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Introduction 
 
South Africa’s first democratic election in 1994 acted as a catalyst for a redefinition of 
relations between state and society.  It looked like the emerging relationship between state 
and society would be highly desirable with the new government working closely with civil 
society, described as a “partnership” or “synergy” in the international development literature 
(Evans 1996).  Institutions of the state were expected to undergo a fundamental 
transformation to operate in a more accountable and transparent manner.  Civil society, in the 
form of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), community-based organisations (CBOs), 
churches, civics and trade unions, no longer had to struggle against the apartheid regime but 
could work closely with the new government.  Individuals inside and outside the new 
government shared a commitment to participatory democracy.  As a result, the Reconstruction 
and Development Programme (RDP), government white papers, and the Constitution were 
not only written through a consultative process, but also specified that participation would 
play an important role in their implementation. 
 
However the redefinition of relations between government and civil society organisations has 
proven far more complex than originally anticipated.  Civil society, in the form of NGOs and 
CBOs, not only faced the challenge of redefining their goals, but also began to work within a 
new and unexpected environment.  First, local people struggled to understand the new 
programmes and policies of national and provincial government departments and, eventually, 
local government.  This was a particularly daunting task because conflict among departments 
and levels of government meant that many issues remained unresolved.  Second, this 
environment was characterised by an ideological shift to neo-liberalism both globally and on 
the part of the new South African government.  Finally, in many cases, foreign funding was 
redirected from NGOs to government, essentially forcing NGOs to look to government for 
funds and often to enter contractual relationships with government departments.  Largely as a 
result of their resource dependence on government, the nature of NGOs underwent significant 
changes, most notably a shift toward a more technical or corporate identity as well as less 
independence.  Analyses of relations between government and civil society often end here. 
 
To date practitioners and researchers have failed to engage adequately with one of the most 
difficult and important realities characterising civil society and its relationship with the South 
African government.  Most recently a study on the size and scope of the non-profit sector in 
South Africa concluded that the number of CBOs has proliferated to 53 per cent of the total 
number of non-profit organisations (Swilling and Russell, 2002:20).  The main non-
governmental actors at the grassroots level are no longer NGOs, but CBOs, ranging from 
development committees to sewing and gardening clubs.  If NGOs are praised internationally 
for being able to extend service delivery while contributing to the participatory nature of 
democracy, CBOs combine these advantages with a local and, because local people 
themselves rather than outsiders are driving the organisation, arguably a more legitimate base.  
Thus, at first glance, CBOs appear to be an ideal organisational form.  Their role has become 
increasingly visible as part of the country’s transition, due to greater openness in development 
processes as well as their becoming direct recipients of donor funding for the first time.1  

                                                           
1 In 1990 the Independent Development Trust began to provide funding directly to CBOs in the Early 
Childhood Development sector, and this approach continued through its Drought Relief Programmes.  
In the 1990s the Kagiso Trust initiated a Capacity Building Programme for CBOs, with funds going 
directly to CBOs.  Bi-lateral funders such as USAID arranged for large South African NGOs to serve 
as intermediaries, and their role became to administer funds to CBOs.   
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CBOs have become active participants in the development process at the local level and have 
struggled to assert themselves in relation to outside organisations, including NGOs and local 
government.  By adding a new actor to local dynamics, the introduction of local government 
in rural areas tended to complicate organisational relations further, contributing to local 
tensions.     
 
Although the increasingly important role of CBOs is often acknowledged in the South African 
civil society literature, it is rarely examined in any depth.  Instead, when observing CBOs in 
South Africa, there is enormous potential to “see what you want to see”.  Enthusiastic about 
the application of best practice and progressive development ideas to the country, state 
bureaucrats see that NGOs or CBOs will improve service delivery by extending the arm of the 
government.  Enthusiastic about progressive development approaches, donors and policy 
makers see partnerships between civil society organisations and the government.  Enthusiastic 
about the prospect of social movements challenging the government’s neo-liberal policies, 
activists see local community groups mobilising.  These are not simply alternative 
perspectives of actors observing the same phenomenon.  What one sees often depends on 
where one looks.  Although none of these visions is entirely absent in South Africa’s rural 
areas, the local realities of rural CBOs and their relationships with NGOs and local 
government are of a different nature.  
 
This tendency to “see what you want to see” has been aggravated by a lack of research on 
CBOs.  This has compromised our understanding not only of CBOs, but also of civil society, 
its relationship with the state, and local development. In the absence of additional research on 
CBOs, we remain ignorant of many of the key issues and complexities of the third sector.   
Since the late 1990s, research has tended to treat civil society organisations as an aggregate. 
Although this has made it possible to engage with a complex reality, it has collapsed the 
differences between NGOs and CBOs and weakened our understanding of important 
dynamics.  Even worse than treating civil society organisations as an aggregate has been the 
tendency to assume that one can generalise about CBOs from NGO findings.  While it is 
acknowledged that CBOs play a key role, the tendency of local researchers has been to reflect 
only what is occurring at the NGO level. CBOs are not simply smaller or more local than 
NGOs; they are distinctly different.  Finally, research that has considered the roles of CBOs 
has tended to focus on a certain type of CBOs in urban areas.  This often supports conclusions 
that may be insupportable with respect to rural areas, such as CBOs having the potential to 
provide an important basis for social movements.   
 
In Development Update: Annual Review 2001/2002, Kotze reiterates the call for in-depth, 
qualitative research on CBOs that looks at the kind of activities CBOs are involved in as well 
as their motivation (Kotze 2004: 21-23).  This research project set out to do just that.  Its aim 
was to identify and discuss some of the complexities of rural CBOs and to provide a basis and 
direction for a possible research agenda on CBOs.  An analysis of CBO dynamics could 
follow many dimensions, such as class or gender; this research aimed to provide a general 
analysis of organisational dynamics, highlighting potential directions for further research. The 
larger questions driving the project included: What is the overall motivation or reason d’etre 
of CBOs?  How do they relate to outside organisations?  What potential do they exhibit for 
implementing development plans? Do CBOs operate as an independent component of civil 
society?  What contribution do they make to a vibrant civil society?  Do CBOs provide a basis 
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for a burgeoning anti-neo-liberal social movement?  How have CBOs contributed to or 
affected community relationships?2   
 
This research project examined issues at the local and micro-level, rather than relying on the 
more typical focus on dynamics from the national or provincial level.  Extensive interviews 
with community members and CBO leaders as well as some NGO and local government 
leaders were conducted to develop profiles of CBOs in six rural areas (see appendix 1).3  
Fieldworkers used open-ended questions to guide interviews.  The number of interviews in 
each area depended on the prevalence of CBOs, the quality of information provided by 
interviewees, and time and geographical constraints; fieldworkers aimed to gather as much 
information as possible, irrespective of the number of interviews conducted.  Most interviews 
in the Eastern Cape were conducted in a group. This research is described as a “preliminary 
examination of CBOs” because the information gathered provides a basis to describe and 
analyse CBOs, but also raises questions for future research.   
 
Research concentrated on dynamics in rural areas since they are often ignored even though 
the need for development is dire.  Based on key informant interviews, areas were selected 
based on evidence of variance in community dynamics and levels of organisation.  The three 
areas in KwaZulu Natal included Mvuzane, about 40 kilometres west of Eshowe; 
Nsukangihlale, about 30 kilometres west of Escourt in the Drakensburg mountains; and 
Mbazwana, next to Sodwana Bay.  Mvenyane, Masakala, and Diaho are in close proximity to 
Matatiele, but fall in the Eastern Cape.  These areas can all be described as rural but differed 
enough in location and history to produce findings that are both interesting and characteristic 
of a range of rural areas.  For example, rural areas in KwaZulu and the Eastern Cape fell 
under former homeland governments, and are now some of the poorest areas of the country.  
However there are significant differences in the nature of political parties and traditional 
authorities in these areas.4  Findings from these areas give us a picture of CBO dynamics, 
issues they face, and their potential to play other roles.      
 
The report is organised into two sections: the nature of rural CBOs in the post-transition 
period and relations with NGOs and local government.  Each section provides empirical 
examples and descriptions of CBOs in the six research sites to illustrate and engage with 
theoretical issues.  While this approach may frustrate a reader who prefers in depth analysis of 
specific areas, it permits an examination of a range of CBOs.  The report concludes by 

                                                           
2 The increasing role of CBOs in South Africa is consistent with the focus of international donors.  
Since Putnam’s seminal work on social capital, Making Democracy Work,  the World Bank as well as 
donors ranging from DFID to Oxfam UK, have formulated capacity building programmes to build and 
develop social capital.  By building local organisations, they hope to foster trust and relationships that 
will make development possible.  
3  Fieldworkers included Xoliswa Zulu (Mvuzane), Peter Zulu and Lungile Shabalaba (Nsukangihlale), 
Sihle Sithole and Sthembiso Myeni (Mbazwana), and Patrick Dlamini (Mvenyane, Masakala, Diaho).  
All fieldworkers worked and/or came from these areas, which allowed them to begin the research with 
an advanced understanding of local dynamics and knowledge of key respondents.   Interviewees agreed 
to have their names listed, but individual interviews are coded for anonymity. 
4 The Inkatha Freedom Party’s main supporters come from rural areas of KwaZulu Natal and, although 
the United Democratic Movement (UDM) has made important inroads, one of the African National 
Congress’ strongest bases is the rural areas of the Eastern Cape.  Traditional Authorities themselves, 
although not formally party political entities, tend to share these sympathies.  This is important in 
understanding the tensions or conflict between Traditional Authorities and local government in 
KwaZulu Natal, compared to a more cooperative relationship in many areas of the Eastern Cape.      
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discussing the strength of CBOs as part of civil society, local state-society relations in rural 
areas, and potential implications for rural development. 
 
 
The nature of rural CBOs in the post-transition period 
 
While there have been interesting analyses of NGOs and their changing role in South Africa,5 
the academic literature has yet to capture adequately the history of CBOs and the ways in 
which they arose from and interacted with the history of South Africa.  This section begins by 
providing a simplified overview to help contextualise the rise of CBOs during this period.   
 
