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Local and community-driven solutions for development in fragile states

Executive summary

Traditional models of development and democracy-promo-
tion, largely designed and driven by international donors and
external actors, have often failed to deliver sustainable and
meaningful outcomes. Overly technocratic, externally imposed
approaches tend to overlook local realities, sidelining the
voices, knowledge, and agency of the communities most af-
fected. As a result, reforms remain fragile, trust and legitimacy
erode, and cycles of dependency and disillusionment persist.

Empowering local actors to define their own priorities, shape
strategies, and lead implementation not only improves the
relevance and sustainability of interventions but also stren-
gthens legitimacy, social cohesion, and resilience. This report
is intended for donors, policymakers, and development practi-
tioners seeking to enhance the impact, credibility, and sustai-
nability of international democracy and development assistan-
ce. It is organized around three complementary essays, each
illustrating a different dimension of the power and potential of
localization.

The first essay focuses on community-led democracy and
governance reforms, showing how local ownership is essen-
tial for effective human rights and governance programming.
Drawing on examples from fragile states such as Armenia,
Sudan, and Kosovo, it highlights the importance of participa-
tory, decentralized processes that build citizen trust and go-
vernment responsiveness, while navigating complex political
and operational challenges. The second essay explores the
vital role of faith-based organizations (FBOs) as trusted and
embedded local actors. These organizations and their leaders
bring profound moral authority, deep contextual insight, and
a long-term presence that many secular actors cannot match.
Through case studies from West Africa, Haiti, and beyond, it
demonstrates how faith-based actors foster community trust,
culturally adapt programming, and sustain development ef-
forts through crises and recovery. The third essay analyzes fai-

lures of externally imposed reforms in fragile, conflict-affected
contexts, with a particular focus on the Democratic Republic of
Congo. It underscores the necessity of adaptive, inclusive, and
locally-negotiated approaches to creating sustainable econo-
mic opportunity—models that reject one-size fits all solutions
and center local agency.

Taken together, key lessons emerge that cut across contexts
and sectors: Trust and legitimacy are deeply local phenomena;
standardized, donor-driven models frequently clash with local
realities and risk elite capture; and the sustained presence
of local actors through cycles of crisis and recovery ensures
continuity and adaptive learning beyond short-term donor
funding. Moreover, genuine participation demands more than
consultation—it requires authentic power sharing and co-
creation.

Based on this collective evidence, the report recommends
that donors and development practitioners decisively shift de-
cision-making power to local actors, invest in mutual capacity
building that honors local expertise, foster participatory pro-
cesses grounded in dialogue and accountability, and build
domestic constituencies that support international democracy
and development aid grounded in shared values.

Supporting this type of local ownership of decisions and ac-
countability is not only a matter of operational effectiveness
but also a moral and strategic necessity. Local actors bring ir-
replaceable trust, knowledge, and resilience to development
and governance reforms. Donors, policymakers, and develop-
ment practitioners must move from controlling roles to ena-
bling ones, redefining success in terms of outcomes that are
genuinely rooted in and sustained by the communities them-
selves. Embracing this locally-led, participatory paradigm of-
fers the best chance to break the cycle of fragile reforms while
building more just, inclusive, and resilient societies.
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Local and community-driven solutions for development in fragile states

Locally-led approaches to democracy
and governance reforms

By Elton Skendaj, director, Democracy and Governance Program, Georgetown University

Introduction

Despite nearly eighty years of effort, investment, and learning,
democracy and governance reforms still often fail or under-
perform. For more than a decade, critics and advocates of
more effective development assistance have promoted lo-
cal ownership of these programs as a promising approach to
shore up program effectiveness, legitimacy, and sustainability
of the outcomes achieved.

This essay offers guidance to donors and development prac-
titioners—including government agencies, philanthropic do-
nors, implementing organizations, and advocates for reform—
on how to strengthen democracy and governance reforms
through locally-led, participatory approaches. It reviews the
case for local leadership in development, particularly in demo-
cracy and governance reform programs, drawing on lessons
from programs in Armenia, Sudan, and Kosovo—all of which
pursued local ownership with varying degrees of success. The
essay closes with observations about the challenges facing
local leadership of democracy and governance assistance
that these programs attempted to address and recommends
several promising ways forward. At its heart, local ownership
depends not on a change in donor rhetoric, but on practical,
rubber-meets-the-road operations grounded in mutuality, res-
pect, and intentional power sharing among donors, implemen-
ters, local organizations, and constituencies supporting prode-
mocracy reforms both abroad and at home.

Why local ownership matters for
development

International actors seek to provide funding, technical exper-
tise, and legitimacy to local actors that support democracy, hu-
man rights and governance (DRG) goals. However, these goals
are often in tension with the power relationships and practi-
cal approaches typical of development assistance. Whereas
donors generally hold the prerogative to drive accountability
and compliance, the goal of strengthening bottom-up demo-

cracy necessarily entails local actors—that is, the constellation
of host country governments, civil society, private-sector en-
tities, and their domestic constituencies—setting the agenda
regarding what efforts are funded, how they are funded, and
directing the design, implementation, and monitoring of de-
velopment programs and political reforms. Among all the de-
velopment sectors, local ownership is particularly crucial for
effective DRG programming.

Recognizing this, the field has shifted from framing itself as
“democracy promotion,” which draws attention to the donor’s
role and priorities, to “democracy assistance,” in which inter-
national actors intentionally position their efforts as secondary
to and supportive of the efforts of local prodemocracy actors!
Such reframing is a useful first step, but a more rigorous, ope-
rations-minded reconsideration of the role of external donors
is needed to align DRG support with its own philosophical
commitments and practical goals. International actors and do-
nors may—whether systemically or inadvertently—misinterpret
local contexts, impose their own priorities and frameworks,
and substitute external priorities and prerogatives for local
agency. Yet it is local actors who possess direct, first-hand,
culturally-informed knowledge of their own priorities, needs,
and contexts. To be effective, DRG programs must leverage
both the best available evidence and this local knowledge. For
this to happen, power dynamics around decision-making and
resource allocation must be intentionally structured to support
local leadership.

