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Introduction





At the end of the twentieth century, development models and the policies of Northern multilateral and bilateral lending/aid agencies have become driven by a new orthodoxy. Most reflective of this shift and despite the divergences in their positions, the policies of the World Bank and independent Western donors have both become characterized by a new emphasis on empowering ‘civil society’ in the developing world and promoting a new relation between state and citizens based on accountability and participation. In line with this new development paradigm, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are being looked to as alternative social and political forces, and they are being encouraged to initiate reforms within their own societies along liberal democratic lines. � 


	Some of the literature rightfully questions the implications of governance conditionalities, in terms of how practically useful and politically realistic they really are. � However, beyond this important debate, these revisions in development policies are having a direct impact on state-society relations and the nature of polities in the developing world by contributing to a redefinition of power relations in these societies. While it is expected that a burgeoning of social organizations will help led to a process democratization, it should be stated that this is not a given nor is it inevitable. In this new international juncture in which we may be witnessing a rise of social power in developing countries through civic organizations, it is necessary to critically assess changes in state-society relations and investigate the role of NGOs in contributing to social and political change, without applying the blanket term democratization to describe the changes taking place. 


This paper will offer a preliminary investigation in this regard by examining the relationship between Palestinian NGOs (PNGOs) and the Palestinian National Authority (PNA). The paper will be divided into three main parts: in the first part the changes in development and aid policies will be briefly reviewed and their implications for considering the role of NGOs in advancing social and political change will be outlined. In the second part PNGOs will be examined as a new type of social force in the broader era of "good governance". The third part will examine the main engagements between the PNA and PNGOs, looking at the role of the latter in shaping the polity. The analysis will conclude by considering the implications of the role PNGOs have taken on in their society for the nature of the emerging Palestinian political system, including prospects for democratization and some making final observations on changing state society relations in the current international context will be made.


 























Changes in Development and Aid Policies 


Prior to turning to our case study, it is essential to review the origins of the concern for good governance and the associated changes which together they have ushered in a new phase in theoretical and practical approaches to development. The idea of good government was first introduced by the World Bank in its 1989 report on sub-Saharan Africa. Guided by its disdain for the inefficient and overdeveloped character of public administrations in the South, problems of corruption and the difficulties African countries were having with Structural Adjustment Programs, the World Bank's policies shifted from a focus on economic prescriptions to a concern for political factors. In this report the Bank reached the conclusion that sustainable development would require improvements in political management, in effect good government. To this end, the World Bank endorsed a twin pillar reform program of state capacity building and a decentralization of decision making regarding socio-economic development through the empowerment of society and the activation of NGOs and social organizations. � 


Subsequently, following this report the World Bank has adopted the formal definition of governance as; the manner in which power is exercised in the management of a country’s economic and social resources for development purposes. � Underlying this definition is a vision of a reformed state and an empowered society taking part in processes of social advancement and economic growth and acting as a check the state’s management of the development process. 


Parallel to these changes in the World Bank's agenda, Western governments have also incorporated a concern for good governance into their funding and aid programs. In the case of donors, good government is defined in an overtly political manner, and is linked to the development of multi-party elections and the protection of civil and human rights. � This direct encouragement of liberal democracy, ensued in relation to a number of overlapping political factors, including the resurgence of neo-liberalism in the West, the collapse of official communist regimes, and the rise of pro-democracy movements in the developing world. � Although explicitly concerned with the nature of the political system in developing countries bilateral donors like the World Bank also emphasize the importance of empowering civic organizations. Through their aid programs and funding schemes, donors are targeting grassroots organizations, especially human rights groups that can play a proactive role in shaping their polity by increasing popular participation in political life establishing a foundation for democratization.� 


Having indeed entered an era of good governance with these policy changes, no mistake should be made about their conceptual roots, they are premised on the "Washington Consensus" and a three sphere model of free market economy, reformed state and active civil society. Far from expecting this "model" to be simply transposed onto developing societies, one must break this new paradigm down to its bear component; at its essence it is a process which is about redefining the distribution of power between state and society in the developing world. 


