by Beverly A. Suderman

En 1990, le ywca du Canada lance une
initiative de partenariat international
avec le YWcA de la Zambie. Cet article
donne un apercu des attentes et préoc-

cupations des principales participantes
21a fin des premiers dix-huit mois de ce
projet pilote.

As part of the YwcA culture, I think
this way of work [partnership] is a
better way of work. It implies sis-
terhood. It implies working to-
gether. It implies sharing, whether
it’s financial resources or human
resources, or technical assistance,
whatever, so I would say it's prob-
ably one of the best alternatives to
doing international development
work. (ywca personnel, Canada)

North-South non-governmental or-
ganization (NGO) partnerships are a
fairly new idea, just over ten years
old. They emerged out of a grassroots
movement against orthodox devel-
opment theory—the practice of
which has resulted in a dramatic in-
crease in poverty world-wide, dispro-
portionately impoverishing wo-
men—and in favour of development
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which empowers people to meet their
own needs. Developing alternative
theories of development also requires
new strategies for engaging in develop-
ment work; the old strategies are no
longer appropriate. International de-
velopment NGOs
and the feminist
community en-
vision forming
new North and
South NGO part-
nerships which
will benefit both
parties.

An equitable
North-South
NGO partnership
should have (1)
recognition of
differences, par-
ticularly differ-
ences in power;
(2) sensitivity to
the environ-
mental, political, and economic con-
text of the other partner(s); (3) trans-
parency of each partnering organiza-
tion to the other(s); (4) consensual,
joint decision-making; and (5) com-
munication, respect, and trust of the
other partner(s) (Partnership Africa
Canada).!

Not surprisingly, translating the
vision into practice is proving to be a
challenge. Power differentials, differ-
ences in skills and visions, as well as
leadership styles, existany time groups
of people get together to engage in
social change activity (Albrecht and
Brewer). Furthermore, addressing
power differentials is “crucial when
oneworks cross-culturally” given that
we are working in “a world of over-
whelming powerimbalances” (Carillo
204).Itisalso important to recognize
that there is a psychological dimen-
sion to the partnership as well. Con-
scious attention needs to be applied
by the partners to developing self-
knowledge, in order to shatter stere-

otypes about others, as well as to put
an end to the cycle of internalized
oppression or domination (see
Pheterson).

The Young Women’s Christian
Associations {ywcas) of Canada and
Zambia decided to pursue a North-
South NGO partnership-relationship
focussed on the common issue of
violence against women. To fund
partnership development and com-
munication, the Ywcas of/du Canada
and Zambia jointly developed a pro-
posal to the Canadian International
Development Agency (cIDA) foranti-
violence work in Zambia. This project
funded a Zambian study of the inci-
dence of violence against women
there, and study tours of regional
anti-violence initiatives (Zimbabwe,
Botswana, Kenya, and South Africa).
Additionally, the project provided
for an exchange visit for two Zam-
bian ywca staff members to study the
Canadian Ywcas and other organiza-
tions’ responses to violence in wom-
en’s lives. Both YWcaA organizations
saw opportunities to address some of
the challenges facing them through
such an arrangement.? The funding
climate within CIDA was favourable,
in part due to cIDA’s interest in fund-
ing partnerships—although their defi-
nition of a partnership differs signifi-
cantly from PAC’s—as well as their
willingness to fund initiatives to com-
bat violence against women.

As International Development
Coordinator for the Ywca of Calgary,
I was actively involved in these early
stages and in the coordination of the
Zambians’ visit to Calgary. This ex-
perience was challenging and left me
with many questions, particularly
about how partnerships could be
structured to provide greater clarity
for all participants about roles, re-
sponsibilities, and expectations.

