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The relationship between NGOs and the 
community

CHAPTER FIVE

NOTHING FOR US 
WITHOUT US
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Social justice organisations play an important role in taking up the issues 
communities face. These organisations are set up by groups concerned 
about human rights and social justice, by progressive faith based groups, 
and by academics. In our discussion they are referred to as “NGOs”.

Many NGOs have links with community based organisations and with 
community activists. As many activists have stated in earlier chapters, 
NGOs and social justice organisations outside the communities affected 
by mining are very key in community struggles. They have played a crucial 
role in building the skills of community activists to deal with powerful 
mining companies and governments. They have brought in skills that the 
communities did not have – such as legal skills, media skills, skills to test 
water and track budgets.

Recently there has been some discussion on how the relationship between 
community based activists and NGOs should be structured. This is an 
important question given that the differences in resources and power can 
result in NGOs taking over or acting as saviours of poor communities.

Activists insist that any group outside the community must respect 
independent community voice, community leadership and community 
ownership of their struggles. They make this call in the slogan “Nothing 
for us without us.”

NGOs can play an important facilitating role so that the community may 
better understand the root causes of their problems and come up with 
strategies and in the process build community power. As Joyce Nyamukunda 
writes in Chapter Three of this book:  l think that the role of NGOs is 
to facilitate change and development by tapping into the power that the 
communities already have. The role of NGOs is not to provide solutions to 
the challenges faced by communities but to facilitate a process that raises 
questions, emotions, allowing the communities to dig deep and find the 
root causes to their problems. 

Nothing for us without us
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As the activists have highlighted throughout this book studies, reports 
and media advocacy by NGOs have given focus to community problems 
which otherwise would be hidden from public view.

Social justice NGO’s have been key in providing important training to 
support the emergence of community activism. Many NGO’s have clearly 
defined programmes aimed at supporting independent community voice 
and action. These organisations devote much time to developing new 
approaches, methods and tools for education, research to supporting 
action with the community. 

Many NGOs while being located outside the community have community 
based activists on their staff and in this way form closer links with 
communities. 

At the same time the structural power relationship between NGOs and 
communities can lead to NGOs taking over. As participants at the workshop 
noted NGOs can build community power or stand in the way of community 
power.

NGOs have a wealth of human and financial resources, are well known in 
our capital cities, and are better able to access funding as compared with 
community based organisations and movements. Communities affected 
by mining are poorly resourced and hidden in areas remote from capital 
cities. It is not as easy for community based movements to access funds 
and skills. 

Some of the problems in this relationship highlighted in the discussion 
at the workshop included the problem of NGOs becoming the voice of the 
community because of their greater recognition in the public media and 
their more skilled and articulate staff. This can happen almost unwittingly 
with even the best intentioned NGO taking over community struggles and 
voice. As workshop participants noted this is something that NGOs and 
community organisations should monitor, so as to make sure this does not 
accidently happen.

There is also the problem that NGOs have their own priorities which 
determine their programmes, and how they work with communities. An 
overriding concern for many NGOs in the past twenty years or so has 
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been with the NGO image and brand. The struggle for NGO survival has 
meant that each NGO has to stand out and be seen as the leading player in 
their field and as the most deserving of funding from major donors. This 
focus on their image and brand can lead NGOs to shape their work with 
communities in ways that make their brand stand out, and lose sight of the 
needs and interests of the communities. 

Another set of problems is that the NGO’s mission, vision, programme, 
skills set and budgets may limit what an NGO can offer to a community by 
way of building activism and community power. NGO budgets very seldom 
include funds to directly support local activism. NGO professional staff, 
while experts in legal and technical fields, are not trained in community 
organising and may impose ways of working that do not build community 
activism. For example, a legal NGO will focus on how to take up a problem 
through using the law and may miss the opportunities for other more activist 
forms of engagement. Or an NGO focused on corporate social responsibility 
may focus on reports by specialist researchers and miss opportunities 
for engaging the community or for addressing social problems that falls 
outside of corporate social responsibility. Or an environmental NGO that is 
the leader on water testing may not be able to see how water testing can 
build activism and community power. As much as NGOs bring skills to a 
community they may lack other important skills. It is up to the community 
activist to find ways to make sure the technical skills NGOs bring can 
build community power. And to make sure that the breadth of community 
concerns is addressed even if these do not fit the mission and vision of the 
NGOs they are working with. 

Then there are political or ideological groupings who seek to advance 
their own ideas and objectives above the immediate needs of the local 
community. Movements even when they claim to be community based may 
rely on political or ideological groupings. The challenge for movements is 
to be clear of their own ideas and focus even when they engage with such 
groupings.

