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Cover: Oxfam works with communities  
to support orphans and vulnerable children 
affected by HIV and AIDS. 
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS.

Left: Children playing one of their favourite  
games that CHoiCE Volunteer caregivers 
organise during Scout meetings. Oxfam's partner 
CHoiCE provides HIV and AIDS services to the 
people of the Greater Tzaneen Municipal area 
in South Africa's Limpompo province. These 
services include training, care and support, 
information and health services. CHoiCE is  
an accredited training provider in South Africa  
and takes volunteer carers through a 
comprehensive 59-day training program. 
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS. 



1. Introduction

Oxfam Australia’s approach to 

development work is multi-dimensional  

and aims to empower people to take 

control of their lives and participate 

actively in responding to issues affecting 

them. The Joint Oxfam HIV and AIDS 

Program (JOHAP), managed by Oxfam 

Australia, supports partner organisations 

in South Africa to achieve change in 

people’s lives rather than Oxfam Australia 

carrying out direct project implementation. 

Local partners are predominantly based in 

KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo provinces and 

range in size, scope and influence. 

In order to better understand and share the successes and 
challenges of implementing sustainability strategies among  
its partners, JOHAP conducted research into the experiences  
of four organisations:

• AIDS Legal Network (based in Cape Town, Western Cape)

• Comprehensive Heath Care Trust (based in Tzaneen, Limpopo)

•  Lawyers for Human Rights (based in Pietermaritzburg, 
KwaZulu-Natal)

•  Lamontville HIV and AIDS Support Centre (based in Durban, 
KwaZulu-Natal).
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Left: Oxfam's partner CHoiCE provides  
HIV and AIDS services to the people of the 
Greater Tzaneen Municipal area in South Africa's 
Limpompo province. These services include 
training, care and support, information and health 
services. CHoiCE actively encourages men  
in it's activities. 
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS. 

Right: A school in the Drakensberg Mountains 
area of KwaZulu-Natal where local partners 
undertake HIV and AIDS prevention work  
with children.  
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS.



2.  A theoretical overview of 

organisational sustainability

As part of the research process a literature 

review was conducted in order to explore 

the concept of organisational sustainability. 

It was anticipated that this would assist in 

understanding the strategies devised and 

implemented by partner organisations.

The literature review found that there  

are no universally accepted standards for 

organisational sustainability. However, 

best practices derived from Spall and 

Zetlin’s (2004) conceptual framework for 

sustainability versus “fragility” and distilled 

from sources referenced at the end of the  

report are offered below as a guide to  

organisations seeking to develop 

sustainable practices. 

2.1 Responding to community needs

The essence of sustainability for  

non-government organisations (NGOs) 

and community-based organisations 

(CBOs) is to be able to continue to 

respond appropriately to the needs of the 

communities they serve. This involves an 

ongoing relationship with the community. 

It also involves accountability to, and 

communication with, the community. In 

addition, organisations must adapt to the 

changing needs of the community.

2.2 Organisational capacity

NGOs must have the organisational 

capacity to deliver projects that adequately 

respond to community needs. Strong 

organisational capacity, which includes 

sufficient people, processes and programs, 

is a solid foundation for sustainability 

(Mueller, Rickman, & Wichman-Tou 2006).

2.3 Human resources

In order to be effective, the organisation 

needs to recruit, train and retain committed 

and competent people at every level 

— including the board, management,  

staff and volunteers.

The board

NGOs must have the governance 

structures and reporting capability 

required by donors. A credible, capable 

and engaged board provides strategic 

direction, correction and risk analysis.

The strategic vision and mission of an 

organisation should be established in 

consultation with community members 

and cover a period of a couple of years. 

It should differentiate the organisation's 

contribution from that of others responding 

to the same needs in the same area. The 

board has oversight of risk factors affecting 

the sustainability of the organisation 

including funding gaps, donor withdrawal, 

fraud, theft, and succession planning.

Management

Management has responsibility for the 

functioning of the organisation, including 

program and project management; 

administration and financial management; 

human resources; the communication 

strategy; and donor relations.

Staff

NGOs may find themselves subject to 

high staff turnover. This may be due to the 

remuneration being less than equivalent 

positions in the commercial sector or 

government. The accountability required 

of NGOs by donors can also result in high 

levels of stress lasting over long periods. In 

addition, the possibility of donor withdrawal 

or funding gaps makes job security 

uncertain. As a result of these concerns, 

employees may take advantage of other 

job opportunities. Each time a member of 

staff leaves, NGO's may incur additional 

recruitment costs; experience delays in 

projects as new people learn the job;  

and have to reinvest in staff training  

and development.
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Above: Staff and caregivers from CHoiCE meet to discuss their activities to support local communities, 
particularly women, affected by HIV and AIDS. 
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS. 