Many donors and advocates for local ownership have framed
local leadership of development efforts as existing along a
spectrum. These spectrum-based frameworks typically cate-
gorize programs as ranging from no or minimal local invol-
vement—where international organizations control rules for
funding allocation and project-level design and governance
structures—to full local ownership, where local actors inde-
pendently set their own agendas, mobilize resources, define
success, and manage implementation processes, with exter-

1. Thomas Carothers, “Democracy Assistance: Political vs Developmental?” Journal of Democracy 20, 1(2009), https://www.journa-
lofdemocracy.org/articles/democracy-assistance-political-vs-developmental/.
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Armenians fleeing the Nagorno-Karabakh due to an Azerbaijani military operation receive assistance.
Credit: Reuters - Le Pictorium/Sylvain Rostaing.

nal actors and outside assistance playing only a minimal or
supporting role.? 3

Conflict sensitivity and “Do No Harm” processes are also es-
sential components of DRG work in all contexts, but they are
particularly critical in fragile and conflict-affected states. Be-
cause these states are in danger of slipping back into war,
unrest, or electoral violence, international actors must care-
fully attend to local dynamics, create space for communities’
needs and priorities, and incorporate local knowledge into po-
litical negotiations that bring together elites and international
stakeholders.*

Approaches for supporting local solutions in fragile states in-
clude participatory processes such as dialogue, co-creation,
and collective problem-solving. These approaches have the
potential to build citizen trust in institutions and enhance go-
vernment responsiveness when they are sustained over time.
For international programming to adapt to changing local

conditions, longer-term investments, transparency and ac-
countability toward local constituencies, and a commitment to
flexibility are essential.

Challenges to local ownership models arise from power dy-
namics at all levels. Key manifestations of these challenges
include donor bureaucratic systems, mismatches between ex-
ternal models for change and local contexts, and elite capture.
Donor systems for procurement, compliance, performance
management, and managing risk typically generate complex
operational requirements that come with high burdens for
small, local implementing organizations. These organizations
require specialized training to apply and report on such proce-
dures. However, local organizations often lack such training
and capacity, and therefore end up serving as subcontractors
and service providers to large development organizations that
receive major contracts from funders in the United States and
the European Union (EU). Such burdensome accountability

2. Elton Skendaj, “International Insulation from Politics and the Challenge of State Building: Learning from Kosovo,” Global Gover-

nance 20 (2014), https://www.jstor.org/stable/24526225.

3. “Measuring Progress Towards Locally Led Development Co-operation: Towards a Shared Framework,” Organisation for Econo-
mic Co-operation and Development, Development Co-operation Directorate, September 6, 2024, https://one.oecd.org/docu-

ment/DCD(2024)27/en/pdf.

4. Erol Yayboke, et al.,, “A Policymaker’s Guide to the Global Fragility Act,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, May 6,
2021, https://www.csis.org/analysis/policymakers-guide-global-fragility-act.
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Local and community-driven solutions for development in fragile states

requirements create difficulties for flexible, multi-year funding
and impede local experimentation and learning.®

Efforts to strengthen local capacity are often circumscribed
by these bureaucratic demands, supporting NGOs principally
as service providers to donors and their intermediaries.
Such programs are designed and incentivized in ways that
neglect individual organizations’ self-identified needs and
priorities, while failing to engage and strengthen the capacity
of broader networks of community-level groups and resource
organizations.

Examples of effective locally-led
development

Donor efforts to navigate these challenges require the
patience to cultivate longer-term relationships, the flexibility
to think beyond individual interventions or “projects,” and
at least some appetite for incremental progress, locally-led
adaptation of objectives and operations, and potential failure.
For example, efforts to decentralize planning, budgeting, and
implementation through participatory processes can—like any
development objective—be pursued through approaches
that are more or less grounded in local priorities, operational
and resource realities, and accountability structures. It is now
a well-worn truism that cookie-cutter approaches are rarely if
ever appropriate—but what does locally-led decentralization
assistance in a conflict-affected environment look like in
practice?

Armenia

In 2015, the government of Armenia launched the Territorial
Administrative Reform of Armenia, an initiative that sought to
strengthen the administrative and fiscal capacities of Armenian
municipalities in preparation for the decentralization of powers
and functions administered by the central government. Among
efforts by other bilateral donors, the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) sought to assist the natio-
nal government’s decentralization effort by strengthening the
capacity of the newly consolidated communities to plan and
resource their own strategic development priorities and by en-
hancing citizen engagement and oversight in community-led
decision-making processes. In a period of declining funding
for DRG programs, USAID’s Local Works program provided
important flexibility in funding availability and grantee eligi-
bility to address this challenge. Local Works was an initiative
mandated by Congress to provide direct, flexible, small grants
to community-led organizations that could not otherwise com-
pete effectively for USAID funding, in order to sustainably
address locally-defined priorities.

Through Local Works, the USAID Mission in Armenia invested
in direct community listening sessions—held virtually due
to the COVID-19 pandemic—and a multi-round co-creation
workshop engaging both potential applicants and community
representatives. This co-creation process produced a set of
four grant awards made directly to local organizations in newly
consolidated communities outside the capital Yerevan, inclu-
ding one grant specifically targeted at the areas hardest hit by
fighting in the Nagorno-Karabakh region in late 2020. Through
late 2023, as ongoing displacement from Nagorno-Karaba-
kh continued to impact communities throughout the country,
flexible grant language and a close, collaborative relationship
with staff in the USAID Mission enabled local partners to re-
purpose resources to address emerging needs—even as they
continued to engage community members in planning pro-
cesses focused on long-term development and resilience to
future shocks.

The grantee organizations reported that the close collabora-
tive relationship with donor-side staff was essential for minimi-
zing bureaucratic burdens in managing and reporting on awar-
ds and for streamlining approvals, which allowed them to pivot
resources in response to the conflict’s evolving effects on their
communities. Prior to the rapid and unplanned shutdown of
USAID programming in Armenia in early 2025, the grantees,
the donor agency, and the decentralization process had all be-
nefited from the ability to demonstrate an effective and inclu-
sive participatory planning process, as well as from the capa-
city of newly consolidated community governance structures
to respond in real time to evolving community needs.

