums)



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Development administration	36	2	



NGO Projects : 

Duration		Objectives of the project

1997		Support and Increase of Women Participation rate in the Elections

1997-98		Advocacy about Child Survival, development, participation and protection



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Natural Resources	36	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Human Resources	37	6	



NGO Projects : 

Duration	Objectives of the project

1996-97	Training Women in literacy and Small Enterprise management skills

Education of Women in Health Literacy and Economics to prepare them

	 for Small Enterprise Loans

1986-98	Protection of the Cultural Heritage of Yemen

Basic Education and Home / Community based earnings Opportunities 

	for returnee girls with Alternative Education and Vocational Training

Provide Working / Beggar Children with Alternative Education and 

	Vocational Training

1996-97	Vocational Training and Educational Services for Women and Children



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Agriculture, Forestry 

and Fisheries	39	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Area Development	9	1	



NGO Projects : 

Duration	Objectives of the project

Empowerment of Women’s Groups, Supporting their participation in 

	various workshops and Conferences, Skill Training to enable them to 

	make Decisions and Income Generating Activities.



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Industry	8	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Energy	9	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Intern’l Trade in 

Goods and Services	1	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Domestic Trade in 

Goods and Services	1	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Transportation	10	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Communications	11	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Social Development	34	8	



NGO Projects : 

Duration	Objectives of the project

Strengthening and extension of Services of the Yemen Family Care 

	Association (Improve family Planning)

1992-98	Institutional Development and Capacity Building of Local NGOs 

	working with Disability, especially in Advocacy and Networking

1994-99	Improve knowledge of Children’s Rights, and Monitoring of the 

	Convention Implementation

Aid to Children in Prison / Custody : Reduce or Abolish Prison 

	Sentences for Children, Improve Legal Protection, Support 

	Rehabilitation



1994-99	Support to the Society for the Physically Handicapped, Provide 

	Opportunities for Integration, Education, Play and Social Activities to 

	Disabled Children

1997	Conference for Women who Played a Role in the 1997 Elections 

	to Draw lessons and Formulate a plan of Action for the Improvement of 

	Women’s Political Participation 

Strengthen the Capacity of Hodeidah Women’s Union to Offer Effective 

	Services

Improve Opportunities for Social and Economic Development of Women 

	in Aden Governorate



Sector of assistance	Number of projects		

	total	NGO		

Health	65	1	



NGO Projects : 

Duration	Objectives of the project

1996-97	Improve the Standard of Mother and Child Care Services in one Aden Clinic



Sector of assistance	Number of projects

	total	NGO		

Disaster Preparedness	5	0



Sector of assistance	Number of projects

	total	NGO

Humanitarian Aid and Relief	26	5



NGO Projects : 

Duration	Objectives of the project

Assist Refugees Living in Yemen, Camp Construction, Health and educational 

	Services, Food and Nutrition, Social Counseling

Basic Facilities and Humanitarian Needs to Somali  Refugees, Self Reliance and 

	Empowerment of Women

1996-97	Rehabilitation of Shabwa Drinking Water Sources after Severe Floods

(2 projects)

1993-97	Oxfam Activities in Rural Women’s Development, Marginalised Groups 	and Readiness for Emergency

(Source : UNDP 1998)
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� - For the purpose of this paper, associations –formally constituted and registered non-profit, non-governmental groupings of citizens with various types of goals or aspirations – will be distinguished from NGOs – temptatively restricted to associations engaged in a development, poverty alleviation or advocacy activity, and in contact with the “ international scene ”, i.e. donors, discourse, international NGOs, seminars etc… However, the distinction is not always easy to make, as is explained later in the paper. 

� - Significantly, the 32% rise in public revenue expected in 2000 as a consequence of the oil price increase will mainly be dedicated to raising defense spending by 101% The defense budget for the year 2000 shows a threefold increase over 1996, while civil service will benefit from a 31% increase and health, education and social services by only 14, 15 and 23% respectively, in marked decline over 1997 and 1998 (Middle east Economic Survey, January 31st, 2000).

� - The meaning and scope of the term “ community ” will not be discussed extensively in this paper. However, as pointed later, it should be made clear that it will be used in its now conventionnal but largely implicit meaning of “ people living together in a given location ”, regardless of whether or not they actually have common or competing interests, or feel and act as a community. 

� - Support to The National Programme to Alleviate Poverty has been formally expressed iu the Ministerial Cabinet Resolution n) 168 of 1998. Its executive agent is the Ministry of Planning and Development, and the implementing agents the ILO, FAO, UNIDO and UNOPS (Al-Saqour 1999c). 

� - Most of the following elements will be mentionned again later in the paper, as fitting within the global system.

� - Subsidised items consisted of one third of households’ average expenses on basic food commodities, which themselves absorbed an average of two thrirds of households budgets. The reduction of subsidies on rice and sugar which took place in 1994, and that on wheat, flour, petroleum products, electricity and water that took place in 1995 greatly affected the purchasing power of households (MoPD and UNDP 1998). Following emasures had a similar effect, only increasing concumption and human poverty.  

� - Some components for the more traditional health and education services organised by the government can be considered as indirect safety nets, in the perspective of human capital upgrading, in addition to literacy and training programmes, water provision, feeding schemes… 

� - It has been formally created and its tasks outlined by the Ministerial Cabinet Resolution n° 15 of 1998.

� - In a case I encountered, a rather powerful mountain village succeeded in obtaining three different water distribution infrastructures, none of them in use.

� - Several stories collected show the skewing of civil service recruitment towards individuals who could mobilise intermediaries and pays them. 

� - For more details on the association law, see Beatty, Al-Madhaji and Detalle, 1996.

� - The defense budget will be increased by over 100% in 2000 over 1999, a threefold rise over 1996. See note 2 above.

� - In 1997, according to the UNDP report quoted above (UNDP 1998), eight international NGOs actually contributed funds to development in Yemen, mainly in the fields of health, social and human resource development and humanitarian aid and relief. Their total contribution represented 0,32% of total external assistance (multilateral UN system: 76.5%; multilateral non-UN: 5% and bilateral assistance: 18.2%). Multilateral UN system assistance had significantly increased over 1996, while multilateral non-UN and bilateral had relatively decreased.

� - According to Sheila Carapico (1998), external pressures from international partners andfunders of Yemen, particularly the US, in favour of democratisation and political pluralism have at best been quite minimal, their concern for stability in the Peninsula and their relations with Saudi Arabia weighing more than their real commitment to democratisation and human rights. 
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