In response to South Africa’s apartheid history, South Africa has not only NGOs but also 
CBOs, whose differentiation and relationship is unique to the country.6  Local NGOs were 
formed in South Africa to challenge aspects of apartheid and to channel resources to black 
people. These organisations were typically run and staffed by whites.  International NGOs 
worked through local NGOs, so they did not have a presence of their own.  Local civics that 
arose in townships were the first equivalent of what are now termed CBOs.  They were 
locally based and locally run organisations that responded to the daily concerns of people’s 
lives and placed them in the larger context.  The South African National Civics Organisation 
(SANCO) organised civics to fight the apartheid system, became politicised, and represented 
civics nationally (Seekings 1997).  Although civics arose in some rural areas, they were more 
difficult to organise, one reason being that it was difficult to organise around specific 
grievances since the whole rural existence was often a result of apartheid policies.  In 
addition, civics were frequently blocked by existing power structures, such as Traditional 
Authorities in KwaZulu Natal.  Other precursors to CBOs included Zenzele Women’s 
Groups, which focused on income generation and were survivalist in nature, as well as faith 
based organisations and black consciousness groups. 
 
From 1990, and particularly from 1994, the number of CBOs multiplied, as freedom of 
organising and a chance at improving local circumstances widened.  The RDP clearly raised 
people’s hopes of government delivery.  However, the RDP Office also sent the message that 
participation was a cornerstone of the RDP and that people would be expected to have 
structures to assist government with setting local priorities and helping to deliver its 
development promises.  Although new RDP committees were formed, CBOs were considered 
attractive for the same reasons that NGOs are praised internationally: they are stereotyped as 
participatory and community sensitive.  Moreover, South African CBOs have the added value 
of being closer to the people, being their own spokespersons, and avoiding the patriarchal 
approach of whites that is often part of the apartheid legacy. 
 
The remainder of this section asks how CBOs differ from other organisations, and places 
them along an organisational continuum.  It then proposes a typology of CBOs and provides a 
profile of each type.  It describes how each type appears in the six research areas.   
 
 

                                                           
5 For example, see A. Habib and R. Taylor, “South Africa: Anti-Apartheid NGOs in Transition.” 
Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 10, no. 1 (1999). 
6 As will be discussed in the following section, CBOs exist in other countries and are sometimes 
referred to as grassroots organisations.  However the differentiation between NGOs and CBOs in South 
Africa, and the flavour of their relationship, is a unique result of the country’s racialised history. 
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How different are CBOs ? 
The international development literature has produced classifications that include 
organisations whose nature is either “grassroots-social change” or “technical-private sector”.  
CBOs can be accommodated as grassroots organisations.  The chart below outlines 
classifications of four authors.  Friedman, in reference to Villegas’ classification, 
distinguishes between popular organizations, politically progressive NGOs, professionally 
oriented NGOs, and parastatal NGOs (Friedman 1992).  These relate well to the types of 
organizations referred to above.  Similarly, Clark’s typology refers to Advocacy Groups and 
Networks, Grassroots Development Organizations, and Popular Development Agencies, 
which would all fall on the Grassroots Organizations-Social Change end of the continuum.  
His remaining organizations, public service contractors, technical innovation organizations 
and relief and welfare agencies, belong alongside the technical-private sector and state 
organizations end of the continuum (Clark 1991).  Korten’s typology is straightforward, 
ranging from people’s organizations to governmental NGOs (Korten 1987).  Yet the 
requirement that voluntary organizations depend on voluntarism pushes many different NGOs 
into the public service contractor type by default.  Finally Smillie refers to stages through 
which organizations move back and forth (Smillie 1995).   
 
Author Grassroots-Social Change Technical-Private sector or state 
Villegas Popular organizations, politically 

progressive NGOs 
Professionally oriented NGOs, 
parastatal NGOs. 

Clark Advocacy groups and networks, 
grassroots development organizations, 
popular development agencies 

Public service contractors, technical 
innovation organizations, and relief 
and welfare agencies 

Korten People’s organizations, voluntary 
organizations 

Public service contractors, 
governmental NGOs (GONGOs)  

Smillie Community based voluntarism, 
institutionalisation 

Professionalisation, welfare state 

 
What is the basis for classifying organisations as “grassroots-social change” or “technical-
private sector”?  Classification depends largely on the attributes one deems to be important.  
For example, since important differences among NGOs often have an ideological basis, 
NGOs can be classified as social change or technical according to the following 
characteristics: 
 
Grassroots/ CBOs    Social Change    Technical outputs 

    
1) Based in the community People-centered or driven, bottom up Top down with 

participation  
Internal aim of democratic practice Internal Hierarchy 

 
2) Community need as end  End as social transformation  Process as a  

means to achieve 
end, product as end
   

Empowerment    Delivery  
 
3) Relatively ad hoc   Learning organization, shifting   Blueprint 
    strategies  
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4) Politics of survival  Political, strong ideals   Non-political 
    (can include “radical” causes that are  

not necessarily left wing) 
 

5)  Local realities  Local realities    Linear, mainstream  
approach, 
modernization  

 
In contrast, as grassroots organisations, CBOs are placed alongside social change NGOs.  In 
general, they may appear to exhibit a mixture of the characteristics listed above: they are 
based entirely in the community, pursue a community need as an end, and are less conscious 
of organisational approach and structure.  The overriding factor is often that, at some level, 
CBOs are simply about survival.  In terms of their approaches, internal functioning, and the 
ends being pursued, CBOs differ from NGOs in that many CBOs are not driven by ideology 
per se but by creating an immediate response to local realities. However it is interesting to 
consider how survival itself may serve as an ideology.   
 
Since organisations often embody a mixture of characteristics, they can be placed along a 
continuum.  For example, the social change and technical NGOs described above are 
presented as ideal types.  They can be placed along the continuum according to what is given 
priority and to what degree, depending on their embodiment of these characteristics. It is also 
useful to place this continuum within its wider environment, including what is often referred 
to as the first (state) and second (private) sector (Clayton ed, 1996: 20): 
 
 
Grassroots orgs---------  Social Change---------- Technical-------Private sector or State 
 
 
Conceptualising organisations along a continuum allows for the their movement in response 
to financial pressures, new formative experiences, and ideological shifts.  Analyses of NGOs 
and CBOs often focus on how CBOs are becoming more like NGOs and NGOs are becoming 
more like consultants.  They assess why NGOs have tended to move toward the technical end 
of the spectrum and some CBOs have also moved toward becoming more professionalised.7  
However it is often implied that it is fruitless to study NGOs and CBOs since they are in flux.  
While acknowledging that CBOs move along this continuum, and that their characteristics 
may shift, this should not deter researchers from gaining a better understanding of CBOs 
within this organisational range.  This is also important to monitor potential movement in the 
opposite direction, as CBOs respond to the impact of neo-liberal policies.  
 
CBOs’ motivation may differ depending on their location along the continuum.  Kotze 
ponders whether the motivation of CBOs is to help extend the reach of the state’s service 
delivery, which she refers to as the “efficiency argument’, or to “organise against the human 
fallout of neo-liberal policies” (Kotze 2004).  She seems to subscribe to a third option, which 

                                                           
7  Organisations’ need to obtain funding explains much of their behaviour.  Other pressures arise from 
being part of a wider network, when primary accountability can shift from local members to the 
network.   Clearly there are competing demands that make the ideal of remaining accountable and 
attentive to the local level difficult to maintain.   
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is that communities have formed CBOs to help them survive in response to desperate 
economic circumstances and the neglect of the state. The first two motivations reflect debates 
and divisions taking place within the NGO sector; the “efficiency argument” seems to 
characterise a technical NGO and the organising argument seems to characterise a social 
change NGO.  Analyses that consider CBOs as having either of these motivations are 
probably observing CBOs that have essentially become NGOs.  As evident in the following 
section, the motivation Kotze proposes is far more consistent with characteristics of a typical 
CBO in rural areas.   
 
A Typology of CBOs 
Most rural CBOs can be characterised as one of the following types: coping or survival; 
income generation; service delivery, governance, and advocacy; and culture, youth and sport.  
This typology offers a framework to assist in organising and examining the complex reality of 
rural CBOs, but does not claim to be definitive.  A couple of issues arise immediately.  First, 
there can be overlap between types.  For example, a small block-making project not only 
generates income, but also offers its members a way of coping or survival.  A dance project 
can be both cultural and income generating.   The following profiles illustrate how the 
defining characteristics of CBOs were used to place organisations in a given type.  Second, 
while types appear neatly defined, what happens in rural areas does not lend itself to easy 
definition.  This is because local people acted on their own initiative to establish local 
structures that work for them or have accessed other resources available through NGOs, other 
CBOs, or government and adapted them to their local needs.  This section describes each type 
of CBO and discusses typical issues that they encounter. 
 
Coping/ Survival CBOs 
As their name indicates, coping or survival CBOs help people deal with life realities such as 
food security, sickness, and death.  These include CBOs such as burial societies, stokvels, and 
HIV/AIDS or other health care and awareness groups.  Stokvels and burial societies most 
clearly take a local form, with people joining and providing funds.  Many HIV/AIDS CBOs 
also use their own resources, although some work within a governmental framework.  Coping 
or survival CBOs tend to be both driven and comprised almost exclusively of women, on one 
hand seeming to confirm the gender stereotype of women as the caregivers but also showing 
once again that women are the backbone of rural households. 
 
It is paradoxical that coping and survival CBOs, particularly burial societies and stokvels, are 
often not classified as CBOs because of their focus on survival and/or savings rather than 
what may be perceived as developmental aims.  They are included here precisely because 
they are significant expressions of community organisation in response to their environment.  
If these organisations are an uneasy fit in terms of typology, we need to alter our typology 
rather than attempt to simplify the complexities of local realities. 
 
Most burial societies operate as they do in Nsukangihlale.  Here there are two burial societies 
to which members make a small monthly contribution of R20.  Both burial societies pay 
around R800 to the family when a family member dies.  One has 105 members and has buried 
47 people since 1997 (interview AP6).  In Mbazwana, there is one burial society that also 
operates in this manner.  Another does not take contributions or provide funds; instead it helps 
the bereaved with food and support.   There is no dedicated burial society in Mvuzane, but a 
CBO with another purpose has occasionally provided limited funds to families.  Burial 
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societies were not found to be as widespread in these three areas of KwaZulu Natal as one 
might expect given the increase in deaths due to AIDS related illnesses.    
 
Burial societies appear to be more widespread in the Eastern Cape.  In Masakala, there are 
many burial societies offering different benefits that people can choose between when joining.  
In Diaho, the significance of burial societies is evident in the fact that they are registered by 
the Traditional Authority and given the power to operate.  The umbrella CBO in the area 
encourages women to select and join a burial society and helps resolve any disagreements 
between the burial society and the claimants. 
 
Stokvels have become a well-known component of rural livelihood strategies.  They save and 
invest money through the monthly contributions of members and buy food in bulk on an 
annual basis for distribution to members.   The number of members varies depending on the 
stokvel, typically between 10 and 30.  The number of stokvels in an area is likely to vary 
according to geography and relations/ trust between neighbours, but there are an average of at 
least three stokvels per ward or induna area.  
 