Volunteers

Volunteers may provide labour cost-

savings, but they can often be a challenge 

to manage due to high turnover and the 

need to ensure adequate training for them 

(Spall & Zetlin 2004). Many NGOs invest 

a lot of resources in selecting and training 

volunteers, only to have them move on 

to employment opportunities with other 

NGOs, government and business.  

Enabling volunteers to develop the 

skills for employment is a considerable 

achievement in its own right, but can leave 

a big gap in the performance requirements 

for funded projects. It also results in the 

need for additional resources for the 

selection and training of replacements.

Youth

More and more NGOs are seeing the need 

for the meaningful participation of young 

people at all stages of a program, including 

planning and design, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation. For many 

NGOs in the HIV and AIDS field, young 

people are their primary beneficiaries.
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2.5 Project management

Effective project management sets specific 

and attainable goals and outlines the tasks 

needed to accomplish the goals. It allocates 

the means (people, money, things) by which 

the tasks will be accomplished, and the time 

(checkpoints and deadlines) it will take. 

2.6 Funding

NGOs need to find funds to meet the 

shortfall between the cost of the programs 

they provide and any fees they may charge. 

If any fees are charged, beneficiaries do not 

usually pay the full cost of the benefits they 

receive. Unlike commercial enterprises and 

governments, NGOs do not make profits 

or levy taxes. Funds come from foreign 

and local institutional donors, corporations, 

individuals and governments. 

NGOs in low and middle income countries 

frequently do not obtain adequate funding 

from domestic sources. Their governments 

may not even have enough revenue to 

be able to fully deliver their own social 

programs and are thus unlikely to subsidise 

NGOs. The majority of the population is 

poor and governments often have not 

institutionalised sufficient tax incentives 

to enable NGOs to successfully mobilise 

private giving. The result is that these NGOs 

are in many cases highly dependent on 

foreign donors (Wang 2006).

2.4 Organisational management

Sustainable organisations need strong, participatory and professional operational,  

financial and project management. Management’s role is to plan, design and implement 

programs and projects as well as monitor and evaluate them. Good financial management  

is needed for responsible resource and income allocation; to ensure costs are reasonable  

and reflect the budget; and for accurate and timely financial reporting. 

Finally, successful communications strategies — that take into consideration existing 

and prospective funders, beneficiaries, staff and the public — are needed.

Above: Collaboration and cooperation between stakeholders working on HIV and AIDS 
issues is a key factor in appropriately supporting local communities. 
Photo: Andrew Hartwich/OxfamAUS. 

Involving young people may contribute to organisational 
sustainability through improved program outcomes as a  
result of:

• new ideas and different ways of doing things;
•  information about young people’s needs and interests leading  

to better decision-making; 
•  feedback about the effectiveness of existing services for young people;
• peer to peer outreach efforts; 
•  shared responsibility resulting in increased availability  

of human resources;
•  a higher degree of acceptance of messages, services and decisions 

because of the participation by young people in shaping them; 
•  synergy from young people’s energy and enthusiasm and the 

professional skills and experience of adults; and 
•  greater credibility of the organisation, with both young people  

and others. 

Donor organisations are increasingly expecting participation of young people as  

a human and legal right.

Succession planning

Several organisations have collapsed as a result of key people leaving. NGOs are often 

under-resourced and under pressure to perform. There is usually little time to spare for 

the demanding task of preparing others to take over new positions and responsibilities. 

Organisations are encouraged to develop a formal strategy for reducing “key person 

reliance". Mentoring has been successfully used and could be used more extensively.



Foreign funds

Foreign funds given to South African NGOs 

by donors in the United Kingdom, European 

Union, United States and Scandinavian 

countries prior to 1994 were largely directed 

towards advocacy, social mobilisation and 

services to beneficiaries not provided for by 

the previous “apartheid” regime. However, 

after the 1994 election, many foreign 

donors increasingly channelled funding to, 

or through, the South African Government. 

This resulted in a severe financial crisis 

for many NGOs, some of which closed 

down. The new South African Government 

took over the functions of many NGOs and 

employed NGO staff. In the first five years 

after the election, 60% of senior NGO staff 

moved to work for the Government  

(Habib 1999).