Sudan

In active conflict settings, traditional donor models for delive-
ring humanitarian assistance through international interme-
diary organizations may be untenable when violence is per-
vasive. These models may also fail to invest in the systems,
governance structures, and social capital needed to rebuild
a peaceful and democratic society once the fighting stops.
When large-scale violence and the ensuing humanitarian cri-
sis broke out in Sudan in 2023, USAID staff once again sought
to leverage flexibilities under the Local Works legislation to
directly fund volunteer-based local organizations already ope-
rating in areas that international organizations could not reach.
Known as Emergency Response Rooms (ERRs), these commu-
nity-led organizations are composed of volunteers and demo-
cratic activists from Sudanese resistance committees, unions,
cooperatives, service and change committees, women’s and
youth groups, community-based organizations, and local ac-
tivists. Grounded in the concept of “nafeer”—a Sudanese tra-
dition of neighborhood-based community support rooted in
values of mutual aid, solidarity, and trust—the ERRs work to en-
sure the continuity of basic services by organizing community

5. George Ingram, “Locally Driven Development: Overcoming the Obstacles,” Brookings, May 2022, https://www.brookings.edu/

articles/locally-driven-development-overcoming-the-obstacles/.
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clinics, delivering medicines, coordinating evacuations, resto-
ring water and electricity services, managing soup kitchens,
distributing food to vulnerable households, and facilitating the
creation of local markets.

USAID used Local Works’ flexibilities to co-create a grant
to fund a consortium of ERRs, coordinated via a localization
council composed of said ERRs and local civil society orga-
nizations (CSOs). The grant would support these existing
mutual aid systems through locally-led collaboration among
groups with a demonstrated commitment to future democratic
peacebuilding. Recognizing the limits of traditional, internatio-
nal intermediary-based assistance models, USAID was willing
to adopt (and defend before its funders in Congress) a more
flexible risk profile with the understanding that sustained, lo-
cally-managed emergency response would increase trust
and legitimacy of community-led responders while helping
repair the social fabric at the grassroots level. Through a hy-
brid co-creation process engaging ERR representatives and
volunteer members, CSO partners, and a limited number of
USAID staff participants, the consortium of ERR partners and
a Sudanese intermediary CSO invested the time necessary to
build internal consensus and understand USAID’s award requi-
rements. Given this intentional time and space in a locally-led
co-creation process, the stakeholders were able to collabora-
tively design a program that USAID could fund while suppor-
ting—rather than disrupting—the ERRS’ existing objectives and
ways of working.

The grant was close to being finalized when the second Tru-
mp administration—through its Department of Government
Efficiency—halted US foreign assistance in early 2025, and it
was ultimately cancelled without being signed. While this initial
award represented only a tiny fraction of the nearly $4 billion
funding shortfall needed to address the humanitarian disaster
in Sudan at the time of writing, the harm caused by the loss
of trust among Sudanese democracy advocates—and the da-
mage to US credibility and influence in the region resulting
from retreating from its commitments—cannot be overstated.

Kosovo

Elite capture in fragile environments can also undermine go-
vernance reforms when building state capacity at the national
level, especially in postwar contexts. In Kosovo, several for-
mer Kosovo Liberation Army commanders transitioned into
prominent political roles after the war ended in 1999, forming
and leading political parties that won seats in parliamentary
elections since 2001 and joined coalition governments. These
political parties used personalistic and politicized patronage
networks to provide jobs to their followers in various central
government ministries. Such clientelistic employmentin central
government led to poorer provision of public services, more

employee turnover, and lower effectiveness of international
technical expertise aimed at increasing bureaucratic capacity.
In contrast, the customs and police services in Kosovo were
relatively effective at managing trade, raising revenue, and
providing for citizen safety. This was due to the merit-based
hiring and promotion process implemented by the EU and the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)
during the 1999-2008 UN international administration. When
Kosovo declared its independence from Serbia in 2008, all
the bureaucratic institutions were staffed by Kosovars, but
those built upon merit outperformed the patronage-driven
organizations. Thus, for state-building, local ownership of the
new state institutions remained the relevant goal despite the
intrusive early involvement of international organizations in hi-
ring and promotion processes.®

Local ownership led to stronger democratization outcomes in
Kosovo as citizens directly mobilized through elections and
nonviolent movements that resisted Serbia’s dominance. Ci-
vil society involvement in nonviolent movements and the fre-
quent turnover in power due to free and fair elections in Ko-
sovo demonstrate local agency. International actors played a
supportive role in election management and security” Thus,
international and local actors in Kosovo had to navigate the
tensions between committing to participatory democratic pro-
cesses while supporting merit-based bureaucratic processes
for state capacity building.

Examining key challenges to
localization

While the examples from Armenia, Sudan, and Kosovo illus-
trate distinct challenges in conflict and postwar state-building
contexts, they also highlight broader systemic obstacles that
confront donors seeking to support local democratic actors
effectively. Across the sector, serious donor efforts to directly
and credibly support local democratic actors and advocates
must now address fundamental operational and existential
constraints. Exclusively donor-centric models of accountabi-
lity and risk management give rise to bureaucratic demands
that drain local organizations and activists’ resources and
attention away from their own, locally-informed efforts and
priorities, reducing the focus and resources available to ma-
nage feedback and accountability with local constituencies.
Over successive rounds of localization reform efforts, USAID
put significant effort and investment into addressing the bu-
reaucratic and risk-management demands it imposed on its
partners in order to better engage local partner organizations.
These efforts stretched over a period of more than a decade,
from Implementation and Procurement Reform and the Local
Solutions initiative under successive Obama administrations,
to the Journey to Self-Reliance (J2SR) reforms under the first

6. Skendaj, “International Insulation from Politics and the Challenge of State Building.”

7. Ibid.
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Trump administration, to localization targets and supporting
initiatives under the Biden Administration. On balance, efforts
to increase the capacities of local entities to meet donor fi-
nancial management and reporting demands were relatively
more straightforward to operationalize, as these could be
implemented through the familiar instruments of foreign as-
sistance—namely contracts and grants to international and
US-based intermediary implementing partners to conduct
and report on capacity building activities. Concurrent efforts
to improve USAID’s institutional flexibility, staff incentives, and
culture for working effectively with local organizations were
notably slower to take root.