In 1993, with the support of a cipa
Awards for Canadians grant and a
Women Helping Women scholar-
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ship, provided by the Calgary Women
in Psychology Group, I was able to
ask other participants in the Canada/
Zambia ywca partnership about their
perceptionsofthe relationship to date,
and their suggestions for improve-

ments. In all, I spoke to 16 women
(eight from Canada, eight from Zam-
bia) in interviews which ranged in
length from 45 minutes to three
hours. These interviews gave me an
enormous amount of information.
My feelings about the difficultiesand
challenges inherent in undertaking a
partnership of this sort were rein-
forced, as was my belief in the value
of pursuing North-South partner-
ships. The participantsall believed in
what they were doing, even if they
were critical of what had been ac-
complished so far. It is my hope that
other women’s organizations can
learn from the experiences of the
Canadaand Zambia Ywcasand move
forward in expanding their own
North-South connections.

The ywca Canada/Zambia
partnership

The players were numerous. The
Ywca of/du Canada, whose role as a
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national organization was to provide
membership services, in this case
accessed funds, wrote reports, admin-
istered the cIDA grant, and mediated
Canadian international relationships
within the World Ywca movement.
The ywca of
Calgary, alocal
member organ-
ization of the
ywca of Can-
ada, provided
programmatic
expertise. The
branch was se-
lected because
of its experi-
ence with the
issue of vio-
lence against
women, toge-
ther with the
size and diver-
sity of its pro-
gramming on
around the issue of violence.

The ywca of Zambia, also a na-
tional organization, explored and pi-
loted new programmatic areas, pro-
vided support to branch offices, and
mediated Zambian international re-
lationships within the World ywca
movement. The Lusaka branch of the
ywca of Zambia was also involved. It
is somewhat parallel to being a local
member organization but without or-
ganizational autonomy. One of the
contested areas of the partnership ar-
rangement was whether or not the
Lusaka branch could be considered a
pattner.

In October 1991 the partnership
officially began with a preliminary
ten-day visit to Zambia by two Cana-
dians, representatives of the Ywcas of
Canadaand Calgary. By March 1992
cipa funding had been received and
the Ywca-Canada sent out a Memo-
randum of Agreement to the Ywca of
Zambia regarding the conditions
which would govern the project.

Project activities began in May
1992. These activities were carried
out by the Ywca of Zambia in south-
ern Africa. They were not partner-
ship activities, although funding was
acquired through the partner, and
one of the project activities was de-
signed to exhance the partnership,
namely the exchange visit.

As I discovered, the project’s rela-
tionship to the partnership, and vice
versa, is very slippery. One of the
supports that a northern partner can
provide to a southern partner is the
development of funding proposals.
Often the northern partner has easier
access to the skillsand funding sources
than does the southern partner. Sen-
sitivity to the capacities of each part-
ner, and responding to these in a
constructive way through discussion
and negotiation, is a way of being a
partner in an equitable relationship.

In October 1992, two Zambian
staff representatives of the ywca of
Zambia and the Lusaka branch, ar-
rived in Canada for a two-month
exchange visit. The visit was also the
ptimary vehicle for establishing rela-
tionships which would develop the
partnership.

I arrived in Zambia in February
1993, approximately six weeks after
the Zambians’ return home, and 18
months into the partnership.

The participants’ analysis

With Canada I can see it like we
have built this [together]. It like
a family type of thing where even
in future, we won't be here ... but
other people will still come to Zam-
bia and say ... this is what we

built together. (ywca personnel,
Zambia)

At the end of the first 18 months,
the partnership had strong and en-
thusiastic support from participants—
North and South. The women I in-
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terviewed had many positive points
to make about the benefits of this

partnership, and its potential for fur-
ther benefits.

Partnerships are going to enhance
more international development
because now it will be a two-way
process. The other side, even ifthey
can give in the funds, they can still
learn from our knowledge. We
might not be able to give the funds,
but we can share our ideas on how
they can progress, and it will be a
two-way thing.... On our part, as
the Third World country, they
will be able to develop somehow
through us, and ... they would
still refer to it as an international
development on their part. (YWCA
personnel, Zambia)

The partnership concept appealed
to participants because of the reci-
procity inherent in the concept. The
idea of a partnership-relationship
stands in stark contrast to the tradi-
tional practice of giving aid, with all
of its power differentials. Partner-
ship presupposes equality, and there-
fore give and take is possible within
the relationship. The Canadians
would share funding and expertise,
the Zambians would share their
knowledge.