Donor relationships

Funds are given on the basis of promises 

about what will be achieved, how much it 

will cost and how long it will take. Continual 

funding usually depends on an organisation 

performing according to its promises in 

terms of programs, budget and projects. 

Difficulties are expected and things do not 

always work out as planned. When this 

happens, donors like to be informed and 

will usually make allowances. A relationship 

with donors which goes beyond accurate 

and timely reporting and includes regular 

and open communication needs to  

be cultivated. 

Past donors can be approached for funding 

if the reason that previous funding ended 

is addressed, or if they are approached to 

fund new projects. Efforts should also be 

made to constantly scan for potential new 

donors and submit proposals.

Corporate donors 

Although donations from businesses 

through their corporate social responsibility 

programs are growing, the amounts of 

money can be relatively small. Some NGOs 

find that often such donations, while very 

welcome, come with reporting requirements 

which are just as time-consuming as much 

larger amounts from institutional funders.

Individual donations

The tax environment in South Africa is not 

as supportive of private philanthropy as 

in many northern hemisphere countries. 

Nevertheless, NGOs can solicit bequests 

and regular donations from friends of  

the organisation.

Government funding

Government grants and tenders have 

become an important source of funds 

for many NGOs. NGOs can work well in 

partnership with governments when there 

are common objectives. The risk is that 

NGOs can lose some autonomy: NGOs 

are often closer to the communities they 

serve and thus more responsive to their 

needs than governments, whose policies 

are often centrally determined. By their 
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very nature government services are often 

provided on an equal basis for all. This 

limits a government’s capacity to respond 

to particular contexts. NGOs that are not 

dependent on government funding can 

tailor their responses to these contexts. 

Sometimes the requirements of government 

policies and tenders, and the large sums 

of money that go with them, divert NGOs 

from their vision and mission. There have 

also been reports from participants in this 

study of long delays in the payment of large 

amounts of money from government grants, 

which have produced serious cash-flow 

difficulties for the NGO.

Cost recovery and commercial 

opportunities

NGOs often offer free or discounted 

benefits and services to people who cannot 

afford to pay. In some cases, however, it is 

possible to segment payment and charge 

different rates to different categories of 

people, eg: students, pensioners, private 

persons and businesses.

Sometimes the skill sets available in  

an organisation can be deployed to take 

advantage of outside income earning 

opportunities, for example, first aid or HIV 

and AIDS literacy courses to businesses. 

The risk is that scarce resources may be 

diverted from their core function. NGOs that 

pursue commercial opportunities may lose 

the altruistic imperative that distinguishes 

them from commercial enterprises.

Non-financial contributions

NGOs can be creative in seeking non-

financial contributions including materials, 

information, referrals, personal connections 

and intellectual capital. They can also 

negotiate discounts with service providers.

2.7 Organisational focus

Sustainability is not about looking for ways 

to “keep your job”. Sadly, some NGOs lose 

sight of their mission when the individuals 

running them come to see sustainability 

as the continuation of their own jobs. The 

focus shifts from responding to the needs 

of the community to the need to ensure 

the continuity of the organisation. An alert 

board may see indications of this when 

the percentage spent on salaries and staff 

benefits in the budget rises. 

The other failure of focus is to look first and 

foremost at funding. Sustainability becomes 

about finding as much money as possible to 

do anything available. The emphasis shifts 

to satisfying the requirements of donors, 

rather than responding to the needs  

of the community.

Right: Hillcrest HIV and AIDS Centre works  
to support both those with AIDS related illness 
and their families. 
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAus. 



3. Overview of JOHAP partners

This section outlines four partner 

organisations that were part of this study 

to explore how they devise and implement 

organisational sustainability strategies.

3.1 AIDS Legal Network (ALN)

ALN is a network of non-government, human rights organisations based in Cape Town,  

South Africa, but operates nationally. The main goals of the ALN are to address 

discriminatory practices and attitudes; promote behavioural change; and facilitate a holistic 

human rights-based response to HIV and AIDS.

Founded in November 1994, ALN is a national network  
of organisations working on HIV and AIDS and human rights  
and aims to:

• promote legal literacy and human rights education;
• respond to violations of human rights;
•  promote behavioural change ensuring the dignity of all people  

living with and affected by HIV and AIDS; and 
•  promote law reform to advance the rights of people living with  

and affected by HIV and AIDS.
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Project activities include human rights education and training; networking; information 

dissemination; campaigning and awareness raising; lobbying and advocacy; and the 

provision of legal advice. The ALN also publishes an issue-based newsletter, ALQ,  

twice a year.