NGOs are at the center of this process. NGOs and other social organizations are being looked to as vehicles through which donors and the World Bank can increase a society’s participation in developmental processes and political affairs, altering the overall parameters of the relationship between state and society. By way of illustration, let us consider the implications of donor support for NGOs. The World Bank has already identified NGOs as central partners in social and economic development. In 1991, 89 out of 289 of the Bank’s projects were implemented in conjunction with NGOs. �  What is more, the Bank has called for bilateral aid to be channeled directly to non-governmental sources. For their part, donors are directly funding NGO’s, especially those involved in policy advocacy and human rights work, while also using conditionalities to help provide an enabling environment for civic groups. � As well, NGOs are being provided with important political support and are being encouraged and implicitly expected to play a role in redefining their societies and modifying their polities along liberal democratic lines. � Along side these changes, NGOs have undergone significant transformations. Not only has the number of NGOs in developing societies increased but their contributions to society's wellbeing and to the development process as a whole has grown. They have indeed become important players in processes of social and economic change. 


All of this raises two important issues that will having bearing on our own analysis of PNGO-PNA relations and the broader analysis of the role of NGOs in developing societies. Firstly when considering the role of SNGOs in redefining their society and polity, how should one conceptualize the social space NGOs occupy within the context of a closed political system? Secondly, what changes, especially to the nature of the political system should one expect to ensue? With regards to the first matter, as William Ruben of the World Bank has argued many of the roles NGOs are playing today would be regarded as hearsay from the perspective of the classical concept of "civil society" as defined Western political theory.� Traditionally civil society has been regarded an intermediary realm of civic associations operating freely in a democratic environment, supporting the betterment of society and fostering patterns of "civility". � Today, NGOs are stepping in and replacing the state during times of war, as in Africa, acting as partners in the development process and being looking to reform the state and the polity, all in the context of closed political systems. 


In this regard, this international context in which local initiatives in developing societies have expanded and the importance of NGOs has increased should be seen as creating a disjuncture with the previous understanding of "civil society" and necessitating a reformulation of this concept. As Palestinian academic Giacaman argues, civil society as traditional conceived can only be sustained in the context of broader democratic structures. � In an authoritarian context, as PNGOs and other NGOs in Middle East find themselves in, the autonomy of an NGO, its role as a service provider and it support for the rule of law and other democratic principles can be interpreted by the state as a threat. In a closed political system, social organizations face continuous challenges to their existence and are involved in power relations which are not illuminated by the traditional concept of civil society. This raises two questions; how does one conceptualize the sector in which NGOs are situated within in the context of authoritarian systems? Also how does one define NGOs as social actors?    


While what is required is a rigorous contemplation of the concept of civil society in an authoritarian setting, (including the patterns domination both within this sphere and between it and the state) in a historical and context specific analysis of this sphere; this is clearly beyond the limits and purposes of this discussion. One can outline however, that for the purposes of looking at the role of NGOs in contributing to social and political change in the context of an authoritarian system it is useful to draw on the UNDP`s definition of civil society, conceiving  this sector composed of potentially independent organizations and as being, "the sphere in which social movements become organized." � For the purposes of our own analysis of PNGOs-PNA relations, it will be useful to think of civil society in this "ideal" sense, as a realm of potentiality in which collective action has the potential to be organized, juxtaposing this against the actual role NGOs are playing, with a view to understanding the possibilities but also the constraints shaping their involvement in their polity. 


Further to this, one might also add that in considering NGOs activism, it is important to move away from the traditional conceptions of power as understood in monolithic terms and recognize power in localized forms in terms of actors, local power networks and NGOs.� In line with this, an important analytical tool applicable to NGOs is that of a "social force". When analyzing NGOs` role in their polity one can refer to them as a social force, in the manner defined by Midgal, as a social formation, such as a class or an actor within civil society, that engages in a struggle with the state, resulting in unanticipated patterns of domination and transformation. � Together, viewing the social space NGOs are situated within as the possible realm where social movements emerge and analyzing NGOs as potential social forces with the capacity to engage with the state, represent two useful analytical tools for which to understand the role of NGOs, their ability to pursue change and their impact on broader state-society relations. With this tools in mind, we will turn to examine PNGOs-PNA relations.


Before turning to our case study however, a second issue of importance needs to be considered. What changes will NGOs be able to affect in the political realm? The literature suggests several possibilities ranging from civic organizations acting as representatives of marginalized groups in the political sphere to NGOs acting as the catalysts for the formation of pro-democracy movements. � However, this question is clearly context dependent. The answer depends on the manner in which NGOs engage the political realm as a potential social force, situated in a sphere in which social movements can emerge. This in turn depends on a variety of factors including, NGOs independence from the state, their vertical relations to the grassroots, their horizontal links with other NGOs and social organizations, how they define their role in the polity and both the opportunities and constraints shaping their capacity to act. 