Participants shared some of the challenges they face and what their 
organisations are doing to heal the gap between external organisations and 
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local activism. The NGOs present shared their work in creating awareness 
and building skills in communities and in connecting communities to the 
centres of power through the use of social media. Joyce Nyamukunda from 
Zimbabwe Environmental Law Association (ZELA) and Solomon Mwampikita 
from Extractive Industries Transparency Alliance (EITA) Zambia share 
how their organisations are conscious of the need to work in ways that 
build community power. Stela Malola from the Associação de Apoio e 
Assistência Jurídica às Comunidades (AAAJC) in Mozambaique shares how 
work in media and communication allows activists to get information out 
from remote parts of the country to the centres of power. The work of the 
Bench Marks Foundation is presented to highlight their work in facilitating 
community voice and activism, and in seeking out approaches that will 
allow communities to develop independence and not be dependent on 
external organisations.  

Two community based movements share their gains from increased 
knowledge and skills and the challenges to do with human resources and 
funding. Malvern Mudiwa shares how the Marange Development Trust has 
gained from its contact with ZELA. Thabo Lerotholi shares the challenges 
the Maluti Community Development Forum (MCDF) faces in Lesotho with 
questions of succession and finances. 
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ZELA’s Extractive Programme focuses on the mining sector. We work in 
mining affected communities in five or six districts in Zimbabwe. These 
are platinum, coal, and diamond mining areas. We realized there were 
many human rights violations. Rights of communities were violated. People 
were not aware of environment and social economic rights, so we started 
with awareness of rights. People were affected by mining dust and water 
pollution from mining. There was environmental degradation. People were 
being relocated with no idea of compensation rights, with no agreement 
on relocation. Communities faced these challenges on top of the impacts 
of mining. 

ZELA facilitates processes to help communities know what they want and 
their solutions. 

ZELA realized we cannot just do research, get information from 
communities and go away. NGOs often disseminate information elsewhere 
and do not go back to that community where they collected the information. 
ZELA wanted to guard against this.

The community tends to get frustrated as advocacy takes time. Changing 
laws, rehabilitation, all of these things take time. People get frustrated 
that there is no water, that their water source is polluted, they take action, 
but they still go back home and drink dirty water. We have linked service 
delivery to longer term advocacy.

ZELA developed the concept of community led research and gives financial 
support to communities to do their own research to gather information 
so as to better understand their problems and to hold mining companies 
accountable. The community identifies the issue they want to research and 
they do the research. For example, a community traced what was happening 

NGOs working to build community power

Joyce Nyamukunda

Zimbabwe Environmental Law Association (ZELA), Zimbabwe
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with the money given by the mines to a rural electrification development 
company; another community researched life before mining and what the 
community has done to avert problems – they mapped the actors in relation 
to every problem. 

We gather information from communities to influence different processes - 
national processes such as reform of laws. During outreach visits community 
members input into the bill. Women and youth spoke confidently and knew 
the issues. Without tapping into community power, without these outreach 
visits, people will not turn up or participate. There is power in participation 
and raising awareness. Knowing how to participate and why they should 
participate, empowered communities. 

Our approach is to influence law by gathering information from grass 
roots. We learnt from Bench Marks Foundation on training community 
monitors who gather information on what is happening on the ground. Last 
week ZELA conducted an outreach visit in the gold mining sector to gather 
information so that we could influence the current government process to 
decriminalise artisanal miners. Entry into diamond mining areas is restricted 
and we could only gather information by involving the community.

The Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on mines brings different 
players to hearings – players such as mining companies, civil society and 
government. ZELA does outreach visits before the public hearings, to make 
sure communities can participate. Our relationship with government has 
improved. We participated in a strategy with government mineral mines 
and our input was taken on board. ZELA was called to give oral evidence in 
parliament. 

Another intervention is to link the community with their leaders. Leaders 
usually forget their constituencies. They come to the community when 
there are elections and then have no contact with the community after that. 
They live in the capital city Harare and the community never sees them. 

We started district dialogue meetings where leaders and communities are 
in dialogue on important issues. Today communities do not wait for ZELA 
to facilitate these dialogues.  Now communities own the dialogue and invite 
ZELA. We have made quite some headway on issues through dialogue. 
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ZELA made us aware that if we want to influence policy we need infor-
mation. We now know we can ask for public documents such as audited 
reports and strategic plans, and we are in a position to demand these doc-
uments. We can look at these documents and influence ways and means 
of getting taxes from mining companies to enable service delivery. Some 
companies are closing down and there are outstanding salaries, and debts. 
We have the power now to go to the registrar general’s office to get infor-
mation. If we cannot get the information from the provincial office we can 
go to national office. So we are well informed. Reports are at times avail-
able on web sites, but we are not aware.

Malvern Mudiwa

Marange Development Trust, Zimbabwe
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EITA is an umbrella platform – our work reflects the work of the community 
action groups we work with. We focus on community environment action 
groups and the community coming up with their own solutions. Our role is 
to help to ignite. 