3.2 Comprehensive Heath Care Trust (CHoiCE)

CHoiCE was founded in 1997 and provides care and support to vulnerable groups living with 

and affected by HIV and AIDS. In early 2007 it had 14 members of staff and 250 caregivers 

working in 110 communities. CHoiCE has trained more than �00 volunteer home-based 

caregivers who support people who are sick and those with disabilities — including many 

orphaned and vulnerable children. Every month more than over 10,000 people, located 

primarily in the Greater Tzaneen Municipality, are assisted by CHoiCE projects. 

Overview of JOHAP partners

Right: Lawyers for Human Rights staff who  
work with adults and grandparents who care  
for orphans and vulnerable children.  
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS. 



3.4  Lamontville HIV and AIDS 

Support Centre (LASC)

LASC was established in 1996 and is 

involved in empowering youth to deal with 

HIV and AIDS; prevention of sexually-

transmitted infections; and gender and 

socio-economic development issues. It 

does this through training, workshops and 

community outreach campaigns. LASC 

undertakes awareness-raising activities in 

schools, churches, taverns and “shebeens” 

(bars); conducts peer training and education, 

public campaigns, peer counselling, condom 

demonstrations and distribution; and 

operates an information centre.

Lamontville is an area in the southern  

part of Durban. About 40% of the residents 

live in formal housing, while the remaining 

60% live in informal settlements and hostel 

dwellings on the outskirts of the township. 

There is a high level of unemployment,  

with an estimated �2% of out of school  

youth unemployed.

LASC was formed by young people with 

some technical assistance from sister 

organisations in the area. Three-quarters 

of the program focuses on young people’s 

development and consultation with youth is  

a core part of LASC’s organisational culture.

14

Above: Oxfam's partner Lamonville HIV and AIDS Support Centre works with orphaned and vulnerable children in local communities to provide information  
and education about issues such as HIV and AIDS. 
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS. 
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CHoiCE, an accredited training provider 

with the Health and Welfare Sector 

Education and Training Authority, works 

with government departments, NGOs, 

CBOs, private consortiums and corporate 

businesses to provide a multi-faceted 

and comprehensive approach to health 

care. CHoiCE endeavours to improve the 

coordination of service delivery; facilitate 

networking activities to avoid duplication; 

and strengthen stakeholder relationships for 

better referral systems. Home-based care is 

a major portion of CHoiCE’s work and they 

also offer mentoring to CBOs.

3.3  Lawyers for Human Rights (LHR) 

LHR is an NGO that strives to promote, 

uphold and strengthen human rights. The 

organisation has had a proud history of 

fighting oppression and the abuse of human 

rights in South Africa. LHR helped usher in 

the transition to democracy through its voter 

education and monitoring in 1994. 

LHR’s HIV and AIDS project was founded in 1993 and is  
run from its Pietermaritzburg office, although it also operates  
at a national level. The project’s objectives are to:

•  empower and develop the capacity of grandmothers  
(or gogos) caring for orphaned grandchildren and children  
through training workshops;

•  lobby and develop the capacity of service providers so that  
they include the elderly in their programs and interventions  
on HIV and AIDS;

•  bring together diverse JOHAP partners so that they are able  
to work in synergy and share experiences and information with 
one another; and

•  lobby and advocate for the adoption and implementation of  
the Orphaned and Vulnerable Children’s Policy in the province  
of KwaZulu-Natal.

 
Above: JOHAP partners work in local communities 
to provide paralegal support services, particularly 
for people affected by HIV and AIDS.  
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS.



4.  Organisational sustainability 

in practice

This section considers how organisational 

sustainability can be achieved in practice 

and focuses primarily on the experiences 

of the four partner organisations featured 

in the previous section. It aims to explore 

organisational sustainability in a broad 

sense, rather than simply looking at financial 

sustainability. In addition to financial 

security, organisational development and 

sustainability is about the vision and values 

of an organisation and its human resources. 

Oxfam Australia’s South Africa Country 

Representative Colin Collett van Rooyen 

said that sustainability is also about whether 

an organisation can maintain programs at 

a level that makes sense to the community 

it is supporting. “The sustainability of the 

organisation has to be closely linked to 

the issues they are responding to in the 

community, not the need of individuals in the 

organisations to have a job,” he said.