Finally, it should be recognized that as social organizations work to redefine their political systems it is not inevitable that a process of democratization will follow suit: forms of state-societal interaction, new mechanisms of accountability, alternative channels of participation or different mechanism of accountability that differ from those associated with liberal democratic model may emerge. Moreover, when examining the new forms of political struggles emerging within developing countries in this new era, it is important to remain critical and open to the actual changes occurring on the ground. 





2. PNGOs a new social force in the era of "good governance"?


PNGOs have a long and unique history, during the Intifada they were the main service providers in Palestinian society, and they were at the center of a resistance movement to the Israeli occupation. Today there are approximately 1,200 Palestinian NGOs and 200 foreign NGOs operating in the West Bank and Gaza, and they employ approximately 30,000 Palestinians. PNGOs include popular organizations such as women’s and worker’s organizations, developmental institutions, charitable societies, research centers and human rights organizations.� 


There are two processes currently underway in the West Bank and Gaza that define the PNGOs` social and political realities; firstly a Palestinian state is being built and its relationship to society is being forged. Within this context, the PNA has espoused an authoritarian and personalized style of rule, concentrating power in the hands of the Executive. � Despite this however, PNGOs have been able to secure an independent space for themselves within the society; maintaining their right to external funding and the right to form ties with donors and NGOs outside Palestine. This was recently affirmed through the ratification of an NGO Law by President Arafat, which recognizes the right of independence of Palestinian social organizations.� This law has been heralded as one of the most progressive laws in the Arab world. �


 In contrast to this, it should be stated that the actual autonomy of NGOs and social organizations varies. When the PNA was first formed, some PNGOs, which had long viewed themselves as only temporary, merged with ministries of the PNA, the latter regarding itself as the only legitimate development authority asked international actors to channel all funds to its ministries. � Others NGOs that lacked independent sources of funding were co-opted and became official adjuncts of PNA structures. � Still other social organizations such as some women’s groups and trade unions have been informally co-opted by the Authority despite a formal semblance of autonomy. � Although recent developments in the journalist trade union suggest this may be changing. � 


The second transition taking place in the West Bank and Gaza is a transfer from Israeli occupation to Palestinian statehood, as subject to progress in the on going peace process. � In this regard some have argued that the unrealized national rights of the Palestinian people often leave PNGOs with a "crowded agenda".�


In order to assess the capacity for PNGOs to promote change in this environment four issues need to be discussed: networking among PNGOs`, PNGOs` status as professional organizations, their role as service providers and the activists leading the PNGO sector. 


2.1 Networking among PNGOs


When considering PNGOs as a potential type of social force, who are we talking about? Are there any NGO coalitions or networks? In addition to sectoral networks among health, education and human rights NGOs there are two cross-sectoral networks; the General Union of Palestinian NGOs and the Palestinian Non-Governmental Organizations Network (Shabaka). Some have argued that NGO networks are still a weak phenomenon in Palestine and that the two cross-sectoral networks have had a very limited impact. �


	While I agree that in general networking is still weak in Palestine, I would argue that this is a hasty assessment with regards to the Shabaka. This network which, has been formed by the largest and most powerful PNGOs, representing over 70 organizations, has indeed played a leading role affecting positive change and has the potential to emerge as a major actor in the Palestinian polity. Three factors support this argument. Firstly, it should be recognized that the fact that some of the largest PNGOs have formed an alliance and established a representative body through the Shabaka and have acted collective through this network is a considerable achievement. In most African countries, NGOs have been unable to form a coalition, either due to their own internal fragmentation or excessive state control. � 


Secondly, one should not only look at the Shabaka from view point of its current forms of action but also in terms of its potentiality. In this regard, it should be noted that most of the smaller PNGOs I have personally interviewed through my research for this paper or through work for Muwatin  either are members of the Shabaka, know its work, or want to join this network. There is a recognition of the importance of a mechanism to represent PNGOs and to facilitate collective action, here the Shabaka is looked to as a model or as the beginning of an important mechanism for the PNGO sector. 


Thirdly, when one reviews the role the Shabaka played in advocating for the passage of the NGO Law, recognizing that its concentrated lobbying efforts and its ties with the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) contributed to the successful ratification of this law, one is presented with a clear example of local power producing real change. � Although the Shabaka has shied away from directly confronting the PNA, the lead role it played in passing the NGO Law represents an example of social power in action, here there is potential for further NGO activism.     