Moreover, evidence of effectiveness and the artifacts of ac-
countability efforts rarely find their way into the awareness
of public constituencies either in the donor country or in the
receiving local communities. Like nearly all institutions, donor
organizations seek to sustain themselves. For bilateral assis-
tance agencies and other publicly funded organizations prior
to 2025, the legacies of high-profile, failed efforts (e.g., Afgha-
nistan) and the fear of reduced funding levels did not drive
a more vocal and public-facing defense of DRG programs.
Investments in evidence-building have sought to justify the
continuation of funding levels to ever-narrower audiences.
Meanwhile, investments in programs themselves remain
highly projectized, tied to donor funding cycles, often inten-
sifying around time-bound, binary-outcome events like elec-
tions, and receding in “quieter” periods when investments in
sustainability, systems change, and capacity strengthening are
sorely needed. Even before the recent radical decline in fun-
ding and support for the sector, this recurring ebb of resources
and interest in democracy support by donors contributed to
the “starvation cycle” of funding faced by local organizations
and undermined trust in funder commitment to democratic ad-
vocates and efforts.

Likewise, efforts to build evidence for and publicly justify lo-
cally-led programs have faced multiple constraints, primarily
rooted in a donor-centric accountability culture and the fear of
reduced funding. Locally-managed efforts are often painted as
inherently riskier than programs managed by international im-
plementers. At the same time, country- and community-based
organizations with smaller operating budgets are assumed to
be unable to deliver “impact”—a term whose meaning varies
greatly depending on what outcomes are considered impor-
tant—or to provide similar value for each dollar invested com-
pared to their international counterparts. Like the programs
themselves, efforts to address these gaps in evidence and
communication around USAID programs were abruptly cut
short in early 2025.

When funding decisions are made in political environments
where leaders and democratically elected representatives
are unwilling to make the case that DRG assistance aligns with
their constituents’ values and is effective, simply publicizing
performance data and audit findings is not sufficient to main-

tain public support or legitimacy for such programs on either
end of the “local” divide. In the United States especially, pu-
blic willingness to support democratic allies abroad based on
shared values can no longer be assumed—it must be delibe-
rately cultivated and earned. A political narrative that reports
the facts with integrity while making a compelling case for the
value of such programs—tailored to what both domestic and
foreign constituencies care about—is essential to sustaining
these efforts. Ultimately, support for locally-driven democracy
and governance reforms must begin where it always has: at
home.

Recommendations for advancing
localized development

Among the many strategies available to those working to ad-
vance locally-led DRG solutions in fragile states worldwide,
four stand out as especially relevant and promising:

1. Shift decision-making power to local actors. Policy
efforts and operational practices should foster genuine
local ownership, with local actors setting agendas and
leading the design, implementation, and evaluation of
their activities. Achieving this requires donors and im-
plementers to prioritize transparency and accountability
toward their partners, program participants, and local
constituencies.

2. Foster mutual capacity sharing. Funders and
implementers should invest in reciprocal capacity
building between international and local actors. This
means strengthening local organizations’ ability to
manage programs while also sustaining themselves,
recognizing that learning and knowledge flow in both
directions. Efforts must be guided by local priorities for
capacity development—not just by donor compliance
requirements.

3. Embed feedback and participatory approaches.
Donors and implementers must commit to listening
and adapting through mechanisms such as dialogue,
co-creation, and collective problem-solving. Strong
partnerships between local and international actors are
essential to building mutual accountability and fostering
learning.

4. Build constituencies in donor states. it is critical to en-
gage, persuade, and cultivate public and political sup-
port in the United States and the EU for democracy and
development assistance.

To ensure that local priorities drive democracy and gover-
nance activity in fragile states, securing support for these
strategies within donor states—and encouraging practical
changes among donors and implementers—will be of para-
mount importance going forward.
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Rooted in faith, grounded in community:

How faith-based organizations advance localized development

By Peter Mandaville, nonresident senior fellow, Freedom and Prosperity Center, Atlantic Council

Why local ownership matters for
development

The global development field is increasingly guided by the
principle of localization, advocating the transfer of power, fun-
ding, and decision-making to local actors deeply embedded
in communities. Yet, faith-based organizations (FBOs)—along
with other religious actors and institutions such as churches,
mosques, temples, and spiritual leaders—are often over-
looked in localization dialogues. These actors are present
across cultures worldwide and wield profound moral and so-
cial authority, serving as the connective tissue of communities.
More than that, social science shows that religion matters. In a
well-known poll conducted in 2010, the Pew Research Center
found that 5.8 billion people—84 percent of the world’s popu-
lation at the time—reported some affiliation with religion.®

Religious actors are uniquely positioned to champion localiza-
tion through three core strengths: deep trust from the commu-
nities they serve, contextual insight into local needs, and long-
term presence across development and crisis cycles. Drawing
on evidence from COVID-19 vaccination campaigns, West and
Central African Ebola responses, and strategic religious en-
gagement literature, this essay argues that FBOs should not
be treated as mere logistical partners; rather, they should be
recognized as full partners in development—capable of ad-
vancing human dignity, social resilience, and moral legitimacy.

The case studies highlighted here offer practical guidance for
donors and development practitioners—including government
agencies and implementing organizations—on how to inte-
grate FBOs into localized development strategies.

Examples of effective locally-led
development

Trust and access: Gateways to hard-to-reach
communities

Trust is the foundational currency of effective development.
In many contexts, FBOs hold a level of legitimacy that secular
actors struggle to achieve. Their moral authority—grounded
in spiritual leadership and long-standing relationships with
communities—enables them to reach populations that might
otherwise resist outside influence. This dynamic was vividly
demonstrated during the COVID-19 pandemic. In Uganda,
for example, Muslim and Christian religious leaders worked
closely with health authorities to promote vaccination, using
religious messaging that emphasized both parental duty and
communal responsibility. These leaders influenced behavior
not solely because of their social status, but because their
messages were perceived as consistent with cultural and spi-
ritual values.