4.1 Human resources

Staff turnover

High staff turnover was a major issue raised 

by partner organisations during discussions 

on organisational sustainability. ALN 

National Executive Director Dr Johanna 

Kehler said that her organisation loses staff 

members for various reasons every year. 

“We are finding it difficult to replace  

them with the right people. This seems  

to be a local phenomenon" Dr Kehler said.

“It means that we are often half staffed  

or quarter staffed, but activities still have  

to take place. Recruitment and selection 

takes time, and when new staff members 

are employed they need orientation and 

training before they are productive. This 

absorbs further resources.”

The problem occurs with permanent staff 

as well as with volunteers and caregivers 

who work in the community. CHoiCE 

Director Fiona Macdonald said: “Our 

caregivers are carefully chosen by the 

community. We invest a lot in training them 

and they have considerable experience. 

Last year we lost 50% of them who found 

employment with government and other 

NGOs. It is difficult, time consuming 

and expensive to replace them.”

Employees are often on one-year  

contracts as a result of the nature of 

the funding for NGOs. This results 

in challenges in motivating staff and 

preserving organisational knowledge. 

“We try to provide an environment where 

they [the staff] can grow and develop 

their skills. Some will use the organisation 

as a stepping stone to further career 

moves and some will stay,” LHR Project 

Coordinator Urvarshi Rajcoomar said.
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Other organisations affected by high staff 

turnover said that they found institutional 

memory and capacity suffers as a result. 

ALN Board Chairperson Professor Pierre 

de Vos said: “People do not know what 

happened before because they were 

not there. You train people and they go 

somewhere else. There is a lot of effort and 

energy put in. You can’t really do succession 

planning. You can’t have duplication [of 

roles, with people expected to fill-in to cover 

a position when a person leaves] because 

the resources are so thinly stretched. With 

so few people doing the work, if one person 

leaves, it’s like chopping off an arm.”

However, LHR Board Chairperson Seehaam 

Samaai said that they make sure operational 

manuals, annual reports, project reports and 

daily project updates are up-to-date in order 

to deal with the knowledge management 

issue. He also said that regular computer 

backups are done to ensure that there are 

off-site versions of critical information. 

One of the reasons for staff leaving NGOs is 

that the reliance on donor funding results in 

no job security, according to LASC Centre 

Administrator Ntsiki Mangxa. LASC past 

centre director Mduduzi Phehle said LASC 

tries to provide benefits to staff members 

in the form of such activities as training 

or attending conferences. “We try to give 

something back to the staff and not just  

work them like slaves,” he said.
Above: Hillcrest HIV and AIDS Centre. Zama 
Magoso and Nurse Princess Mkhize attend  
to patients at the Hillcrest Respite Centre. 
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAus. 

Organisational sustainability 
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Staff workload

Staff employed by NGOs may face large 

and stressful workloads. Key people often 

need to multi-task. “We expect them, almost 

single-handedly, to be financial managers, 

human resource managers, project 

managers and fundraisers. That’s not why 

they are there in the first place and they do 

not have the training or inclination to do all 

these things,” said CHoiCE Board Member 

Susanneh Cole-Hamilton.

Furthermore, NGOs generally do not have 

a big enough organisational structure to 

enable them to help a successor first build 

their capacity before taking over a new role. 

“You just don’t have that depth of human 

resources,” said Professor Pierre de Vos  

of ALN.

Staff motivation

CBO mentor and trained CHoiCE caregiver 

Jonas Mathebula said that he has to use 

public transport to travel between the five 

CBOs that he mentors. However, his passion 

for the job shows from the fact that he started 

as a volunteer and has worked up through 

the ranks. “I started as a volunteer when 

someone visited our village and told us about 

the program. I was a volunteer for four or five 

years without pay. Sometimes we would get 

incentives of t-shirts, umbrellas and shopping 

vouchers,” Jonas said. “Then I was promoted 

to being a volunteer co-ordinator, also  

with no pay.”

“At last I was promoted to be a part-time 

CBO mentor and I received a small stipend.  

I was very happy to be able to provide food 

for my family. After two or three years I 

became a full-time mentor and I am receiving 

a salary. I love my work and helping people. 

Now I am glad that I’m fully employed.”

Reliance on key staff

CHoiCE Training Manager Antoinette 

Schutte: “If continuity of staffing is one of 

the issues for sustainability, it follows that 

the staff members that stay will become 

key resources on which the organisation 

becomes reliant. This is then a risk to 

organisational sustainability, if any  

of these key people fall out.”