Overall, concerning networking among PNGOs it can be stated that Palestinian non-governmental organizations´ horizontal links are underdeveloped and this will inhibit collective action across this sector. In this regard the question which needs to be raised is whether the Shabaka will expand its membership, deepening its horizontal linkages, or whether there is the potential for another networking mechanism to be created. Some have argued that the PNGO sector faces fragmentation that inhibits the prospects for further networking.� At the same time it should not be ignored that the Shabaka itself represents an example of the fruits that localized power can yield and the results a union of 70 NGOs can achieve.  


2.2 PNGOs as Professional Organizations


Another feature of the PNGO sector that warrants our attention is the status of an overwhelming number of Palestinian NGOs as "professional organizations" with a relationship to the local population mediated by the formality of their role as service providers. In general the documentation on PNGOs is scanty, and there is especially a gap in our knowledge concerning the relationship between PNGOs and the mass populace. However from the research available and from assessments on the ground, it can be stated that most PNGOs do not have a close relationship to sectors of society in which one would regard them as being tied to a local constituency. Of the two main types of NGOs in Palestine; research, media and human rights organizations serve the majority of the population without any mobilization activities while developmental institutions have undergone a process of institutionalization overtime and many have lost their grassroots nature.� 


It is important to point out that the relationship between PNGOs and society has not always been this way. � Since the Intifada, Palestinian NGOs` have changed. They have been de-politicized and their grassroots orientation was been altered as part of their growth as community service providers, as directly linked to increased access to foreign funding, and as related to donor conditionalities and the pressure to create complex administrative and financial structures to manage their increasing financial resources. �  Overtime, in relation to these factors PNGOs have been "professionalized" and transformed from groups organizing people to take charge of their reality through collective action to formal service providers for an undifferentiated mass, concerned with empowerment as defined in a socio-economic sense. Describing this process one Palestinian academic explains, “constituencies became defined as ‘target groups’ while grassroots leaders became specialists armed with new forms of knowledge and techniques.”� 


	The aim here is not to critique NGOs role as service providers, but merely to point out that as these organizations have evolved their ties and downward accountability to a specific and recognizable community has been eroded. It seems that this trend will continue for currently there is a "professional ideology" that pervades the PNGO sector whereby ties to the local population are only conceived of in terms of a distant service-oriented relationship. For example, for most organizations building ties to the local society means offering training programs and workshops or educating the public about NGOs and civil society through the media. � In each case however, the population remains an undifferentiated mass whom if comes in contact with the NGO does so on a one-time basis as a client.


	What emerges from this discussion is that PNGOs do not necessarily have a dense set of networks linking them to the mass population. This influences the role these organizations can play in redefining the polity. In this regard, it is conceivable for PNGOs, who have important expertise in development or who represent marginalized sectoral or social interests, to advance change by advocating for progressive social policies. But one concerned with the prospects for democratization should be wary of expecting too much. The question that needs to be addressed here is what contributions can PNGOs make to altering the political realm or supporting prospects for democracy without dense vertical relations linking them to the mass population?





2.3 PNGOs as Providers of Social Goods


Two arguments have been presented on the role of NGOs as providers of social goods in an authoritarian context which are useful to discuss with reference to PNGOs. The first argument is that in a closed political system where a regime's power rests upon its ability to provide social goods, NGOs will be viewed as competitors and therefore as a threat. While this may be an important issue, it should not be overemphasised in relation to Palestine. Firstly, given their history, PNGOs are already indisputably important distributors of social goods. Secondly, thus far the PNA has consolidated its power atop of three alternative pillars: a de-facto alliance with the notable class, a large bureaucracy through which the dispensation of jobs functions as a form of patronage, and a security apparatus of approximately 40,000 men directly accountable to Arafat. � 


	The second argument, which is more applicable to Palestine, is that a weak state, with limited financial resources and poor administrative capacity, will seek to derive benefits from the work of NGOs while trying to exclude them from other gaining power in other spheres, especially the political. � This argument accurately applies to the situation in Palestine. However this argument also neglects something important which is particularly relevant with regards to PNGOs, namely the possibility for NGOs to derive leverage from this relation which may assist them in pursing social change.  