A systematic review of thirty-seven studies confirmed that
FBOs significantly improved vaccine uptake across global
contexts by tailoring public health campaigns, addressing
vaccine hesitancy, and serving as trusted interlocutors in
contested public spaces.® This trust extends beyond public
health crises. During the Ebola outbreaks in West Africa and
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), FBOs played a
pivotal role in reshaping community behaviors—particularly
around culturally sensitive practices such as burial. In Guinea,
Liberia, and Sierra Leone, religious leaders helped counteract
widespread fear and misinformation by framing safe burial
practices as a spiritual obligation to protect life and honor the
dead® Similarly, an analysis of health intervention data found
that programs delivered by FBOs provided roughly equal qua-
lity to those delivered by government agencies—often more
efficiently and with greater community trust."

8. “The Global Religious Landscape,” Pew Research Center, December 2012, https://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/

sites/11/2014/01/global-religion-full.pdf.

9. Uzma Syed, et al., “The Role of Faith-Based Organizations in Improving Vaccination Confidence & Addressing Vaccina-
tion Disparities to Help Improve Vaccine Uptake: A Systematic Review,” Vaccines 11, 2 (2023), https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.

gov/36851325/.

10.  “Keeping the Faith: The Role of Faith Leaders in the Ebola Response,” Christian Aid, July 2015, https://www.christianaid.org.uk/
sites/default/files/2022-11/keeping-the-faith-research-report-jul-2015.pdf.

1. Ritva Reinikka and Jakob Svensson, “Working for God?” Centre for Economic Policy Research, February 2004, https://papers.

ssrn.com/abstract=508042.
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Trust, however, is not merely an instrument to deliver services;
itis relational and ethical. FBOs often build their credibility over
decades of consistent service provision, pastoral care, and
social support. They are frequently the first point of contact
during times of personal or communal crisis. This embedded
trust is what enables FBOs to intervene in sensitive areas such
as mental health, domestic violence, and sexual and reproduc-
tive health—topics that may be stigmatized or taboo in many
communities. In these cases, the messenger is as important as
the message. When trusted faith leaders deliver development
interventions, those efforts gain moral weight and communal
legitimacy.

In fragile and conflict-affected areas, FBOs often represent the
only functioning institutions. They serve as vital intermediaries
between international organizations and populations
skeptical of external influence, ensuring that development
programs extend beyond urban centers into marginalized
rural communities. In parts of northern Nigeria and rural DRC,
churches and mosques continue to provide essential services
such as education and health care in the near-complete
absence of the state. Their role is far beyond logistics—they
mediate access, confer legitimacy, and ensure that aid is
delivered with dignity.”2

FBOs as local knowledge hubs

FBOs do more than deliver services—they interpret and
contextualize them. Through their sustained engagement with
communities, religious actors develop detailed knowledge
of local social dynamics, power relations, and cultural norms.
They act as informal “think tanks,” gathering granular informa-
tion and generating insights that are often inaccessible to ex-
ternal actors. This role as brokers of local knowledge is essen-
tial for designing context-sensitive programs.

During the Ebola outbreak in West Africa, FBOs collaborated
with health officials to align interventions with religious and
cultural expectations. Their involvement prompted adaptations
to burial and caregiving practices that had previously clashed
with infection control guidelines. By partnering with religious
leaders to reinterpret sacred rituals, public health officials
were able to foster behavior change without alienating local
communities. This cultural translation—which framed infection-
control measures as religious obligations and acts of communal
care—was critical to the success of the Ebola response®

Moreover, FBOs often serve as early barometers of community
sentiment. Owing to their deep ties and consistent engage-

ment, they are often the first to detect shifts in public mood, so-
cial cohesion, or emerging grievances. This local intelligence
is especially valuable in conflict-affected settings, where early
warning and rapid response can prevent escalation. In many
cases, individuals bring sensitive concerns to religious leaders
long before they surface in public. Such proximity enables
FBOs to identify risks and opportunities that conventional as-
sessment tools might overlook.

FBOs also play a pivotal role in facilitating reintegration and
social cohesion in the context of displacement and migration.
Religious actors assist migrants not only through services but
also by mediating identity, rebuilding social trust, and facilita-
ting spiritual healing* They create spaces for displaced indi-
viduals to reconnect with cultural traditions and community
networks, fostering a sense of belonging that formal institu-
tions may struggle to provide. This role becomes even more
critical in protracted crises, where return, reintegration, and
reconciliation are drawn-out and complex processes.

In many contexts, faith actors serve as crucial mediators in
post-conflict reconciliation. In post-genocide Rwanda, for exa-
mple, church-led truth and reconciliation initiatives helped faci-
litate local dialogues and rebuild trust between Hutu and Tutsi
communities. Similarly, in South Sudan and the Central African
Republic, interfaith councils have helped defuse tensions, ad-
vocate for peace, and promote forgiveness and coexistence.
These examples underscore the potential of FBOs to contri-
bute not only to development outcomes but also broader
goals of social harmony and justice.

Continuity and sustainability: The long-term role
of FBOs

The contributions of FBOs to development are not confined
to emergency response. One of their most significant assets
is their enduring presence. Unlike international NGOs, which
are typically constrained by project cycles and donor priorities,
FBOs are deeply embedded in their communities, often for
decades. They are present before crises, are among the first
responders when emergencies occur, and remain engaged
long after international attention has shifted elsewhere.

For example, the Tzu Chi Foundation in Taiwan mobilized wit-
hin two hours of the 1999 Chi-Chi earthquake—drawing on
pre-mapped volunteer networks organized during peacetime.
Their response went beyond relief; they executed the “Project
Hope” school-rebuilding initiative, demonstrating how strong
local networks can accelerate comprehensive recovery.