Two interesting variants of stokvels were noted in these areas.  First, some stokvels have 
begun to operate a parallel savings structure to meet children’s educational costs.  This shows 
that people have experienced stokvels as useful enough to extend the model to other areas of 
their lives where they struggle.  Second, stokvels in Mvuzane compelled members to borrow a 
certain amount of money each year so that the stokvel can make interest on the loan.  If a 
member does not borrow money, he or she must make a payment to the stokvel for the 
equivalent interest.   Others do not compel members to borrow, but charge members who do 
borrow more than twice the prime lending rate. In Nsukangihlale, one stokvel charges 30 
percent interest on any borrowed funds (interview M2).  Clearly, stokvels are struggling to 
make their operations worthwhile for members by increasing their interest income.  In 
contrast, in the three areas studied in the Eastern Cape, there are few stokvels and they are 
dwindling.  Instead people borrow money from lending agencies in Matatiele.  It is unlikely to 
be an indication of an overall shift to lending agencies in areas close to towns, since people 
from Mvuzane and Nsukangihlale have not taken up this opportunity in Eshowe and Escourt 
respectively.  It seems that this finding is specific to relations in these areas, where people see 
formalised lending agencies as more attractive, perhaps because they can maintain their 
anonymity and/ or are more trusting of the agencies themselves. 
 
The HIV/AIDS CBOs that exist in an area depend on what local people have considered 
necessary.  In a small area like Mvuzane, which has not fully felt the affect of AIDS (or has 
not acknowledged its impact), there are no HIV/AIDS related CBOs. In contrast, in 
Mbazwana, there is an awareness CBO, Inhlelenyo Youth HIV and AIDS Awareness Group, 
that does performances and drumming around preventing HIV and taking care of people who 
are ill. The local development committee was the catalyst for the formation of this CBO and 
has provided limited funds.  The CBO has received no outside funding (interview B5).  In 
Nsukangihlale there is a singing group called Peace Against Aids that holds singing 
competitions and uses the event to talk about AIDS.  This CBO also made a video that 
provides counselling on HIV and AIDS (interview A7). 
 
While younger men are involved in awareness activities related to HIV/AIDS, the direct care 
of people with general health problems or illnesses due to HIV are almost entirely conducted 
by women, particularly middle aged or older women.  Nsukangihlale and the three 
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communities in the Eastern Cape followed the suggestion of the Department of Health at the 
time of the RDP to acquire community health workers and, more recently, to organise home 
based care for those with HIV/AIDS.  Although a promise to provide funding seemed to 
accompany government’s “suggestion”, this has not been forthcoming.8  Perhaps due to the 
lack of outside funding, community members perceive these initiatives as community driven 
and identify Home Based Care, as well as community health workers and the health 
committee, as important CBOs.  Home Based Care CBOs assist sick people by caring for the 
sick and providing food.  These CBOs are well structured: volunteers are organised per 
district and feed intro a wider committee for the entire area.   Community health workers, who 
work on a voluntary basis, conduct door-to-door visits for the ill and provide education and 
information about HIV/AIDS. The Health Committee monitors and encourages health 
workers to do their job properly.   
 
Income Generating CBOs 
Income generating CBOs produce a good that is sold and the profit is then shared among its 
members.  Some of their activities include sewing, gardening, catering, poultry, block 
making, candle making, and crafts.  Most income generating CBOs are comprised mainly of 
women, since men are often working as migrant labourers or are disinterested.  There is a 
clear gender division in the composition of various income generating groups.  Although the 
gender composition of CBOs varies per area, men tend to be engaged in agricultural CBOs, 
poultry, or blockmaking and women tend to comprise gardening, sewing, catering, candle 
making, and craft CBOs.  The differences can appear minimal to an outsider, for example 
between agriculture and gardening or between crafts using beads or crafts using wood.  The 
division reflects accepted gender roles and the status of women within the community.  Issues 
that typically arise within income generating CBOs include needing funds for training as well 
as start up capital and inputs.  In running projects, CBOs often face the problem of a market 
for their goods and experience conflict among members around the administration of the 
project. 
 
Some income generating projects start with enthusiasm and then fall apart because they are 
not profitable.  Many goods that they generate are trying to compete with cheaper goods, 
which are often produced and imported in bulk and sold cheaply.9  For example, a woman in 
Mvuzane studied sewing, returned to the community, and started a sewing CBO with her 
sewing machine.  She taught the members, who contributed funds to buy materials (interview 
M3).   This would appear to be an impressive case of entrepreneurship and the transmission of 
skills.  However the project made little profit and the CBO gradually stopped operating.  
Donors who provide funds for income generating projects often support these projects 
because they are considered a means of empowering the local population.  In cases such as 
the one above, it is not clear whether the net effect is empowering or discouraging future 
efforts.  
 
Most rural communities have some form of gardening CBOs working on communal gardens, 
typically initiated by either an NGO or by an extension officer from the Department of 
Agriculture.  Gardening CBOs are particularly important if there is a shortage of land with 
                                                           
8 These findings are based on the three areas in the Eastern Cape.  Here it was reported that, most 
recently, the Department of Health asked that NGOs and CBOs together form committees to bring 
together their needs.  It appears that funds have been provided for community health workers in 
KwaZulu Natal. 
9 The price of goods CBOs produce is already subsidized because the cost of sewing machines and 
materials has already been covered.  
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access to water.  Working together also helps increase women’s motivation because they are 
not working in isolation and can share responsibility.  After the women take their share of 
produce for home use, the remainder may be sold locally and any profit is put back into the 
garden or possibly shared among members.  Often there is very little profit generated by 
community gardens.  Another drawback is that gardening projects are often beset by the free 
rider problem, that is women who contribute different amounts of labour all obtain the same 
end benefit, leading some members to contribute little labour or to “free ride”.  This dynamic 
engenders resentment and infighting between members.  In Mvuzane, after functioning for 
nearly ten years, the women became discouraged and gradually abandoned the Zamimphilo 
gardening project.  Tired of infighting amongst members and frustrated by the theft of 
vegetables, more and more members opted to garden small plots next to their homes for their 
own use.  The CBO collapsed (interview M1).  In Nsukangihlale, an agricultural project was 
started on the newly redistributed land but experienced the problems of free riding and low 
profits and stopped operating during its first year (interview A21). 
 
One conclusion is that less “generic” projects, or projects responding to specific local 
circumstances or opportunities, have a greater chance of success.  For example, one can 
compare the likelihood of success of a block-making project in Mvuzane with a craft project 
in Nsukangihlale.  Although five people were trained in Mvuzane, there is no clear market for 
blocks.  In contrast, community leaders in Nsukangihlale are working closely with the Natal 
Parks Board that manages the nearby Giants Castle Nature Reserve to ensure that the project 
meets the demand of tourists (interview A11).10  Such an option clearly depends on the 
proximity of a community to a tourism site.  For example, in both Nsukangihlale and 
Mbazwana, the Natal Parks Board has liaised with youth who have formed cultural dance 
groups to perform for tourists.  Otherwise it is the element of uniqueness that is important.  
Perhaps the paper-making project being initiated in Mbazwana using fibres from pineapple, 
sugarcane, bananas, and grass offers the most potential (interview B1). 
 
In two areas in the Eastern Cape, Masakala and Diaho, community members have established 
CBOs to coordinate income-generating activities.  Their logic is that this allows greater 
economies of scale as well as avoiding duplication and creating the framework for groups to 
support one another.  In Masakala, the Community-Based Tourism Organisation was 
established to ensure fair share benefits to the community from tourism.  In Diaho, the George 
Moshesh CBO has poultry and garden projects for the benefit of the entire area.  Most of its 
members are women whose husbands are migrant labourers; this allows them to do something 
themselves to provide food for their families.   Both of these CBOs are discussed below in 
more detail as case studies.    
 
Service Delivery, Governance and Advocacy CBOs 
Service Delivery CBOs help bring services to rural areas or help manage them.  Services 
include water, sanitation, roads, schools, and land.  The members of Service Delivery CBOs 
are typically elected by a show of hands at a community meeting called by the Traditional 
Authority.11  Those elected tend to be local “big men” or people who have significant 
standing in the community.  These positions are considered powerful and are highly visible, 
so it is not surprising that both gender and class are central to the selection of CBO members.  
This means that their level of commitment or availability to contribute to the project is 

                                                           
10 Still one can point to many craft projects that produce more of the same types of crafts for an already 
glutted market. 
11 This form of “election” limits competition, but gives legitimacy to the process.  
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generally limited.  The community response to problems arising in CBOs is either to ignore 
them or to elect new members to the committee.  Although many Service Delivery CBOs are 
linked to a specific project, most are sub-committees of a wider development committee and 
are rarely dissolved when a project is completed.    
 
Development committees and service delivery CBOs played a particularly prominent role 
during the country’s transition to democracy in the early 1990’s, when state structures and 
institutions were not yet in place.  These CBOs were formed to fill a gap in governance and 
began to see the coordination and implementation of local development plans as their 
responsibility.  With the introduction of local government in 1995/1996, their role has become 
increasingly complex and contentious (Galvin 1999).  This is particularly the case since 
service delivery CBOs are elected by the community and consider themselves best able to 
represent local concerns. 
 
Perhaps the most typical CBO in rural areas is the water committee or water CBO.  Often the 
water committee is considered a sub-committee of a wider development committee.  Water 
committees are often formed because a community wants to embark on a water project and it 
is well-known that NGOs such as Mvula Trust as well as the Department of Water Affairs and 
Forestry require a water committee.  Sanitation committees have developed along the same 
lines, particularly as a consequence of the cholera epidemic in KwaZulu Natal in 2000/2001 
during which over 100,000 cases were reported.  It is frequently noted by outsiders that, while 
women are usually responsible for collecting water, water committees are often comprised 
primarily of men. 
 
Since water committees are often formed to meet an external requirement, this has sometimes 
raised the issue of how “real” they are.  In Mvuzane, the Zamimphilo water committee relies 
almost entirely on the individual who applied to Mvula Trust.  Although there were clearly 
meetings, members of the committee say that they do not know much about the project.  Even 
officers of the water committee referred basic questions to the individual who applied.   In 
other areas, such as Nsukangihlale, this external requirement has acted as a useful catalyst for 
the formation of a committee and the experience implementing a project has helped to build 
the committee’s capacity.   The strength of a committee seems to relate closely to the existing 
capacity within a community.   
 