The partnership seemed a natural
fitbecause all the partners were mem-
bers of the World ywca with shared
values, perspectives, and philosophies.
This shared foundation, it was be-
lieved, would provide a solid basis
from which to work together. Since
the leaders of both national ywcas
were experienced in working from a
global perspective, theyand their col-
leagues approached the partnership
with confidence.

These positive feelings did not,
however, prevent participants from
critically analyzing the partnership,
or expressing their fears about the
possibility of the partnership straying
from its ideals. For example, while
there might be reciprocity in the de-
cision-making part of the partner-
ship, was it present in the learning
part of the relationship?
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Ithink thatalthough it’s [the part-
nership] a two-way “get,” our
thinking was often more of a one-
way “give.” (YWCA personnel,
Canada)

The shared issue of the partner-
ship, violence against women, was an
area of work new to the Zambian
YWcA. Incontrast, the Canadian ywcas
had more than 20 years of experience
working in the area. The Zambians
were, thus, very clearabout what they
were hoping to learn from their Ca-
nadian partners: how have the Cana-
dian ywcas addressed this issue in
their communities?

We are going to learn from you.

We might not apply it the way you

do in Canada, being a different
environment, but I think its a

starting point for us. So I think

we’ll do more learning from you.

Then I don’t know what you are

going to learn from our way of
doing things. (YWCA personnel,

Zambia)

The Canadian ywcas, at least in
the short term, would learn very little
from their Zambian counterparts on
this particular issue. Yet, no other
specific issue was negotiated so that
the Canadians could learn from their
partners. There were some vague
expectations, for example, about
learning how global economic dis-
parity impacts Zambian women, and
about applying learning from the
Zambian experience of violence to
cross-cultural experiences in the
Calgary sheltersand counselling serv-
ices. However, since these were not
negotiated and contracted for in the
same way as the Canadian expertise
of combatting violence, the outcomes
were, unsurprisingly, less satisfying.

The danger I see, which has hap-

pened in other organizations, is
that especially the work of the North
tends to paternalize the South,
and they take them as ownership
andsay it’s “our”Ywca. I hope that
won’t come to that. (YWCA per-
sonnel, Zambia)

Another concern was the imbal-
ance of access to financial resources.
With the Canadian Ywca always ob-
taining the necessary finances to carry
out partnership activities, participants
feared that imbalances in other parts
of the partnership could develop.

It’s the northern partner that has
the dollars, and I don't know if
there d be any motivation to work

with us if we didn’t have them. I
have agreat discomfort about that.

So I'think that's part of the reality

of what we're working with. (Ywca

personnel, Canada)

The participants in this partner-
ship struggled with the question of
how to set aside the issue of money so
thatitwould not interfere with estab-
lishingarelationship of equality. Were
they successful? The barriers to suc-
cess were formidable: (1) a long his-
tory of giving or receiving aid; and (2)
internalized beliefs equating access to
money with decision-making power,
and its converse i.e., lack of access to
money prohibiting decision-making
power. Nevertheless, recognition of
the difference in access to funds, and
the willingness to set that difference
aside, provides a strong foundation
for an equitable relationship and is
one of the attributes PAC identifies as
important to partnership.

Culture clash is the term I finally
settled on to describe a range of expe-
riences during the exchange visit to
Calgary. I was partially responsible
for coordinating. Tensions arose out
of ignorance, particularly the igno-
rance on the part of the Canadian
hosts about Zambia.3 Differences in
perceptions of what constitutes ap-
propriate host-guest behaviour also
led to misunderstandings as well as
communication breakdowns, and the
pace of life in Canadian cities as-
saulted the sensibilities of our Zam-
bian guests. The inability to discuss
these experiences together also con-
tributed to the tension.

That was something that became
very clear to us, that there were
experiences that women from Zam-
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bia were going to have here that
we couldn’t even imagine. And so
we couldn’t anticipate those and
try to do something with that....
Somehow we have to be able to
discuss that in a way that we can
help each other in parmerships. I
don’t know how you do that, when
you don’t know what it is that you
don’t know. (Ywca personnel,
Canada)

OneZambianre-
flected that ex-
change visits should
provide the mecha-
nism for discussing
and learning about
differences, by al-
lowing each group
to see and under-
stand the other.