12.  Robert Leurs, “Are Faith-Based Organizations Distinctive? Comparing Religious and Secular NGOs in Nigeria,” Development in
Practice 22, 5-6 (2012), 704-720, https://www.jstor.org/stable/41723133.

13.  “Responding to the Ebola Epidemic in West Africa,” Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs, Georgetown Univer-
sity, May 16, 2016, https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/publications/responding-to-the-ebola-epidemic-in-west-africa-what-

role-does-religion-play.

14.  Susanna Trotta, “Local Faith Actors and the Migration—Development Nexus: A Literature Review,” Religion and Development 2, 2
(2023), 261-284, https://www.sciencedirect.com/org/science/article/pii/S2750794723000118.
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Haitians transport their belongings through Port-au-Prince after the 2010 earthquake.

Credit: Reuters/Eliana Aponte.

Haiti offers another illustrative case. Following the 2010 ear-
thquake, religious organizations provided immediate relief
and sustained their support long after many humanitarian ac-
tors had left. Catholic and Protestant groups helped rebuild
homes, reopen schools, and provide psychosocial support to
traumatized populations. Similarly, in Indonesia’s Aceh pro-
vince, Islamic boarding schools—so-called pesantren—were
instrumental in post-tsunami reconstruction. Their established
infrastructure, social networks, and moral authority made them
ideal hubs for distributing aid, providing education, and sup-
porting long-term recovery.

In the Philippines, Islamic and Christian organizations res-
ponded to Typhoon Haiyan with both material assistance and
long-term accompaniment. They helped families restore hou-
sing, restart schools, and address trauma. Their approach was
holistic—acknowledging that reconstruction is not just physical
but also psychological and spiritual. Faith-based programming
combined prayer, pastoral care, and community storytelling
alongside construction and livelihood grants.®

In Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Guinea, FBOs remained active
in communities devastated by Ebola—supporting orphaned
children, providing trauma counseling, and working to restore
trust in health systems. In many cases, they maintained mater-
nal health and education services that had collapsed during
the crisis. The enduring presence of these organizations en-
sures that development gains are preserved when emergency
programs end.®

Sustainability also involves nurturing local leadership. FBOs
often cultivate leaders through theological education, lay trai-
ning, and youth mentorship. Such efforts produce a cadre of
community leaders who are not only spiritually grounded but
also equipped to address development challenges. Unlike ex-
ternally funded staff who may leave when projects end, these
leaders remain rooted in their communities, providing a stable
and continuous presence.

Moreover, FBOs are uniquely positioned to foster lasting be-
havioral change by embedding development objectives in
moral and spiritual narratives. Whether by promoting environ-

15.  “Doing Cash Differently: How Cash Transfers Can Transform Humanitarian Aid,” Overseas Development Institute and Center for
Global Development, September 2015, https://media.odi.org/documents/9828.pdf.

16.  “Ebola: West Africa, March 2014-2016,” World Health Organization, 2016, https://www.who.int/emergencies/situations/ebola-out-

break-2014-2016-West-Africa.
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mental stewardship, gender equity, or child protection, they
connect these goals to religious teachings and values, rein-
forcing their legitimacy and sustainability. This narrative fra-
ming enables FBOs to cultivate intergenerational norms and
strengthen community ownership of development outcomes.
When communities view development as consistent with their
values, they are more likely to invest in and sustain those gains
over time.

Examining key challenges to
localization

While FBOs offer numerous advantages, their inclusion in de-
velopment efforts requires careful consideration. Faith-based
engagement entails ethical complexities, including the risk of
exclusionary practices, proselytization, and alignment with po-
litical agendas. Not all religious actors are equally committed
to inclusivity, and some may resist development goals related
to gender equality, LGBTQ+ rights, or religious pluralism.

For that very reason, religious engagement requires strategic
clarity. Partnerships with FBOs must be grounded in shared
values, transparency, and accountability’—and donors and
implementing agencies should vet potential partners careful-
ly, ensuring they uphold humanitarian principles and respect
diversity. This vetting process should extend beyond institutio-
nal affiliations to include assessments of community percep-
tions and internal governance.

Importantly, not all FBOs are conservative or resistant to
change. Many are progressive actors who champion inclu-
sive development. Women'’s religious organizations, interfaith
networks, and reform-minded clerics have often led efforts to
challenge discriminatory norms within their communities. En-
gaging with these actors can amplify voices already working to
align religious values with human rights. The Catholic Church’s
Caritas Internationalis, for example, is a strong advocate for
social justice, human dignity, and the rights of migrants and
refugees.

It is equally important to recognize that the concern about ex-
clusionary practices can go both ways. Governments and do-
nors seeking to engage religious actors often gravitate toward
religious elites and senior figures in faith institutions who hold
formal titles or positions of authority (e.g., bishop, rabbi, mufti).
Such an approach almost always confines religious engage-
ment to men—and typically to older men. In many faith tradi-
tions around the world, women constitute highly influential—if
often informal—sources of authority within religious commu-
nities. Likewise, younger religious leaders may remain silent
in the presence of senior colleagues, even when they have

better insight into community priorities and dynamics by virtue
of being much closer to the median age.

When engaging religious actors and local FBOs, donors and
government agencies must be alert to the significant power
asymmetries that may arise in such partnerships. Instrumenta-
lization and exploitation are a persistent risk, as is the possi-
bility that religious actors will face direct safety threats if they
are accused of serving as agents of specific governmental or
political agendas.

Capacity building is hence essential to ensure that FBOs can
participate effectively in development partnerships. While they
bring moral capital and social legitimacy, some lack the tech-
nical capacity to meet donor requirements related to financial
management, safeguarding practices, or monitoring and eva-
luation. Investing in these areas not only strengthens the effec-
tiveness of FBOs but also enhances their long-term autonomy
and resilience.

Bilateral and multilateral donor agencies such as the United
Nations, the EU, and the now-defunct USAID have developed
guidelines to support ethical and effective religious engage-
ment. These frameworks—for example, USAID’s 2023 guide-
lines®—promote inclusive practices, safeguard against coer-
cion, and encourage collaboration across faith and secular
actors. They also emphasize the importance of continuous
dialogue and joint learning, thereby creating spaces where
differences can be navigated constructively and common
goals advanced.