One of the main problems that emerged was that water committees or CBOs were handed 
responsibility for a basic service like water without the necessary authority.  Before water 
schemes were implemented, water committees had to agree to implement cost recovery plans 
formulated by outside agencies upon the completion of the schemes.  Desperate for water and 
unaware of the potential pitfalls of cost recovery, water committees usually agreed to do so. 
In Mvuzane, neither of the two water projects funded by the Municipality is functional.  Not 
surprisingly water committees were unable to implement untenable cost recovery plans, 
damaging the confidence of members trained for this purpose (interview M5).  This has a 
significant impact on the emerging leadership in the area and the perceptions of community 
members of their capabilities. 
 
As a result of the Water Services Act 12, all water projects are being transferred to local 
government municipalities, raising the issue of whether there is still a role for water 
committees.  In Nsukangihlale the local government municipality took over the water project 
                                                           
12 Republic of South Africa, Water Services Act, no.108 (Pretoria, 1997) 
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and the Masibambisane water committee stopped functioning.  Now the water project, which 
worked well before, is no longer working and many community members feel that they have 
no power over the situation (interview A28).  In contrast, in two of the three areas studied in 
the Eastern Cape, namely Masakala and Diaho, Maluti Water implemented schemes and 
communities formed project steering committees to work on the projects.  These schemes 
have been transferred to local government, which appointed the project steering committees 
as Water Service Providers.  While this was the type of institutional arrangement anticipated 
in the application of the Water Services Act, many local government municipalities perceive 
water committees or CBOs in their areas as lacking the capacity to play this role (Galvin and 
Habib 2003).   
 
Sanitation committees have operated in a similar manner as water committees.  The main 
difference is that rural communities have generally sought water, but have not been interested 
in sanitation projects since the need for sanitation is not immediately evident.  The cholera 
epidemic in 2000/2001 resulted in an influx of resources for sanitation.  As specified by 
Mvula Trust and the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, CBOs took on the role of 
“creating demand” and supervising the building of toilets.  Their ability to play this role was 
significant to implementing a sustainable response to cholera and other diseases.  However it 
is clear that sanitation committees were formed due to external demand.  In Nsukangihlale, 
the Emahlutshini Sanitation Project was described by one interviewee as “formed by Thukela 
Municipality with Mvula Trust” (interview AP17). 
 
School committees or governing bodies are typically formed because the Department of 
Education in terms of the School Act wants to involve parents in the education of their 
children.  However, they sometimes take an interest in improving infrastructure.  In Mvuzane, 
the school committee is comprised of a group of parents who have been trying to get financial 
assistance to build another school.  Many children walk seven kilometres through steep terrain 
to reach school.  The Traditional Authority’s response was that the committee should do 
something on its own and then government may provide assistance when some progress is 
evident (interview M5).  In Nsukangihlale, the Natal Schools Project, an NGO, has assisted 
with the building and renovating of classrooms.  In the Eastern Cape, each of the three 
communities studied has a School Governing Body (SGB).13  The SGBs managed the 
building of three classrooms for each school in the area 14 and, based on this experience, 
another funder is planning to provide funds directly to SGBs for the construction of additional 
classrooms.  All CBOs make input into the SGB, allowing for the linkage of issues.  For 
example, there are often discussions looking at school funds and agreements around what 
people can do if they are not working.   
 
With a clear advocacy agenda, communities form land committees to claim land from which 
they were removed during apartheid.  In Mbazwana, the land committee claimed state coastal 
forest.  It received 20,000 hectares in Emandeni from government; however it is specified that 
this land will not be used for households but for business.  For the amaHlubi Land Committee 
to receive 8,600 hectares of land, a condition of the Department of Land Affairs was that the 
committee become a Trust responsible for managing the land.  Not only did this change the 

                                                           
13 The Minister of Education, Kadar Asmal, has arranged for SGBs to be registered as section 21 
companies.  Essentially this allows for a local CBO to manage the education of its children.   
14  Classrooms were built with funding from the Japanese Embassy through the Independent 
Development Trust.   
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nature of the CBO, but it also affected its functioning since the Trust is now in conflict with 
the Traditional Authority over power.15     
 
Culture, Youth, and Sport CBOs  
Culture, Youth, and Sport CBOs are formed around members’ shared interests.  Cultural 
groups formed around dancing and singing are often considered income generating CBOs if 
that is their main aim.  Not only do sports groups improve members’ playing skills, but they 
also offer a way for a member to become known outside his local area.  When playing other 
groups, members can be identified to pursue a professional career.   
 
Youth groups have been formed in these areas, but have generally lacked an aim and failed to 
initiate anything.  Arguably this has not only been due to “lazy” or “undirected” youth, but 
also to a lack of support from the community at large.  In more “traditional” areas of 
KwaZulu Natal like Mvuzane, the tendency has been for active members of the community, 
who are elders, to suspect attempts by youth to organise as being instigators of the ANC.   
This is clearly a danger in rural KwaZulu Natal where there has been ongoing violence 
between supporters of competing political parties.  In most areas this has eroded community 
support for youth efforts and acted as a strong disincentive for youth themselves to get 
involved.   Sometimes the “community” supports the youth nominally.  In Nsukangihlale, the 
umbrella development committee formed a youth committee by holding an election at a 
community meeting.  Although probably well-intentioned, it seems unlikely that the youth 
committee will have much success with this genesis or with its aim “to develop life skills of 
the youth, education, health, and economy.”  However youth do play an important role in 
some rural areas.  Youth organising has been exceptional in Mbazwana, where the 
development committee as well as individual leaders have supported the initiatives of youth 
to form CBOs that play a role in lifesaving and local security. 
 
 
Relations with Outsiders: NGOs and Local Government 

This section begins by providing background on NGOs working with CBOs and on the 
introduction of local government.  It then describes CBOs in each research area.  Here the aim 
is to examine the range of CBOs, their characteristics, and their relationship with NGOs and 
local government.   
 
NGOs 
During the transition, many things changed and many things stayed the same.  Overall the 
amount of funding received by NGOs fell dramatically since donors shifted their support to 
the new government.  However, relative to CBOs, local NGOs continued to receive the lion’s 
share of foreign funding because they had a history and relationships with foreign donors.   
 
At the local level, community groups started to organise and question the flow of resources.  
It seemed that all resources were going to whites and community groups questioned the 
amount of resources reaching the grassroots.  CBOs began to question the need, role and 
functioning of NGOs.   It became commonplace to assert that “many CBOs are dominated by 
NGOs” (Nsiki 1993).  They also questioned the right of NGOs to speak on behalf of local 
people.  It was suggested, often implicitly, that the need for NGOs had expired along with 

                                                           
15 This information was provided by researchers who live in these areas and, in the case of the 
amaHlubi, was confirmed in interviews for another project.  
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apartheid.  Clearly the limited amount of resources created competition between NGOs and 
CBOs.  CBOs called on the moral imperative of supporting those previously disadvantaged 
under apartheid.  Was this not the very aim of development?   
 
Unfortunately the tension between the two types of organisations emerged along racial lines 
in many cases.  Organisations that otherwise would be considered NGOs because they worked 
in a number of areas and were professionalised claimed CBO status because their leaders 
were black.  CBOs wanted to show that they could implement projects on their own.   NGOs 
wanted to provide support, but often felt snubbed.  They increased their hiring of black staff 
and fieldworkers in hopes of remedying the tense situation, and sometimes as a condition to 
receive donor funding.16 
 
Recognising that CBOs were an appropriate channel for development and aiming to build 
their capacity to deliver, local funding organisations, including the Independent Development 
Trust (IDT) and Kagiso Trust (KT), structured programmes to support CBOs.  The IDT went 
as far as providing funds directly to CBOs, cutting NGOs out of the equation altogether.  The 
idea was that if NGO services were needed, CBOs could choose to hire them.  This was an 
important corrective to existing power relations between NGOs and CBOs, highlighting 
where power should lie.  It also acted on the principle that the best way to build capacity is for 
individuals or organisations to take responsibility for projects, particularly to manage their 
own project funding.  This approach ran into problems because there was little or no transition 
to CBOs having sole responsibility.  Many CBOs turned to and relied heavily on consultants 
and NGOs to assist them, sometimes defeating the aim of the programme.  Eventually the 
focus of the IDT and KT on CBOs was set aside as the organisations looked to the 
Transitional National Development Trust and eventually the National Development Agency 
to fund civil society organisations including CBOs.  Unfortunately these agencies failed to 
deliver on the intended scale and were not able or interested in supporting the range of small 
CBOs needing resources. 
 
Funding to NGOs was affected by foreign donors’ plans to decrease funds to South Africa.  
As a result of the redirection of funding to government, the decrease in the level of funding to 
NGOs, and/or the inability of some NGOs to revise their goals toward development aims, 
many NGOs faced a funding crisis and were forced to close.  Arguably, this left the strongest 
NGOs intact. In fact the NGOs that survived often became intermediaries for funding to 
CBOs (Carroll 1992, Galvin 2000).    
 
In short, although NGOs and CBOs appear complimentary in terms of their role in 
development, relations between the two have sometimes become problematic due to a range 
of issues including competition over funding and the historically complex funding channels 
linking them.  Research examined how CBOs have related to NGOs over the past few years in 
each area and asked the following questions:  How have CBOs experienced working with 
NGOs? Have development projects been initiated and/ or run by NGOs or CBOs?  How have 
CBOs participated in projects and in decision-making?  What type and level of cooperation 
characterises the relationship between NGOs and CBOs?   
 

                                                           
16 The dynamics discussed in this paragraph are captured in various articles in Barberton, Blake, and 
Kotze eds, Creating Action Space: the Challenge of Poverty and Democracy in South Africa,  Cape 
Town: Idasa, 1998.  USAID is one donor that reportedly required an increase in the hiring of black staff 
members as a condition for funding. 
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Local Government  
Under apartheid, there were no local government structures covering the rural areas of South 
Africa.  The only structures akin to local government were the Regional Services Councils 
and, in KwaZulu Natal, the Joint Services Boards.  This vacuum in governance was partially 
filled by traditional authorities and other local power structures.  Whether most accurately 
described by Mamdani as “decentralised despotism” (Mamdani 1996) or by O’Donnell as 
areas unpenetrated by the state (O’Donnell 1993), the rural areas of South Africa were 
typically poverty-stricken and isolated, with no institutional basis, at the time of the transition.   
 
