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NGOs are the multitude of non-profit, organised groups, clubs and associations in society that operate independently from the market and the state, usually on a voluntary basis. 

They are variously referred to as:

· community and voluntary sector organisations

· the third sector

· the non-profit sector

· civil society

· community groups

· not-for-profits

· community, voluntary and tangata whenua organisations.

Drawing on work undertaken by the Johns Hopkins University Comparative Study on the Non-Profit Sector, the Office for the Community and Voluntary Sector (OCVS) characterises an NGO as one which meets all of the following criteria:

· it does not return a dividend to members or directors

· it has some organisational form

· it is self-governing

· it is not of government

· participation is voluntary.

Classifying the third sector in this way brings its own risks. By talking about the community and voluntary sector in the third person or in the abstract, we risk forgetting that the sector comprises individual citizens. Those citizens are motivated in many ways: through faith, a desire to support human rights, to support family members or to join others in meeting shared goals and common interests. The sector itself works for individual people and causes including the young, the old, the dispossessed, the powerless, or people who aspire to great things beyond a world organised around money. 

What do NGOs do?

As manifestations of community aspirations NGOs, offer a number of opportunities for governments. In a service delivery context, NGO providers offer the following advantages:

· they can be more responsive to changing circumstances

· they can often be better positioned to access ”hard-to-reach” populations

· as new social problems emerge, the community responds with new agencies to meet those problems

· they have an organisational energy and vitality unconstrained by legislation or conventions which bind the public sector.

So what is the problem?

Community and voluntary sector advocates argue that the relationship between government and the sector is strained and, in some cases, broken. The 2001 report of the Community and Voluntary Sector Working Party Whakatōpū Whakaaro recommended that government:

· improve its participatory processes

· improve funding and accountability arrangements

· strengthen the capacity of the community and voluntary sector

· ensure government officials obtain a better understanding of the sector

· support volunteers and volunteering

· should signal its intent

The extent to which the problems exist in any particular agency are dependent on the “business” of that agency and the nature of its interaction with the sector.

In 2002, Ministers agreed to the Statement of Government Intentions for an Improved Community-Government Relationship. The commitments are intended to guide agencies in their policy development and service planning when engaging with NGOs.

It is far from clear that the Statement has gained strong traction. The OCVS regularly meets with central government officials and field staff who have not heard of the Statement or are unclear about its status. 

Nonetheless, no matter how committed an agency might be to a relationship, without a strong policy framework, it seems unlikely that interaction with the sector will be strong and sustainable. 

Changing roles of government

Among its many roles, government acts to both constrain markets and technological change, and to help them work for the social good. To do this it will often call on the resources of the third sector. In the New Zealand context, there has been a renewed focus on citizens and, through the recent public sector reform process, an emphasis on quality of service, consultation and participation. “Bottom-up” pressure has led to ”stakeholders’ ideas” being revisited. The recent reforms of local government legislation has brought a renewed focus on “bottom-up” community consultation via the legal requirement for community outcomes processes and Long Term Council Community Plans.

Data on the sector and government’s engagement

To achieve collaboration, partnership or form alliances with the community and voluntary sector, we need to know who we are dealing with. Government has retreated from service delivery and, in 2005, our best estimates put contracting for services on behalf of the Crown at a value of $2.5 billion to $3 billion. There is no hard data to tell us exactly what the figure might be. This is data we need. We have other short-comings in our data across the board which, over time, participation in the Johns Hopkins project and the work of Statistics New Zealand will help us to overcome.

In summary there is, however, no reliable data to tell us:

· how many incorporated non-profits are in New Zealand (incorporated societies and charitable trusts

· how many unincorporated and/or informal organisations exist

· the accumulated financial position of those organisations

· how much money flows from government to the sector (in grants or contracts)

· how many people are involved in these organisations

· how many people volunteer and how much time they donate (the last Time Use Survey was in 1998 and a new one is scheduled for 2008).

Giving ‘voice’ in a democracy

In principle, NGOs have the potential to develop the democratic capacity of citizens. They can assist in deliberative and inclusive processes that provide representation of difference and of commonality.

All NGOs do not and cannot fulfil all of these functions on top of all the other activities and goals that they seek to achieve. No ”one-size-fits-all“ policy will do. 

Voluntary action

Policy makers wishing to quantify the benefits brought by voluntary action may be tempted at the crudest level to merely calculate the benefit of voluntary action as a free ride – it makes the service cheaper.

Putting aside the unacceptable ”cheaper-option” reasoning above, it is notoriously difficult to calculate the inputs voluntary action might bring. 

Where to from here? Looking through the open window 

There is no doubt that New Zealand (like other countries) is facing increased demands from government for collaboration with the third sector. Calls from the sector for greater and more co-ordinated funding support are growing ever more strident.

It seems likely that a more fruitful way forward lies with a deeper dialogue with third sector. The theoretical models fail to deliver a “one size fits all” because it doesn’t!

The challenge for today’s community-government interaction is deeper dialogue between government and third sector. But the practical problems of policy design and implementation remain. The third sector aspect of the economy has grown dramatically in the last few decades and government is obliged to accommodate those changes.

We need more and better research and more powerful stories to tell each other what works and why. 
It is important to recognise, however, that people use stories to promote their own personal interests and the interests of members of their associations, to define the boundaries of their groups, and to define and exclude outsiders. In short, we tell stories for our own purposes. 