For us to under-
stand each other,
you have to come
right down to see
why we are doing
things the way we
are doing them.
Because some of
these things you can only explain if
you understand how people were
socialized to start with. But if you
don’t understand why people are
doing things the way they are do-
ing them now, it’s very easy to
blame. Just like us. It s very easy to
blame you for some things which
are something to do with your

background. (ywca personnel,
Zambia)

Exchange visits in the course of a
partnership are a key strategy for
building the inter-personal relation-
ships essential to cooperation between
partnering organizations. By 1996,
two other extended visits by Zam-
bians to Canada had taken place,
without any Canadian exchange vis-
itsbeing made to Zambia. The Zam-
bian ywca thus developed a fairly
good understanding of the Canadian
YWCA’s organization: advantages, con-
straints, organizational structure, de-
cision-making strategies, fund-rais-
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ing methods, support received from
the community, and so on. The Ca-
nadian YWCA, on the other hand, was
not able to attain nearly the same
breadth of knowledge about the ywca
in Zambia.

Participants were also critical of
the way in which the partnership was
organized. Inattention to detail can
lead to larger issues within a partner-
ship. One Canadian participant had
this to say:

| is\OT democracy

From a structural point of view,
what we learned in the beginning
stages of this project is that [com-
munication] is still cumbersome
because the national organizations
are baby-sitting this [partnership]
to death. With the exception of
Geneva? not being involved, in
some ways it was as bureaucratic
and as cumbersome in terms of
information flow.... I really un-
derstand why this one has to be
baby-sat, because we're going to
have to learn how to do it, and
trust is going to have to grow that
we're not going to botch it. (YWCA
personnel, Canada)

The ywca of/du Canada was afraid
that the Calgary branch would make
“mistakes” due to its inexperience
with global relationships. Therefore,
the national association tried to con-
trol communications, leaving Calgary
feeling disenfranchised. Another fear,
that the Calgary ywca might make
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budgetary commitments that the na-
tional organization could notsustain,
also drove the national office to main-
tain control of the communication
process. Both concerns were real.
Development of a communications
protocol, making communication
pathsclearand reasonable, could have
resolved the problem of communica-
tion, as well as addressed the percep-
tion of being “baby-sat” throughout
the process. This unattended-to de-
tail, of how com-
munications in this
partnership would
occur, resulted in
tensions about
power and control
in the partnership,
particularly be-
tween the Ywca of/
du Canada and the
ywca of Calgary.
The outcome for
the Zambians was
unclear communi-
cations and confu-
sion.

Another unat-
tended-to detail re-
sulted in a concern
which emerged from the Zambian
side: who are the partners in this
relationship?

We were at this time [October
1991 meetings] thinking ofa part-
nership of country to country, not
so much of local association to local
assoctation. And to tell you the
truth we are not ready to see how it
works, if it would be Calgary to
Lusaka.... If ywca du Canada is
going to this partership and ex-
pecting local association to local
association, I think there’s a lot
that needs to be discussed because
of various reasons. One of them,
Jor us, is the capacity. (YWCA per-
sonnel, Zambia)

The concern by the Zambian na-
tional Ywca regarding the capacity of
their local branch associations to sus-
tain a partnership of this type, given
their difficulties in maintaining local
programming, was a legitimate one.