South African policy makers from the Department of Constitutional Development were keen 
to adopt a progressive approach to local government to respond to this deficit.  They 
embraced decentralisation, which has received widespread support across the ideological 
spectrum due to a coincidence in the motives of different actors (Manor 1999).   Some actors 
argue that decentralisation brings development closer to the people, promotes participatory 
approaches, and helps consolidate democracy.  Other actors advocate decentralisation as a 
means to achieve more efficient delivery of services and to undermine the regulatory capacity 
and shrink the national state.  As a result, decentralisation has become a cornerstone of 
development orthodoxy, appearing as a central theme in the World Bank’s development 
reports.  The development literature has also built on this by emphasizing the importance of 
state-society partnerships at the local level and their synergy for development (Evans 1996).   
 
Although policymakers’ approach to local government was progressive, the redefinition of 
relations between government and civil society institutions was not so straightforward.  Both 
have been affected by ideological shifts to neo-liberalism, the redirection of foreign funding 
to government, and unanticipated limits to institutional change.17  As a result, a range of 
relationships has emerged between the state and civil society.  The first type of relationship is 
resource dependency, or contractual or funding-dependent relationships in which NGOs and 
CBOs implement programmes on behalf of or favoured by government.  Synergy, the second 
type, has been praised in the international development literature as allowing NGOs and 
government to use their comparative advantage and to work hand in hand.  The third type, 
contention, refers to a relationship in which activist NGOs and other civil society groupings 
challenge government.   
 
Since local government is new to rural areas, the relationship between community groups and 
councillors is complex.  Policy decisions about the structure and composition of local 
government have affected these relationships in rural areas.  First, since local government 
councillors are elected on the basis of proportional representation, they typically come from 
large towns and rural people do not know them. As a result, rarely, if ever, is local 
government perceived by rural people as representative.  However councils clearly make 
decisions that affect rural areas.   This situation was complicated by introduction of the two 
tier system in rural areas and by the lack of understanding of rural people of local government 
overall.  Second, the structure of local government that was introduced in rural areas did not 
specify a role for traditional authorities.  In general, traditional authorities perceived local 
government as trying to take over their role and resulted in local conflict in many areas, 
particularly in KwaZulu Natal.  Although the Municipal Systems Act specifies a role for 
Traditional Authorities, this role has not yet been implemented in most rural areas. 

                                                           
17 Factors limiting institutional change include attitudes of staff members, institutional culture, and 
standard operating procedures.  The literature on institution theory emphasizes the difficulty of 
introducing institutional change and portrays it as typically occurring at a slow pace.   
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What has emerged at the local level has developed “organically” in response to factors such 
as the power of individuals, local histories and geography, party politics, and the mixture of 
personalities.  Relationships in rural areas vary quite dramatically and have taken a range of 
forms.  At the extremes councillors and traditional authorities have either co-operated or 
outright conflict has erupted.  A variant of co-operation has been the co-option of a councillor 
by a traditional authority or vice versa.  Conflict has been avoided or minimised in some areas 
through an implicit staking out and agreeing on roles.18   
  
Six cases were used to examine dynamics at the local level in response to the following 
questions: What drove the formation of CBOs in the area? How were CBOs formed?  How 
prevalent are CBOs and what capacity have they exhibited?  What role have NGOs played in 
the area and how do CBO members perceive them?  How has the introduction of local 
government affected CBOs and local services? What types of relationships have emerged 
between CBOs, Traditional Authorities, and local government councillors?   
 
Descriptive Cases of CBO Relationships 
Originally it was hoped that this research would be able to estimate the number of CBOs in 
the areas studied.  However the number of CBOs was found to vary dramatically between 
areas, not simply due to differences in population.  The number and capacity of CBOs in an 
area is indicative of the local history and the exposure of community members in the area to 
outside dynamics.  So, although an attempt was made to be as exhaustive as possible in 
identifying the CBOs in each area, research explored the prevalence of various types of 
CBOs, their aims and role in local development, the involvement of local leadership, their 
relationship with traditional authorities, and their interactions with NGOs and local 
government.  Below are relatively detailed profiles of CBOs from each area, making it 
possible to discuss CBOs in the different areas comparatively.   
 
KwaZulu Natal 
Over the last decades, political violence in KwaZulu Natal has done damage to relationships 
amongst rural communities and limited people’s inclination to form CBOs.  In addition, the 
Traditional Authority system meant that local activities came under scrutiny and had to work 
through development committees.  Yet CBOs helped people cope with the impact of apartheid 
and respond to, or hopefully overcome, its legacy.  In this Province, CBOs are small groups 
formed around shared aims, whether elected or self-selected.   The three communities 
researched in KwaZulu Natal each fall under a different District Municipality, including the 
Umkhanyakude, uThungulu, and uThukela District Municipalities, and their histories differ 
substantially. 
 
Mvuzane 
There are only a handful of CBOs in Mvuzane.  In essence, one community member 
developed his capacity and external contacts by working on an NGO project in the early 
1990s.  He has a close relationship with the Inkosi and began to play a central role in bringing 
development to Mvuzane.  Other people in the area are wary of asserting themselves due to 
pervasive jealousy, witchcraft, and personal/family politics in the area.     
 

                                                           
18 This emerged in research conducted by the author for the Independent Projects Trust, “Traditional 
Leaders, a KwaZulu Natal Study, 1999-2001”.  See section 3, local government issues. 



 19

The Zamimphilo Water Committee was formed when this community member, hereafter 
referred to as Mr. Nxumalo, applied to Mvula Trust for his area to get funding for a gravity 
fed water project in the early 1990’s.  Its members were elected at a community meeting 
called by the Inkosi, and few were active.  In essence, the committee’s functioning depended 
almost completely on Mr. Nxumalo.   
 
Mr. Nxumalo works closely with the Inkosi and worked with him to form an umbrella 
development committee for the area.   Again, its members were elected through a community 
meeting called by the Inkosi.  Although members of the umbrella development committee 
have more skills and capacity than members of the water committee, their committee also 
relies on the Mr. Nxumalo.  For example, meetings have lapsed completely since he has not 
called them or has been unable to attend, even though another member serves as secretary.    
 
One interviewee explained how Mr. Nxumalo brought “roads projects” to Mvuzane, although 
it appears that he was simply the liaison person for the entry of the NGO into the area.  
Although the interviewee has personally worked on this project for nearly five years she could 
only provide the names of individuals, not the NGO they represented (interview M3).  The 
NGO, Insika, is implementing a public works project with the Department of Transport.  
Insika’s intervention is to encourage people to save a portion of their wages and to form 
savings clubs.  Similar dynamics emerged in other interviews when community members 
described employees of the Africa Co-operative Action Trust (ACAT) and Mvula Trust, but 
knew nothing of the NGO they represented-- not even its name.   
 
There has not been conflict with local government in Mvuzane because Mr. Nxumalo, who 
works closely with the Inkosi, was elected to serve as a local government councillor on the 
Umlalazi Local Municipality, under the uThungulu District Municipality.  He has become 
emersed in the macro issues that affect his area such as “equitable share” and getting issues on 
the agenda.  He is frustrated by the town representatives dominating the priority list and 
resources, and feels that his area, which is so much more needy, is being ignored (interview 
M5).  Ironically it seems that the end result is his having less time to dedicate to development 
in the local area.   
 
The impact of local government’s macro approach is evident in water systems implemented in 
Mvuzane.  Contrary to the local leader’s position, BKS, a large consultancy firm with an 
office in Richards Bay, was appointed to implement water schemes for the entire District 
Municipality.  BKS has no ongoing relationship with the community in Mvuzane and 
community members complain that there was poor communication around the water schemes 
that were implemented.  As a result of poor communication, and problems with cost recovery, 
the schemes are not functional. 
 
Nsukangihlale 
While struggling to get their land back, the amaHlubi in Nsukangihlale formed a significant 
number of CBOs and became active in community affairs.19  Most people serve on no more 
than two CBOs, so the number of CBOs is not simply due to a few people forming many 
organisations.  No single type of CBO is dominant; CBOs are spread fairly evenly across 
types.  In other words, there are CBOs that focus on coping and survival; income generation; 
service delivery, governance, and advocacy; and culture, youth, and sport. 
                                                           
19 It is interesting to note that the amaHlubi in Bhekuzulu, a more “traditional” and more densely 
populated settlement less than 50kms away, have formed very few CBOs.    
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People initiate projects and introduce them through the Inkosi, but the Inkosi’s involvement 
usually ends here.  The Chairperson of Home Based Care in Nsukangihlale said that the CBO 
was “initiated by the izinduna having been told to do so by Ulundi” and that the “izinduna 
selected volunteers to form the CBO”.  In other words, the izinduna put out the plea to “please 
help me take care of my people” and then gave the volunteers the status to do so (interview 
AP21).  
 
In contrast, there were a few allegations of a local government councillor from the 
Imbabazane Local Municipality, under the uThukela District Municipality, trying to “control 
everything” by forcing CBOs to exhibit their political support before funding them (interview 
AP14).  This applied to uniforms for sport clubs and dance CBOs. A councillor from the area 
himself indicated that his political party supported youth in fourteen soccer groups and six 
gospel music groups (interview A25). 
 
AmaHlubi Land Trust grew out of the amaHlubi Land Committee, which worked with the 
Association for Rural Advancement (AFRA), an affiliate of the National Land Committee, for 
over a decade to win its land claim.  Although it is comprised of individuals with significant 
capacity who proved their commitment working with the amaHlubi Land Committee over 
years, the Trust has not been very effective for two reasons.  First, due to the requirements of 
the Department of Land Affairs, the formation of the Trust placed it in direct competition for 
power with the Inkosi.  Second, the Trust relies on volunteers who, although highly capable, 
are unable to dedicate the time and energy required for the necessary tasks of managing the 
land.  With funding from the Department of Land Affairs, a consultant helped the committee 
establish sectoral sub-committees that draw on a wider group of individuals.  Still, without 
even one part-time employee, there is no one to ensure that volunteers work effectively.  Sub-
committees no longer function and the Trust is wracked by unresolved conflicts.  Although 
the Trust was supposed to hold an election after four years, its constitution or Trust Deed 
stipulated that new Trustees be elected from people residing on the new land.  No one had the 
foresight to imagine that the land might remain largely unoccupied after that time, due to the 
lack of infrastructure.     
 