Finally, ethical engagement requires humility and self-reflec-
tion on the part of secular development actors. It involves re-
cognizing that faith perspectives may offer valuable insights
into human well-being, community, and justice—insights that
can enrich, rather than undermine, development practice. By
approaching faith-based engagement as a dialogue rather
than a transaction, development practitioners can build more
authentic and transformative partnerships.

Recommendations for advancing
localized development

1. Torealize the full potential of FBOs in localized develop-
ment, their integration must be intentional, structured,
and sustained. This begins with systematic mapping—
identifying the religious actors already engaged in
service delivery, advocacy, and community organizing.
Mapping should consider not only formal organizations
but also informal leaders and networks that command
local respect and influence.

17. Olivia Wilkinson, “Putting the ‘Strategic’ into Strategic Religious Engagement,” Review of Faith and International Affairs 19 (2021),
78-84, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/101080/15570274.20211983361.

18.  “Building Bridges in Development: USAID’s Strategic Religious Engagement Policy,” US Agency for International Development,
September 2023, https://berkley-center.s3.us-east-1.amazonaws.com/USAIDStrategicReligiousEngagementPolicy.pdf.
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2. Following mapping, capacity strengthening becomes
critical. Training programs should focus on financial ac-
countability, digital literacy, safeguarding practices, and
results-based management. These investments en-
able FBOs to meet donor standards while maintaining
their distinctive identity and relational strengths. Joint
workshops and mentoring initiatives can also foster
trust and mutual understanding between secular and
religious actors.

3. Integration does not always require funding.
Sometimes the most effective form of engagement
involves inclusion in planning processes, co-design
of interventions, and participation in multi-stakeholder
platforms. For example, in South Sudan, interfaith
councils were brought into humanitarian coordination
forums, improving information flow and the cultural
adaptation of programs.®

4. Localization demands a shift in mindset. It is not only
about transferring resources but about recognizing and
valuing local epistemologies and moral worldviews.
FBOs bring what has been described as “moral capital”
and “spiritual capital’—resources that can deepen com-
munity commitment and resilience.?° When faith-based
values align with development objectives, they can
provide powerful motivational frameworks that sustain
progress over time.

5. Donors must resist the temptation to instrumentalize
FBOs for crisis response and instead cultivate long-term
partnerships rooted in mutual respect and co-creation.
This involves strategic accompaniment—walking along-
side FBOs through dialogue, joint reflection, and shared
learning. By doing so, development actors can foster lo-
cally-rooted change that is both ethically grounded and
operationally effective.

6. Finally, to be successful in faith engagement for loca-
lized development it is vital to ensure that we “right

size religion.”? In practice this means neither placing
undue emphasis on the role of religion or religious ac-
tors in a given context, nor dismissing their importance
outright. It also means recognizing that as an integral
part of broader civil societies, religious actors have re-
levance and exert influence in sectors far beyond what
is conventionally defined as the realm of “religion.”
Among other things, they are deeply involved in local
economic development, community education, health
service delivery, and peacebuilding—in other words,
core areas of development.

FBOs are not peripheral to the localization agenda: in many
contexts, they are its most authentic expression. Their
presence, trust, and contextual knowledge position them as
key agents of sustainable, community-driven development.
However, realizing this potential requires intentional and
principled engagement, strategic capacity investment, and a
rethinking of how development systems value different forms
of expertise.

As the field of strategic religious engagement matures, de-
velopment practitioners have an opportunity to reshape the
localization agenda around actors who are already deeply in-
vested in the well-being of their communities. Doing so will not
only enhance the effectiveness of development interventions
but will also foster the kind of locally-rooted, morally resonant
change that can endure beyond any single program or fun-
ding cycle.

What is ultimately at stake is not only the efficiency or reach
of development programs, but the moral legitimacy and resi-
lience of the development project itself. Faith-based actors of-
fer a relational infrastructure, a moral vocabulary, and an endu-
ring social presence that are indispensable to the localization
of development. Their integration into development practice
must be rooted in mutual respect, critical engagement, and a
shared commitment to human dignity.

19.  Florine de Wolf and Olivia Wilkinson, “The Triple Nexus, Localization, and Local Faith Actors,” Joint Learning Initiative on Faith
and Local Communities, 2019, https://jliflc.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/TripleNexus_SouthSudan_ReviewOfLiterature.pdf.

20. Katherine Marshall, et al., “Religious Engagement in Development: What Impact Does It Have?” Review of Faith and International
Affairs 19 (2021), 42—62, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15570274.20211983347.

21.  Peter Mandaville, “Right-Sizing Religion and Religious Engagement in Diplomacy and Development,” Review of Faith and Inter-
national Affairs 19 (2021), 92—97, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/101080/15570274.2021.1983345.
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A community-driven approach to
economic empowerment in one of the
world’s most conflict-affected places

By Ibrahima Bokoum, executive director, Eastern Congo Initiative

Why local ownership matters for
development

“'ve never seen gold, but the country is full of it. I've never seen
iron or cobalt. You can’t eatthat.” This observation from Congolese
business leader Valéry Namuto highlights a critical paradox: while
international attention gravitates toward the Democratic Republic
of Congo’s mineral wealth, ordinary Congolese communities fo-
cus on survival, food, water, education, and peace.

Eastern Congo’s trajectory cannot be reduced to resource ex-
traction or conflict alone. It is shaped by a complex interplay
of demographic growth, fragile infrastructures, climate shocks,
and uneven access to basic services. Rapid urban migration
and shifting livelihoods place enormous pressure on social
systems. Yet within these constraints, communities innovate,
adapt, and build resilience.

For decades, international assistance has played an important
role. However, over-reliance on external actors has exposed
vulnerabilities, particularly when funding priorities shift abrup-
tly. The challenge now is not to disengage, but to realign in-
vestments in ways that strengthen local systems and institu-
tions, ensuring durability and autonomy long after international
presence fluctuates.