91



The assumption, by the Calgary local
association, that the partnership
would be local to local, i.e., Calgary
and Lusaka, was in keeping with rela-
tionships within the Canadian struc-
ture. The two national associations,
however, were differently structured,
accounting for the confusion which
emerged. The Canadian national as-
sociation did not have the capacity
fora national to national relationship
with another Ywca because it fills a
member services organization role
towards its member Ywcas and YM™-
ywcas in Canada. It provides support
to its membership, rather than di-
recting the work of its member or-
ganizations. It cannot undertake di-
rect programmatic work with another
organization; it needs to involve a
local member association in any in-
ternational partnership initiatives.
The Zambian national association
hasa head office/branch offices struc-
ture with much more hands-on in-
volvement by the national ywca in
the day-to-day operations of its
branches. This is particularly true in
the case of the Lusaka branch, since
both are situated on the same prop-
erty in Lusaka. Therefore, the ywca
of Zambia was in a position to under-
take direct programmatic work with
another organization and only expe-
rienced a conflict when it appeared
that its Lusaka branch was to be the
primary focus of the relationship,
rather than the national office itself.
Who were the partners? Clearly
the Ywca of/du Canada and the ywca
of Zambia as the initiators of the
relationship. Clearly the ywca of
Calgary due to its invitation by the
ywca of/du Canada to participate.
The Lusaka branch of the ywca of
Zambia, in contrast, was a partici-
pant in partnership activities, but not
a partner. Defining the membership
of this partnership was difficult be-
cause the organizational structures of
the participating ywcas did not match.
This was not well understood.
Definition of membership in this
partnership was also difficult because
of what was at stake: access to re-
sources. Exclusion from membership
meantonlyindirectaccess to partner-
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ship resources, through participation
in partnership activities. We need 1o
ensure that we are clear on member-
ship, so that tensjons are minimized
rather than aggravated by misunder-
standings. Clarityabout membership
should also mean clarity about the
role of each member within the part-
nership, reducing further opportuni-
ties for misunderstanding to develop.

Another concern on the Zambian
side was that of the relationship be-
tween the projects which are under-
taken within a partnership, and the
partnership itseif.

Ifeellike our parenership isonly in
the project, you see, which is not
what a partnership is supposed to
be. (ywca personnel, Zambia)

Partnerships need to look at being
more and more of a really broad
thing, andnotjustaspecificproject.
(ywca personnel, Zambia)

These comments express the con-
cern that the partnership was being
dominated by project requirements:
completing the workplan, doing the
necessary reporting. The distinction
between projects and partnership isa
subtle one, but illustrates short-term
versus long-term thinking. A part-
nership, according to PAC’s defini-
tion, isalong-term relationship, buile
up by shared activity. A project, by
definition, is a time-limited endeav-
our. Given the general scarcity of
resources, a joint project seems a nec-
essary prerequisite to establishing a
partnership. Yet a project has a vital
dynamic of its own, with tasks to be
completed and reports to be submit-
ted. How are the needs of (long-
term) partnership to be met in the
context ofa (short-term) project? This
attribute of a North-South NGo part-
nership distinguishes it from part-
nerships of other types. Most other
types of partnership are project or
task specificand are expected to come
to an end at the completion of the
task or project. When organizations
engage in a partnership, they need to
be clear on the relationship between
the project and the partnership, en-

suring that the needs of both types of
activities are met: project and rela-
tionship.

This project/partnership confusion
gave rise to a fear expressed by the
Zambian partners: that the partner-
ship, which took so much energy to
create, would be abandoned by the
Canadians at the end of the project.

Idon’t know if the ywca of Canada
has ever thought about this part-
nership as a beginning of phases. I
mean that it’s not the beginning
and the end. I hope they haven’t
done that, because if that happens,
there is a tendency that you de-
velop this partnership and it breaks.
It’s like a marriage breaking.... I
hope it will be a parmership that
will develop into one that has to
create more confidence in each
other, that it won'’t just be here,
and that will be the end, and then
they move on. (YWca personnel,
Zambia)

I believe that North-South NGo
partnerships should not be under-
taken lightly, rather with thoughtful
commitment and foresight. In the
case of some NGOs, a long-term rela-
tionship may be an unrealistic or
unsustainable goal. Not all relation-
ships need to be partnerships. There
are other ways for NGOs to relate
North-South. In the case under study
here, the partnership wasentered into
with good faith on both sides, but the
volatility of the ywca of/du Canada’s
context prevented follow through on
the Canadian side. Given the rapidly
changing social, political, and eco-
nomic context within which Cana-
dian NGOs are operating, is it fair to
set up expectations which may be
unrealistic or unsustainable?