AFRA’s role in the area did not end with the land.  AFRA has also worked actively with 
women in the area, holding workshops on women’s rights and organising around the Rural 
Women’s Movement.  Moreover, AFRA linked the community to other NGOs and to donors 
who could fund facilitation.  The Natal Midlands Heifer Project, Mvula Trust, and the Ford 
Foundation have implemented projects and provided funding or training.  Two characteristics 
of these projects are particularly interesting.  First, how these projects work seem to depend 
largely on the capacity of the individuals involved.  For example, one woman who worked on 
the livestock project supported by the Heifer Project “has been very active in organising most 
of the things that are needed in the project.  She has got the right connections; without her we 
would be stuck.” (interview AP11).   Second, leaders of various CBOs cannot identify NGOs 
that have provided assistance.  They either describe the individual from the NGO or identify 
the area where the person comes from.  For example, a member of the Langilibalele Craft 
Centre explained that a “white woman from Nottingham Road” came with beads and trained 
them.  Then an “NGO from Mooi River (next to Wimpy) took our beadwork but never came 
back with our money or with the beads she promised” (interview AP3).    
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People from this area seem particularly resourceful.  One 28-year old woman formed a 
catering CBO called Thubelihle Club with the aim of providing youth with employment.  At 
the time of this research, the CBO was still relatively new, but had secured operational and 
limited capital funding from an organisation she identified as “Natal Midlands” on 
Nottingham Road.  However this CBO is likely to experience pressures similar to those faced 
by other income generating CBOs, as discussed in the previous section on CBO typology.  
For example, another group of fifteen youth in Nsukangihlale formed a sewing group called 
Ikwezi Lokusa and obtained sewing machines from the municipality.  However, one member 
explained why there are only five members still participating by saying that “youth do not 
persevere” (interview A12).  It seems likely that the income generated by the project was so 
minimal that members lost interest.  
 
Although a local government councillor comes from Nsukangihlale, it appears that he has 
more of a party political basis in the district than a local support base.  Interviewees did not 
“claim” him as “their” councillor; instead they seemed to have given up on local government 
as delivering resources or projects.  Their disenchantment and poor perceptions of what local 
government has done in the area contrasted sharply with the claims of the councillor from the 
area.   The strongest criticism was that, once the water project was transferred to local 
government and the water committee dissolved, the project stopped working and has not been 
repaired.   In addition, interviewees recognised that funds for sanitation came from the 
municipality and were provided to Mvula Trust. Yet they were led to believe that there were 
funds for 1000 toilets and only 200 were built before they were told that the funds had been 
used.  When told that the business plan had stated that there are 204 households in the area, 
they took the matter to the mayor and are still awaiting a response (interview A26).   
 
Mbazwana  
Based on its location near the popular tourist area of Sodwana Bay, nearby Mbazwana is the 
focus of one of the government’s Strategic Development Initiatives (SDIs).  The SDI was 
responsible for turning a road to Mbazwana from one that was accessible only by 4 x 4 into a 
tarred, top quality road.  Along with the construction of office and resource buildings, this 
was an important step toward Mbazwana becoming a small town.  In fact, the vision of the 
development committee, which is now the town committee, is to make Mbazwana into a town 
that will act as an engine for developing the entire area.  So it has focused its energies on 
planning, and is presently considering urban housing and the layout of the centre of town.  It 
has plotted the water projects for the area, their stages of development, and the order in which 
various areas will benefit.  The town committee coordinates its plans with the Inkosi, who 
operates in an atypical manner; he has a tight agenda of meetings each weekend to play his 
role in coordinating development in the area (interview B7).   
 
Since the resisting of planting plantations in the early 1990’s, the capacity of leaders has 
developed dramatically.  Almost entirely men, they have been involved in high profile 
activities implemented by service delivery, governance, and advocacy CBOs.  The town 
committee is comprised of a group of politically powerful and ambitious young men who see 
the potential of tourism in Mbazwana.  In addition, Mbazwana has three local government 
councillors on the Umhlabuyalingana Local Municipality, which falls under the 
Umkhanyakude District Municipality, who serve on the town committee.  Their role is 
bolstered by the fact that they have local offices where they consult daily and hold community 
meetings.  The water committee is also comprised of highly articulate and dedicated men, 
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who are aware of the wider political context.  Aquamanzi, a private sector organisation 
implementing local water schemes, built its offices adjoining the councillors’ office.   
 
Although Mbazwana is isolated in terms of distance from other towns, its CBOs are well 
organised compared to other areas in rural Zululand.  This may be because the development 
committee initiated almost all the CBOs operating in Mbazwana.  The main CBOs have 
developed in response to tourism.  The youth were organised into Sodwana Lifesavers, a 
group of volunteers who were trained to an international standard and work in Sodwana Bay 
during the busy tourist periods (interview B2).  The development committee also organised a 
youth group called Fight Against Crime, who work as security guards in Sodwana Bay 
locations in coordination with the Department of Social Welfare and Mbazwana Police 
Services (interview B4).  Income generating groups target the tourist market by producing 
crafts and woodwork.  Women who formed one income generating CBO were trained in 
sewing by KTT and received funding from the IDT, which their CBO was also responsible for 
channelling to smaller CBOs.   
 
With the exception of Siyazisiza Trust, one does not gain the impression that there has been 
much of a relationship per se with outside NGOs or organisations.  Although much 
appreciated, it has simply been a matter of NGOs and other organisations’ providing 
resources.  Until recently, the development committee and then the town committee have 
driven development, creating the impression that the “community” in Mbazwana drives its 
own process and outside organisations must fit in.  The leaders discussed above promote this 
image, which is effective given the geographical isolation of this area.   
 
Eastern Cape 
In the areas studied in the Eastern Cape, the approach has been to organise villages and sub-
villages into coordinating CBOs.20  When members trace the development of organisations in 
their area, it seems that the coordinating approach was introduced as part of the RDP.  Instead 
of considering small income-generating groups as CBOs, community members insist that they 
only consider the coordinating structure for the entire area as a CBO.  In contrast to 
development committees, which are elected, these CBOs are comprised of people who have 
voluntarily taken on a role in development and who are typically very committed.  One 
interviewee explained that CBOs are “interest based” since “willing members join the group 
for better performance or sharing of skills for the benefit of themselves and the community” 
(Mvenyane #1).  Since the three research areas in the Eastern Cape fall under Alfred Nzo 
District Municipality, it is not clear whether this might be a geographically specific finding.  
So, while the following descriptions reflect how interviewees view CBOs as coordinating 
structures, research analysis and conclusions also treat small groups in Eastern Cape as CBOs.  
 
Mvenyane 
Umzi CBO was established in 1995 following the RDP’s call for communities to organise 
themselves to be considered for funding.  The structure of the CBO relates directly to the 
RDP development committees in each sub-village and the RDP Forum for the area.  In each 
sub-village, income generation project groups including poultry, gardening, brick-making, 
fencing, and crèches came together under one umbrella.  Then each of the 11 sub-villages 
elected two of its members to form the CBO management committee, which registered as a 
non-profit organisation under the Non-Profit Organisations Act and is guided by its 
                                                           
20 Although the term village is not used in KwaZulu Natal, it is widely used and accepted in the Eastern 
Cape. 
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constitution.  The CBO has employees and volunteers who serve as facilitators and 
coordinators.      
 
Umzi CBO members described their CBO.  They explained that the role of the CBO is to 
support its members in terms of training, developmental issues, quality product, markets and 
ownership of projects.  Most importantly it seeks funding and networks with other 
organisations willing to offer support.  The CBO plays a role in all development matters and 
issues affecting its members and the community as a whole.  It participates in different local 
government and departmental committees and structures in the district.  It also works with 
and encourages other community groups that support its objectives, such as the development 
committee and burial societies.   
 
The introduction of the ward system and the election of councillors caused confusion in the 
area because communities were not told how local government would operate.  The 
Chairperson of the Umzi CBO pointed out that the ward committee is not a Mvenyane area 
structure, but engages with issues of the entire ward.  His other perceptions of the ward 
committee were that the purpose of the ward committee is to support the councillor; that the 
CBO does not have a representative on the ward committee because the councillor appointed 
his own people; and that ward committee members were selected on a political basis and will 
change when political power changes.  According to members of Umzi CBO, the councillor 
drew up the priority list of projects based on his political needs, such as infrastructure rather 
than CBO needs of community development. 
 
It is clear that the relationship between the ward committee and the CBO is very tense, as the 
ward committee seems to duplicate what is supposed to be delivered by the CBO (or vice 
versa).  There is clearly a struggle over local power.  Members of the CBO argue that the 
ward committee is supposed to work hand in hand with the CBO, which has different skills 
and expertise to organise the community and build the capacity of individuals on those 
structures.  The CBO is supposed to facilitate development and the councillor is supposed to 
monitor it.  Instead, the perception of the CBO is that the ward committee is creating new 
structures that duplicate existing ones, like the existing water committee.  CBO members 
assert that municipal structures “intervene to destroy local initiatives while creating the same 
structures in the interest of political power.” They consider it “strange” that their CBO is 
invited to discussions at a district level, but that its role is not respected when delivery takes 
place. 
 
There are no NGOs in the area, but the Umzi CBO works hand in hand with NGOs in the 
district.  According to the CBO members, the role of NGOs is to support CBOs, in particular 
training needs such as project management and leadership skills.  They also help CBOs to 
fundraise for project activities and facilitation.  NGOs, together with CBOs, “intervene in any 
matters affecting the community and development issues, land and land use practices, 
development approaches and systems, networks and policy advocacy.  NGOs rely on CBOs 
because they are the people on the ground.”21  
 
Masakala 
The Community Based Tourism Organisation (CBTO) was established in 1998 as a result of 
an intervention by the development committee.  Like the CBO in Mvenyane, its members are 
drawn from the five sub-villages’ income generation project groups.  In this case, three 
                                                           
21 Group interview held on 3-2-04. 
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members from each sub-village form the CBO.  This was a strategy to coordinate economic 
development and job creation.   
 
The CBTO is trying to incorporate most of the community’s social and income generation 
strategies through its objective of tourism development.  It has identified direct and indirect 
beneficiaries.  The CBTO is registered under the Tourism Board of Eastern Cape and the 
Alfred Nzo Municipality and received funding from the Department of Economic Affairs and 
Tourism and the municipality.  Presently the CBTO is running a guest house, which was built 
and furnished using community resources.  These included thatch for roofing and decorative 
finishes, crafts, and bedspreads and linens.  The CBTO also provides local tour guides.   
 
In this area, the community recognises three important structures that relate well to one 
another: the ward committee, the development committee, and the CBTO.  Their ward 
councillor was a very active member of the local structures, including the CBTO, for years 
prior to the local government election.  She recognises the CBTO as existing to deliver 
community needs.  In fact the Alfred Nzo Municipality has provided funds to the CBTO and 
the councillor monitors this.   
 