Evidence consistently demonstrates that initiatives rooted in
community participation are more sustainable. A World Bank
study found that projects with high levels of local ownership
are approximately 60 percent more likely to endure after exter-
nal support ends. Research by the international NGO Ground
Truth Solutions summarizes the lesson succinctly: “Everything
you do ‘for me’ without me, you do against me.”

For fifteen years, the organization | lead, the Eastern Congo
Initiative (ECI), has placed this principle at the center of its
approach. Long before “localization” became a global deve-
lopment priority, ECI embedded itself in communities across
North and South Kivu, working with farmers, cooperatives, en-
trepreneurs, and women’s groups to design solutions that are
relevant, adaptive, and resilient.

By supporting Congolese actors rather than substituting for
them, ECI has helped foster durable markets and institutions:
food systems that circulate within the province, women-led
cooperatives that reinvest earnings into education and health-
care, and youth-driven enterprises that transform waste into
energy or improve climate resilience.

Examples of effective locally-led
development

Across Eastern Congo, communities are demonstrating that
economic empowerment and resilience are possible even in
fragile environments. The following examples illustrate how lo-
cal actors are designing solutions that address urgent needs
while laying the foundation for long-term growth:

* Turning waste into power: Bing Ecology, a local start-
up in Goma, addresses both deforestation and dis-
placement by producing ecological charcoal as an
alternative to wood. With modest, flexible support, the
enterprise scales production by many folds in under a
year, providing sustainable fuel, reducing carbon emis-
sions, and creating jobs for youth and women.

* Women leading food security: In South Kivu, the Ma-
man Katana cooperative emerged after devastating
floods. Led entirely by women, it not only restored food
supplies but integrated aquaculture with agriculture,
developing a circular system that maximizes resources
and eliminates waste. Within months, seven hundred
women joined the initiative, creating both economic op-
portunity and community resilience.

* Building durable systems with the Asili Model: The
Asili initiative illustrates how long-term, community-cen-
tered design can outlast crises. Conceived through
deep consultation with Congolese communities, Asi-
li reimagined aid as catalytic capital for essential ser-
vices—healthcare, clean water, and agricultural coope-
ratives. From the outset, the goal was not dependency
but transfer: enterprises built for and by Congolese,
sustained through local leadership. Today, Asili ope-
rates as an independent Congolese enterprise. Its
water systems serve nearly 400,000 people across ni-
nety-eight miles of pipeline, and its clinics have grown
into comprehensive health centers, even piloting new
diagnostic services. Its agricultural arm, COOPABU, in-
troduced disease-resistant potato seeds, raising pro-
ductivity and income for rural farmers. Crucially, Asili
survived the 2024 displacement crisis, when interna-
tional NGOs evacuated; because it was rooted locally,
its staff adapted operations and continued serving hun-
dreds of thousands of people at the height of instability.
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Vendors sell fish at a market near Lake Kivu in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of Congo.
Credit: Reuters/James Akena.

These examples underscore a vital truth: stability is not a pre-
requisite for economic development. On the contrary, inno-
vation often emerges most forcefully in fragile environments.
Economic empowerment nurtures resilience, which in turn
creates conditions for stability and peace.

The lesson is clear: localization is not a risk; it is a long-term
investment in resilience.

Recommendations for advancing
localized development

For international development to be effective in fragile
contexts, three shifts are necessary:

1. From implementation to leadership. Local actors must
not only implement but also design, govern, and eva-
luate initiatives. International partners should invest in
institutions, not just projects, ensuring communities re-
tain agency over priorities and strategies.

. From outputs to systems change. Success must be
measured by sustainability, self-reliance, and systemic
transformation, not simply by the number of wells dug or
people reached. Monitoring and evaluation frameworks
must adapt to these metrics and prioritize community

take years before benefits accrue. Sudden funding
withdrawals leave farmers in debt and weaken coope-
ratives. Policy frameworks must extend timelines, align
humanitarian response with long-term development,
and provide the flexibility to adapt as contexts shift.

As Eastern Congo faces ongoing challenges, its greatest
resource is not its minerals but its people—the ingenuity of
youth, the resilience of women, and the leadership of commu-
nities determined to chart their own future.

The experience of ECI demonstrates that resilience cannot be
imported; it must be cultivated locally. Durable systems emerge
when policies and partnerships recognize local knowledge,
empower institutions, and invest in long-term capacity.

As the international community considers its role in fragile
states, Eastern Congo offers a powerful case study: sustai-
nable peace and development emerge when communities
own both the vision and the means of implementation.

By investing in Congolese leadership, building adaptable sys-
tems, and aligning international support with community prio-
rities, we can move beyond temporary interventions to lay the
foundations of a society that is resilient, inclusive, and inno-
vative. Eastern Congo’s future will not be written by external

voice. actors alone, but by the women, men, and youth who call it
3. From short-term cycles to long-term commitment home. The role of international partners is to accompany—not
Development requires patience. Crops like coffee rePlace—them onthis journey.
4
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Conclusion

Sustainable development and durable democracy cannot be
achieved through externally imposed solutions alone; they de-
pend on local ownership and leadership. Lasting results come
when local actors are empowered to set priorities, craft strate-
gies, and lead implementation. Communities possess the
knowledge, networks, and moral authority that external actors
cannot replicate, and development initiatives that leverage
these strengths are far more likely to endure and generate
meaningful impact.

Experience from fragile and conflict-affected contexts shows
that trust, contextual understanding, and sustained engage-
ment are indispensable. Whether through community-led go-
vernance reforms, FBOs bridging cultural and social divides, or

adaptive approaches to stabilization, development succeeds
when it aligns with the lived experiences and aspirations of
local populations.

Policymakers, donors, and practitioners must shift from direc-
ting change to enabling it: investing in local capacity, cultiva-
ting genuine partnerships, and prioritizing long-term outco-
mes over short-term outputs. By centering local agency and
embedding development within social, cultural, and ethical
contexts, the international development enterprise can move
beyond fleeting interventions to build societies that are resi-
lient, inclusive, and capable of sustaining their own progress
across generations.
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