In order to explain this idea it is necessary to consider three features of the PNGO sector. Firstly, PNGOs are responsible for a significant portion of the distribution of social goods, providing 60% of primary healthcare, 49% of secondary and tertiary care, and 100% of daycare services.� What is more, many of the NGOs working in fields such as health, education and agriculture are some of the largest and most efficient organizations and many surpass the PNA`s ministries in terms of budget, staffing and experience. � 


Secondly, a special feature of the PNGO sector is that many of these providers of social goods have a clear activist bend. Many are members of the Shabaka and beyond this many health and agricultural organizations or their directors actively promote social change. For example, the Gaza Community Mental Health Program is led my a well known human rights activist, Eyad Sarraj and it is known to advocate for human rights, recognizing that there is a strong link between mental health and the advancement of human rights, for the latter is needed to provide an enabling environment for mental health. � Similarly, the Union of Palestinian Medical Relief Committee (one of largest health services providers) has a web-site that provides information on their medical services, which also chronicles the activities of the PNGO Network, its lobby efforts and the advances it is making in its struggle to promote democracy in Palestine and it is led by Mustapha Barghouthi an outspoken figure and General Secretary of the Palestinian Peoples Party known for his publications and his ardent calls for the establishment of a civil society and democracy in Palestine. � 


Thirdly, in this context of the dual roles taken on by such PNGOs, many non-governmental service providers have entered into contractual relationships with the PNA. PNGOs providing medical and agricultural services have established very good working relationships with the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Agriculture, and they have begun cooperating with one another in order to coordinate service provision. �


	The fact these PNGOs have entered into such relations with the PNA has two important implications for the role of NGOs in promoting change. First, the contractual relationships non-governmental service providers and the authority have entered into informally sanction, if not legitimize, the broader modus operandi of many PNGOs, they way they are fulfilling their own institution’s functions while also acting to bring about a broader goal of social change. Secondly, by entering into this relationships the PNA has formally conceded the importance of PNGOs for the distribution of public goods provides, whereby providing them with additional leverage to press for social and political change. � One may raise the question when exactly will this "leverage" aid PNGOs and differences will ensue? 


Recognizing that PNGOs are neither bound by strong horizontal links across the NGO sector nor by a strong vertical base in society, such leverage may only help PNGOs in localized battles to promote change, through progressive legislation or social policies. This once again directs us away from expectations of radical altercations to the polity and directs our attention towards diverse and localized struggles that are shape state-societal relations in alternative ways.   


2.4 Activists Leading PNGOs 


Regarding the activists leading PNGOs it must be recognized that Palestinian NGOs are primarily run by former political actors, political independents, the left and the educated middle class. There is an informal understanding here of the PNGO sector as constituting a separate institutional space for independents and those not affiliated with the Fatah ruling party.� This is due to many overlapping factors including the historical emergence of PNGOs in close connection to political parties (see footnote 33) and the manner in which  following the emergence of the PNA, many Fatah members left this sector to join the Authority�.  This brings us to a complicated issue that has implications for the contributions PNGOs will make to shaping the polity.


Analyzing the way in which many NGOs in the Arab world and have been taken up by many people formerly active in political opposition parties, some have raised the question of whether we are witnessing the establishment of alternative avenues of participation offering social actors different ways of shaping their society in closed political systems. � This indeed may be the case, but if so this will blunt the prospects for political change for two simple reasons; firstly it is the political party and not necessarily the NGO which is able to mobilize the population (as the above discussion suggests there seems to be a tension between NGOs professionalism and their ties to the grassroots) and secondly it is the political party not the NGO which is able to share in political power. 


 In this regard, the role of PNGOs in contributing to social and political change must be understood as being itself related to on the hand the near collapse of the Palestinian political parties and the other hand the complex relationship between PNGOs and political parties, whereby the energies of former political activists and the educated middle class are being channeled in to the NGO sector. The extent to which PNGOs are supported by healthy political parties will have a strong impact on prospects for democratization. This however is a complex issue in turn raises many questions: will the political parties be revived? What role if any should the PNGO activists play in this regard? What tensions and obstacles would characterize such a revival given the intricate relationship between PNGOs and the political parties, and the concentration of the energies of former political activists and the educated middle class in the NGO sector? The role of PNGOs in defining the relationship between state and society must be contemplated by considering them as situating within realm where social movements can emerge, in this regard PNGOs links to other social organizations, especially political parties are very important. But so long as the present situation prevails we should expect to see variegated power struggles across the social and political field rather than a concentrated movement to modify the political realm.    
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