CBTO members understand that the councillor was elected and that the ward committee is 
drawn from interest groups in the ward to extend the service of the councillor.  The 
Councillor explained that it is her right to select a ward committee in the manner she sees fit 
and to serve as the chairperson of such a committee.  The committee’s role is to assist the 
councillor with advice about community needs, to prioritise needs for delivery according to 
available funds, and to formulate an Integrated Development Plan.  Although interviews were 
held with the ward committee to discuss development and its work with the CBTO, members 
appeared wary of answering questions.   
 
The CBTO worked closely with the Environmental and Development Agency (EDA), an 
NGO based in Matatiele, and now works with individuals formerly employed by the EDA.  
According to interviewees, the EDA helped the community to develop a business plan and to 
fundraise.  Although operating on its own, the CBTO calls itself a “child of the EDA”.  In 
other words “the respect is always there between themselves because every activity on the 
ground is planned and performed by the CBTO.  Duties and roles are clearly defined and we 
work together.”22  Interviewees spoke of the EDA as if the organisation had not folded.  This 
is an extreme example of CBO members focusing on individuals from NGOs rather than an 
NGO itself.   
 
Relations with the Traditional Authority take place in the weekly Imbizo structure.  This is an 
open meeting of the Traditional Authority and community members, created by the 
Traditional Authority as a forum to discuss community problems.23  According to the CBTO, 
the Traditional Authority is working hand in hand with them and is helping to encourage “fair 
share benefits in all opportunities that the CBTO gives to the community”.   
 
Diaho 
At a meeting between the traditional leaders and the community, the fieldworker was told that 
community structures in the area are free to operate independently and that the Traditional 

                                                           
22 Group interview held on 20-2-04. 
23 One can question how open or participatory such a discussion of community problems may be given 
the frequent power imbalance between the Traditional Authority and community members. 
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Authority supports community initiatives.  Individual groups register with the Traditional 
Authority because they sometimes fight amongst themselves and this permits the Traditional 
Authority to resolve their conflicts.  Although CBO interviewees supported this logic, it is 
clearly a means for the Traditional Authority to maintain a level of control over local 
organising.  The George Moshesh CBO, the water supply committee, and burial societies 
were identified as the structures operating in the area, recognised by the community and the 
Traditional Authority.  If these structures require land for a project, the Traditional Authority 
will assist them with land allocation.   
 
The George Moshesh CBO is comprised of all the income generation projects in the area.  
Most of its members are women whose husbands are migrant labourers.  They decided to 
stand up and do something rather than wait for money from their husbands.  Projects started 
in five villages that are part of George Moshesh area.  It was decided that, to share projects 
among themselves, they should form the George Moshesh CBO with a constitution to guide 
them.  The CBO has been operating for six years and operates poultry and garden projects 
that benefit the entire area.  With support from the EDA, the George Moshesh CBO 
developed its own business plan, which it then submitted to the Department of Welfare.  To 
date, the Department of Welfare has funded the CBO for two years.   
 
These projects had already been started when the councillor was elected and there was a bit of 
confusion, particularly with the election of the ward committee.  But, according to George 
Moshesh CBO members, they forced their way and the CBO was given representation on the 
ward committee.  Traditional leaders also helped the CBO “take control of the problem”.  
Now the CBO is in charge of the sub-committee on income generation for the area and “even 
the government departments are working through them for everything that needs to be 
introduced in the area”.  In addition, local government’s appointment of the local water 
committee as the Water Service Provider for the area has been a success because “it is us, not 
the Municipality who has powers.”24  Interviewees described how conflict over water use for 
crops was resolved with the involvement of community structures.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This research began by treating CBOs as an unknown. To avoid the tendency to “see what 
you want to see”, the research approach was open-ended.  In other words, it did not set out to 
test whether rural CBOs might help with state delivery (the “efficiency” agenda) or act as a 
basis for a social movement (the “organising” agenda).  It proposed a typology of rural CBOs 
and described the genesis, characteristics, and relationships of CBOs with NGOs and local 
government in six rural areas of KwaZulu Natal and the Eastern Cape.  Still its conclusions 
provide a picture of the status of rural organisation that is relevant to the “efficiency” and the 
“organising” agendas. 
  
A Useful Typology? 
By their very nature, typologies force a complex empirical reality into a simplified theoretical 
one.  This exercise is only valuable in so far as it provides us with analytical purchase in 
understanding CBOs.  This research proposed a rough typology, including very different 
organisations under the banner of CBOs: survival or coping; income generating; service 
delivery, governance and advocacy; and culture, youth, and sport CBOs.  Their inclusion is 
                                                           
24 Group interview held on 24-2- 2004. 
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important because it reflects the diverse ways in which people are responding to a challenging 
environment.  If we were to exclude less developmental organisations from being considered 
CBOs, we would potentially miss important dynamics and expressions of people’s agency 
and bases for potential.25 
 
Applying this typology, one can see clear differences between survival/ coping and income 
generating CBOs on one hand and service delivery, governance, and advocacy CBOs on the 
other.  The formation and composition of these types of CBOs is a direct reflection of local 
power dynamics, often expressed in terms of gender and class.  Survival and income 
generating CBOs are typically comprised of voluntary members.  Members are predominantly 
women, most of whom are middle aged or older.  In contrast, service delivery, governance 
and advocacy CBOs are mainly elected members who have significant economic or political 
standing; they are predominantly men.  The former are related to survival or caring for the 
household, which tend to be considered by the community as low status, where the latter are 
engaged in visible, high profile activities that build their power in the community.  In other 
words, local power dynamics and gender divisions are reflected in the composition of CBOs.   
 
The divide between these types of CBOs has important implications for both the efficiency 
and activist agenda.  Overall it appears that local dynamics in which CBOs are engaged often 
limit the likelihood of their playing a “larger role”.  Only by CBO members themselves 
breaking the patterns of power, or by outside organisations working in the area and 
intervening in such dynamics, might it be possible to overcome these limitations.  
 
In terms of the “efficiency” agenda, survival and income generating CBOs tend to operate on 
a small scale, but some may offer potential for expansion to help the state meet its objectives.  
With capacity building and limited project funding, it is possible that members of these 
CBOs, who are often committed individuals, could expand health services or contribute to 
limited economic objectives in rural areas.  This is a benefit of the way the macro-structures 
operate in the research areas in the Eastern Cape- the committed volunteers from small CBOs 
end up forming a much more powerful intermediary capable of engaging with larger 
initiatives. Of course problems can arise if the intermediary assumes a dominant role and acts 
as a gatekeeper.  In general, service delivery CBOs are more likely to have the capacity to 
implement larger scale development projects but, as elected members, individuals may be too 
busy to play a consistent role in implementing projects.   
 
In contrast, one might expect service delivery CBOs to be more effective in adopting an 
“organising” or activist position vis a vis power structures, particularly the state.  But 
members are typically distracted by local power struggles rather than engaging external focus.   
In some cases, instead of seeing external support to other CBOs as something to build on, 
development committees feel and spend their energies trying to assert control over projects.   
Moreover, it is difficult for rural people to see the link between their survival-related issues 
and the broader issues of a social movement.  There is clearly a material and issue basis for 
organising in rural areas, but it seems that an external catalyst is needed to widen CBOs’ 
vision of power and of what they can achieve.26 Building an understanding of the broader 
context of survival issues in rural areas is a significant undertaking for activists.   

                                                           
25 See N. Chazan, “Engaging the State: associational life if sub-Saharan Africa”, in Migdal, Kohli and 
Shue (eds),  State Power and Social Forces, Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1994. 
26  In the late 1990’s the National Land Committee and the Rural Development Services Network were 
active in trying to build a Rural Social Movement.   The issues are clearly ripe in rural areas, even if 
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CBO Identity Based on Genesis 
The majority of CBOs were formed to address the basic survival needs of rural people, 
although the definition of “survival” is wider than originally hypothesised.  CBOs exist to 
play a direct role in responding to local people’s needs.  Without an external catalyst, they are 
generally not interested in either the “efficieny” or “organising” agendas.   
 
Typically CBOs are initiated by individuals with a concrete purpose in mind that meets 
immediate rural needs.  In many cases the strength and capacity of individuals seem to 
contribute more to rural development than CBOs as such.  This tendency to personalise 
activity may be indicative of either the agrarian status of these areas or the “pioneer” stage of 
an organisation in terms of organisational development.  In the most positive cases, the 
individual is not simply acting in his or her own interest, but initiates a CBO as a vehicle for 
individuals to organise, gain wider participation, and obtain community acceptance for his or 
her aim.  Of course, there are cases in which individuals are clearly acting in their own self- 
interest.  For example, some CBOs are formed with all their members from a single family 
and then seek funding.27  While an individual with capacity can play a positive role in 
generating activity in an area, s/he can also play a dominant and controlling role in CBOs, 
fostering the dependence of CBO members.   By developing the capacity of weaker CBO 
members, not only would skills be spread, but the reliance of CBOs on individuals and their 
ability to dominate decisions would be checked.   
 
When NGOs work in rural areas, it is usually around implementing a specific project.  An 
interesting research finding was that relationships are established with NGO staff members as 
individuals, reinforcing the tendency to personalise relationships in rural areas.  For example, 
interviewees gave the name and description of individuals who worked in the area from 
outside, but struggled to give the name of the NGO the individual represented.  One CBO 
member had worked on an NGO project for five years and only knew the names of the 
individuals.  This confirms that the tendency of CBO members is to focus on local dynamics 
and what is most immediately significant to their lives, not organisations that are distant 
geographically and in terms of development “language”, identity, and capacity.  Most rural 
CBOs do not develop ongoing relationships with outside organisations or organisational 
linkages or networks, which is an important component in being part of a social movement or 
in creating transnational linkages.28   
  
The need for resources has also driven communities to form certain structures.  In a rural area, 
one often finds as many committees as there are government departments, NGOs, and other 
organisations working there.  Another example is that the RDP Office demanded that small 
CBOs organise themselves.  So communities in the Eastern Cape developed their “mega-
structures” in the hope of obtaining funding.  Now these are the only structures they consider 
to be CBOs.  Community members insist that small groups are not CBOs, while outsiders 
tend to think about almost any community structure dealing with community issues as a CBO.  
                                                                                                                                                                      
activism is difficult to motivate.  Reference is often made to Colin Bundy’s The Rise and Fall of the 
South African Peasantry.   
27 After a steep learning curve, most donors have established means to insure that this is not the case 
before providing funds. 
28 See M. Keck and K. Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders,  Ithaca, New York: Cornell Univ. Press, 
1998. 
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CBOs often work through or report to a wider development committee, which in turn relates 
to either the inkosi or local government councillors.  On one level, this simply means is that 
CBOs are “small fish” that must deal with various power structures.  The real question is 
whether CBOs’ decisions are unduly affected or their identities seriously constrained.  In 
some areas CBOs are simply required to present their plans to the traditional authority and 
can then go about their work.  This is often a matter of protocol in KwaZulu Natal; in the 
Eastern Cape, government line departments such as the Department of Agriculture or the 
Department of Welfare often bypass these structures and deal directly with CBOs.  In 
contrast, other CBOs must discuss all plans with the traditional authority, which must approve 
all funding and decisions.  Similarly, development committees liaising with local government 
councillors can support and strengthen local CBOs or they can block local efforts by imposing 
their blueprint for development and organisation.   
 