Partnerships, like other long-term
relationships, may not always work
out. They will have a much better
chance of success, however, if there is
an exploratory period prior to the
decision to engage in partnership. I
believe, given the changeability of
funders’ priorities and strategies, that
undertaking North-South NGo part-
nership means a willingness to com-

CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME



mit organizational resources in the
periods between projects. When an
organization is operating on a shoe-
string, this is a big decision to make.
An exploratory period will also al-
low the idea of partnership to move
beyond key decision-makers, the
identities of whom can change rap-
idly, to a broader base within the
staff, volunteers, and membership of
potentially-partnering organizations.
A strong base of support for the idea
of partnership should translate into
treating an actual North-South NGO
partnership as a high priority within
partnering organizations, with a re-
sulting higher commitment by all
partners to the relationship.

Addressing the problems of
partnership

The partnership participantshad a
series of recommendations for im-
proving the structure of this particu-
lar partnership:

develop a process for routinely
revisiting expectations and arrange-
ments in partnership, to be done very
frequently during exchange visits;

*develop a communications pro-
tocol, simple enough to enhance
rather than prevent communication;

*do more groundwork with the
local member associations before the
Canadian ywcainvolves them in part-
nerships;

eprovide cross-cultural and anti-
racist training to Canadians partici-
pating in North-South partnerships;

*formalize the evaluation process;

sprovide an opportunity for over-
seas partners to have a voice in Cana-
da’s International Cooperation plan-
ning;

eregarding exchange visits: ensure
more advance preparation and ex-
change of information prior to the
visit; ensure that exchange visits are
agency-wide events, and not limited
to single departments.

Conclusions

Partnership Africa Canada’s list of
qualities or attributes that an equita-
ble partnership-relationship must

VOLUME 17, NUMBER 2

have provides NGos working North-
South with goals to strive towards,
rather than milestones along the way.
If we use the paC attributes as a meas-
ure, the YWCAs in this case study did
not achieve a full partnership, but
rather made a valiant attempt to cre-
ate a relationship of equality, a part-
nership, in an unequal world.

Unfortunately, after a good begin-
ning, the ywca of/du Canada has had
to discontinue its international ini-
tiatives, and virtually its entire Inter-
national Cooperation program. At
the 1996 Annual Members Meeting
its membership decided that the Ca-
nadian national association could no
longer sustain significantinternational
involvement, and that more efforts
would need to be directed to local
concerns. Given the fast-paced social
and fiscal changes occurring in
Canada, and their impacts on the
Canadian Ywca movement, this deci-
sion is understandable, if disappoint-
ing. Ttis my hope that other women’s
organizations will see the benefits of
North-South connections, learn from
the ywca Canada-Zambia experience,
and pick up from where the Ywca of/
du Canada, of necessity, left off. We
have a lot to learn from our southern
sisters.

Bev Suderman is a Canadian working
Jor the Hopi Tribe. Her 1996 thesis
(University of Calgary) is called “Be-
yond Rhetoric: A Case Study of the
Partnership between the ywcas of
Canada, Calgary, and Zambia.”

These attributes were identified by
Partnership Africa Canada (pac), in
an NGo discussion paper published in
1989: “Partnership: Matching Rheto-
ric to Reality.” PAC was a CIDA decen-
tralized fund for African development
operated by a coalition of 100 Cana-
dian NGOs involved in development
work in Africa or development edu-
cation in Canada. PAC supported de-
velopment in Africa by encouraging
cooperation based on the principle of
partnership between Africans and
Canadians. Its funding was elimi-
nated in the 1995 Canadian budget.

Oxfam-Canada and the ymMca of

Canada have also created excellent
materials to assist in organizing cer-
tain aspects of North-South NGO part-
nerships.

2This aspect of the partnership is too
complex to summarize in this article.
For a full discussion of this aspect of
the partnership, please see Suderman.
31n the early days of my thinking, I
called much of this racism. I was
forced to re-think this analysis due to
the rigorous opposition of my Zam-
bian hosts (and participants in the
partnership) to the use of the term
“racism” to describe these experiences.
4Geneva is the location of World
ywca headquarters.
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