We have a central coordination office with staff. The community action 
groups are linked to us. We also work with partners. 

We are looking at the structure of Corporate Social Investment (CSI) in 
Zambia and how CSI is responding to the adverse impact of the mining 
sector. We find, for example, when a river is polluted by a mine, instead of 
attending to water purification the mine gave a million dollars to a football 
team. This makes us ask “is CSI responding to people’s needs?” 

We know that no matter how you engage if you do not have adequate 
information you cannot challenge mining companies. We start with the 
capacity of the community, we look at what is lacking, and what we can 
bring on board. 

Solomon Mwampikita

Extractive Industries Transparency Alliance (EITA), Zambia
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Associação de Apoio e Assistência Jurídica às Comunidades (AAAJC) works 
with communities around natural resources and mining. We are working 
with creating committees for the management of natural resources and we 
have activists located in the community. We distribute smart phones so that 
activists can share information. We also capacitate them with knowledge 
on the laws. We work with Sekelakhane an organisation that works with 
information and communication. They have an application and an Internet 
site. Activists can download and follow the information of all the activists 
in the community. This empowers them so that the information does not 
stay in the community but goes wider. We have a magazine and we are also 
linked with Bench Marks Foundation. 

Through all of this we can get exposure on things that happen in Tete. In 
the past what happens in Tete stays in Tete. 

Recently when there was an explosion from Vale coal mine in Bagamoyo, 
there was a black cloud and information was sent via the WhatsApp group. 
From the WhatsApp group the information was published on the website 
and everyone knew what was happening. The MPs knew what was happening 
and parliament set up a commission. They showed the council what was 
happening, and they asked questions. 

Stela Malola

Associação de Apoio e Assistência Jurídica às Comunidades, 
(AAAJC), Mozambique
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NCA in Tanzania gives support to communities through research and 
training on different issues. NCA programmes include a resource governance 
programme and a community monitors programme. NCA works through 
partners and with Christian and Muslim communities in 46 districts. NCA 
partners work on ground directly with communities 

NCA in Tanzania

Programmes Coordinator, Extractive Industries Transparency Alliance 
(EITA), Zambia
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The Bench Marks Foundation (BMF) is a research and advocacy NGO. The 
BMF operates on a mandate from its church community to monitor private 
corporations and promote accountability to the larger community. 

The BMF has set up a Community Monitors Programme to support 
communities affected by mining corporations to speak out in their 
own voice. The Community Monitors programme provides training for 
community activists in the area of research, writing and communications. 

A key objective of the BMF community support work is to find approaches 
that will allow communities to develop independence and not be dependent 
on external organisations.  Our work is focused on experimenting with new 
methods, tools and techniques in research, education and communications, 
which community activists can use to tell their own story and build 
independent community voice and action.

It does this through the Community Monitors School, which is a regular 
meeting of community activists where the activists learn core skills in 
monitoring and action. The school is set up in collaboration with local 
community based organisations and is designed as a space where activists 
are guided to reflect on their experiences, take action in the field and return 
for reflection. 

In their communities the monitors observe problems faced by the 
community, they write regular reports on these problems and they post 
their reports on a blog on a website. These reports can be accessed by 
all monitors via a mobile app. The reports are also published in a news 
magazine and posted on a digital crowd map on the website. All this 
information contributes to knowledge building to advance community 
action.

In 2017 this Community Monitors Programme will be modified to 
include targeted research for action interventions in specific communities 
supported by BMF researchers and other skilled people. This research for 
action activity will at the same time be an opportunity to train a more 
advanced group of community activists in research, writing and para-legal 
investigation skills.

Bench Marks Foundation
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The Maluti Community Development Forum (MCDF) is a legally constituted 
organisation. We did not anticipate the results we have achieved to date. 
We focused our work on the mines operating within the mountainous area 
of Lesotho. However, the credibility we have achieved led the community 
in the lowlands in the south to approach us to help them deal with their 
issues in the mining sector. In as much as we would like to help them we 
are seriously incapacitated in financial and other resources. We have been 
financing our work from our pockets. 

The most challenging and critical question for us is ‘how do we sustain 
our movement?’

The movement at present is largely dependent on me as a person and 
on my remaining a member and a leader of the organisation. This is so 
financially and otherwise. In the event I quit, the movement will come to a 
halt. 

The best way going forward is to train more members within the 
organisation and to prepare for succession as part of an on-going process 
for sustainability. Furthermore, funding and resources need to be sourced 
in order to sustain the movement and make it more independent. The 
question is however, what organisations would be interested in assisting 
us with resources and finances? This question seems to be of paramount 
importance and calls for high levels of accountability from our movement, 
and of course a certain degree of expertise among our members. But at 
the same time this is not a far-fetched dream as long as a minimal training 
programme can be established.

Thabo Lerotholi

Maluti Community Development Forum, Lesotho
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