Relationships with Outside Organisations 
Overall CBO leaders may be frustrated to see well-funded NGOs implementing projects while 
they struggle to obtain funds.  Yet, the difference in scope and capacity of NGOs and CBOs 
in rural areas has typically meant that the competition over resources between CBOs and 
NGOs is not a reality.  Instead CBOs look to NGOs as a source of resources and support.  In 
fact, CBO leaders often complain that few NGOs reach rural areas.  Of course, the absence of 
natural competition changed with the funding environment.  Funds became scarce with the 
“funding drought” which began in the mid-1990’s and all civil society organisations began to 
compete for the same funds.  
 
In the mid-1990’s Jay Naidoo, then Minister Without Portfolio heading the RDP Office, 
referred to local government as the “hands and the feet of the RDP.”  NGOs expected new 
local government structures to provide funding to NGOs and CBOs to implement projects.  
Many projects that NGOs would have implemented in the past became the responsibility of 
local government.  One would expect that local government would work with both CBOs and 
NGOs toward the implementation of such projects.   This relationship would be a form of 
resource dependency that NGOs have established with national and provincial government 
departments, but it is not evident between NGOs or CBOs and local government in rural 
areas.   
 
Although local government may see legitimate weaknesses in the ability of specific NGOs to 
deliver, no organisation is ideal for delivery.  In many cases, the value-added of using NGOs 
has diminished since there is an overall shift of NGOs toward the technical side of the 
organisational spectrum; NGOs can be difficult to distinguish from consultants.  However it 
also seems that the tendency of some local government officials and councillors to criticise 
NGOs is a product of their political interest.  For example, local government councillors 
establish databases of NGOs and consultants and act as middlemen with the community.  The 
motivations of local government councillors and civil servants are complex: to “protect” the 
community and to establish a patron-client relationship in the process; to monitor 
development as part of their technical responsibility; and to maximise their visibility and gain 
political “credit” for projects.  In general, officials and councillors appear to perceive NGOs 
as competition or as blocking them in playing these roles. 
 
The tendency of outside agencies is to treat rural areas as if they are a “blank slate”.  Perhaps 
they do this because there appears to be a power vacuum.  This is clearly a fundamental 
mistake. As this research has illustrated, there are a range of local structures, and a wealth of 
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experience, for any development initiative to be built upon.  The specific history of the area 
and the dynamics between community members and leaders are a major factor explaining the 
nature of relations between CBOs and local government as well as the development potential 
of various areas.   
 
The overall lack of understanding of the local government system and the role of local 
government affects local government dynamics in rural areas overall.  But different areas 
have developed locally specific outcomes, depending on the history of individuals.  These 
have taken a range of forms.  Sometimes local government councillors are in conflict with 
CBOs, caught up in what one might call a “battle over turf” or a contentious relationship.  
This is based on the question of who can represent rural people’s concerns.  Although a 
councillor may be elected to do so, local people often feel that their own structure more 
legitimately represents them.  Councillors often want to work on their own and may even feel 
that CBOs should dissolve.  Alternatively local government councillors are unknown in the 
area and the CBO gets on with its work, in other words it is “business as usual”.  Although 
local government councillors are supposed to represent a wide area, they typically attend to 
local issues or concerns only when they actually come from the area.  This relationship is also 
contentious, although it is unexpressed.  Finally, an extension of this scenario is that the CBO 
or community has its “own man” in place.  This is typically someone who will work with the 
Inkosi and existing structures.  The CBO and community feel they are involved or even 
running the show.  Although it rarely emerges neatly, this has the potential to be a synergistic 
relationship. 
 
Although structural relationships are unresolved or even problematic overall, there is room for 
agency since the way in which relationships are worked out depends largely on local 
dynamics.  NGOs can play an important role in supporting CBOs to participate in 
development, to work with local government, and to advocate greater attention to rural 
concerns.  NGOs and CBOs can formulate plans around what is really needed at the local 
level, not just materially, which is largely the government’s responsibility, but in terms of 
empowerment, participation and capacity building.  The old adage that NGOs play an 
important role in “teaching people to fish” may appear simplistic in today’s world.  Social 
change NGOs are needed to continue with their “teach people to fish” approach, but must also 
teach people how to negotiate and manoeuvre within an increasingly politicised and complex 
environment.   
 
Unfortunately, it is unusual for NGOs to establish long-term relationships with communities.  
When this does occur, NGOs are almost always social change type NGOs.29  Their activities 
require significant funding on “process” components, such as meetings and workshops for 
consultation, training, and capacity building.   In the present funding environment, it has 
become increasingly difficult for NGOs to secure funding for these activities.  Instead NGOs 
are shifting toward becoming more technical in nature, making long-term relationships 
between CBOs and social change type NGOs even more rare.   
 
 

                                                           
29 This research considered the role of social change organisations including the National Land 
Committee affiliate in KwaZulu Natal, the Association for Rural Advancement, and the now folded 
Environment and Development Agency in the Eastern Cape.  It also encountered the Insika Rural 
Development Trust working in northern Zululand in KwaZulu Natal. 
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This research has provided a start in deepening our understanding of CBOs.  It has also 
uncovered a range of issues requiring further research in the form of in-depth qualitative 
studies. Some of these questions include: How have NGOs and CBOs worked with local 
government around specific projects and what can be learned from this experience?  Have 
programmes to help rural communities understand local government helped to resolve the 
“battle over turf” or contentious relationship between CBOs and local government?  Under 
what conditions are CBOs able to operate most independently, and when have rural CBOs 
played a role in advocacy?  If we want to promote rural development and more systemic 
social change, it is crucial that researchers pursue a research agenda that recognises and 
incorporates CBOs as significant actors in their own right.  
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Appendix 1: List of People Interviewed 
 
KwaZulu Natal 
 
Nsukangihlale 
Dumisile Dlamini AmaHlubi Home Based Care 
Thully Dladla  AmaHlubi Health Committee 
Fikile Mlaba  AmaHlubi Community Health Workers 
Ethel Hadebe  Phumelani Day Care 
Busisiwe Hadebe Senzokuhle Women’s Club 
Nomdubane Shabalala Khanyisani Burial Club 
Thando Shabalala Aids 
MaXumalo Dladla Masisizane burial society 
Mathinya Hadebe Senzokuhle Club (stokvel) 
KaMpoloza Hadebe burial society 
 
Elizabeth Ntombela Langalibalele Craft Centre 
Fikile Hadebe  Ikwezi-Lokusa Youth Organisation 
Nokuphila  Vukukhanye Adult Centre 
Grace Ngubane  Thuthukani Sewing Club 
GD Hadebe  Hlanganani MaHlubi Garden 
Bavelile Madlala Siyabonga-MaHlubi Garden Project 
Thembinkosi Bhengu Bongokuhle Farming and Grazing Project 
Thenjiwe Mpungose Thuthukani MaHlubi Garden 
Sara Madlala  Phumelela sewing group 
Gugu Mtshali  Thubelihle catering 
Mattadebe Bhengu Ubambisasano gardening  
 
Bhekukuphiwa Hadebe Enhlanganisweni Governing Body 
Catherine Hadebe MaHlubi Women’s Organisation 
Kweneza Bhengu Traditional Authority councillor 
Mandla Robert Mlaba Local government councillor 
 
Getty Dlamini  Mahlutshini Sanitation Committee 
Philisiwe Hadebe Mahlutshini Sanitation Committee 
YZ Hlengwa  Masimbambisane MaHlubi Water Committee 
Amon Phewa  AmaHlubi Land Trust 
 
Thembinkosi Mdakane Isibuko Samahlubi Zulu Dance 
Mbeshe Majola  sport club 
 
Mvuzane 
MaNzuza  community gardening CBO 
Mrs Luthuli  Sizanini stokvel 
MaZulu   Masimbambane Sewing Club 
MaZulu   Zibambele road project and savings club 
Mr Sibiya  gardening project 
Vusi Chamane  Zamimphilo water committee and councillor 
Mr Magwaza  former resident of Mvuzane 
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Mbazwana 
Sbusiso Ngobese Imboni Youth Paper Studio and Craft 
Dalton Msele  Sodwana Lifesavers 
Norma Zikhali  income generation CBO: sewing and woodcraft 
Thulani Ndlovu  Fight Against Crime (youth CBO) 
Ntokozo Mnguni Inhlelenyo Youth HIV and AIDs Awareness Group 
Thokozani Nsele sport manager under 17’s 
Themba Mlambo Government Communication and Information System 
Alson Ncube  Councillor 
Mbikeni Mnguni Councillor 
Sipho Ntuli  Councillor 
J. Qwabe  Mbazwana Water Committee 
Rebecca Mkhize Mbazwana Water Committee 
Beatrice Mbuyazi garden committee 
Essau Shange  Aquamanzi community development officer 
Innocent Khumalo development committee 
M.P. Mlambo  development committee 
Vimba Zikhali  Mbazwana Water Committee 
MD Zikhali  tribal councillor 
Jacob Thembe  crafts chairman 
 
Eastern Cape 
 
Mvenyane: 20 interviews including 
Solomon Ngodlo 
Nomuqamlezo Maqhashalala 
May Mbedla 
Sweetness Mantshule 
Chemist Mbedla 
Freddy Ndwengula 
Tembisa Mungu 
Yvon Bqoi 
 
Masakala: 16 interviews including 
Robert Mnika 
Nofezile Mtoto 
Thozamile Xaki 
Jabu Manyathi 
Mantabeleng Letuka 
 
Diaho:  11 interviews including 
Matumelo Momo 
Emily Masiu 
Margaret Motsepe 
Louisa Ntalenyane 
Nepo Ntalenyane 
Ishmael Momo 
Felleng Lecheko 