Asked about the future of CHoiCE  

should something happen to the director, 

Susanneh Cole-Hamilton said that chaos 

would erupt. “That is the situation and 

everyone is aware of it,” she said. “We  

have no back-up plan. We will have to  

come up with a back-up plan.”

Professor Pierre de Vos of ALN said that 

it will be a disaster if the director was to 

leave, but the board has instigated a system 

of documenting everything. “There must 

be very thorough reporting of what has 

happened and there must be systems in 

place. If a key person leaves there should  

be a clear paper trail,” he said.

Fiona Macdonald of CHoiCE said: “We 

realised the need for succession planning, 

after our financial manager died of a heart 

attack. Nobody knew where the keys to the 

safe were and we couldn't pay our staff.”

Colin Collett van Rooyen of Oxfam Australia 

agreed. “Too often we find that organisations 

depend on a few key individuals or 

champions,” he said. “You can have all the 

money in the world, but if one of those key 

people moves out the organisation crashes.”

Left: The HIV and AIDS epidemic is 
devastating entire communities, leaving old 
people and children to fend for themselves  
and decimating essential sectors including 
health and education. Working to prevent  
the spread of HIV and AIDS and provide 
support for people living with and affected  
by HIV and AIDS is a major focus of our  
work in South Africa. 
Photo: Andrew Hartwich/OxfamAUS. 



4.2 Management

LHR described the approach of its board as 

a hands-on one, although the board does not 

become involved in day-to-day management. 

“Board members with special expertise 

have made themselves available to the 

organisation as resources when needed,” 

Seehaam Samaai of LHR explained. “The 

board members all have previous experience 

with NGOs and brought with them templates 

and guidelines to use for strategic planning.” 

She said board members have existing 

relationships with other funders and provide 

contacts to facilitate additional funding.

4.3 Organisational change

NGOs often face particular challenges when 

they undergo change. Dr Johanna Kehler 

describes how ALN started off as a volunteer 

organisation, and then was registered as 

a not for profit organisation and started 

to employ permanent staff. At one stage 

offices existed in various centres around the 

country, but this was not sustainable due to 

large overheads and human resource issues. 

“The organisation went into a really bad deep 

ditch,” Dr Kehler said. “One of the reasons 

was the overheads of the provincial offices 

which were difficult to justify over the long 

term.” She questioned what percentage of 

income should be spent on activities and 

what percentage on overheads and said that 

an organisation running provincial offices 

may spend up to 80% on overheads and 

20 21

personnel costs. “So what you are actually 

paid to do becomes less and less,” she said.

The operating of provincial offices also 

impacted on human resource management, 

particularly when the director of ALN, who 

had managed the provincial offices from the 

head office, resigned. ALN decided during a 

subsequent strategic planning process that 

it would no longer have provincial offices 

and that work in provinces would be issues-

based. The organisation decided to operate 

from only one office in Cape Town, while its 

programs remained national in scope. As 

part of this same process, ALN was able to 

develop a clearer sense of its own identity.

Dr Johanna Kehler explained one of the 

impacts of this: “As our turn-around strategy 

took effect we became more widely known 

and there were more and more requests 

for assistance. We became part of various 

consultative processes. No one anticipated 

the speed or intensity with which this 

happened. There were too many demands 

for �0 days in the month. Many of these 

things could not have been foreseen and 

were not planned for.”

This demand created an extra workload 

which impacted on human and financial 

resources, and in the long term, on 

sustainability. “While our strategy created 

sustainability on one level, it became a 

challenge to sustainability at another. This 

resulted in burnout for key people,” she said. 

This was partly due to staff being unable 

to access structures that support those at 

risk of burnout or to take time off due to the 

demands of the job. 

LHR found that its main funder decided 

to withdraw funding when many of the 

services LHR was providing where offered 

by government entities. As a result the 

organisation had to take a strategic look  

at what the function of the organisation 

would be in future.

4.4  Financial sustainability  

and reliability

NGOs and CBOs often face difficulties 

related to financial sustainability. This is at 

times due to the expectations of the donors. 

Seehaam Samaai of LHR said that money is 

available, but that it is difficult to match donor 

expectations with the organisation’s ability 

and what the organisation sets out to do. 

“You want to keep the focus but the funding 

forces you into all these other things,” she 

said. “You have to be careful not to take  

the money just because it is there.”

Urvarshi Rajcoomar said that LHR 

tries to supplement donor funds with 

consultancy work in the private sector 

and for government. “About 20% of the 

revenue of our provincial office comes from 

consultancy and we hope to increase this. 

This covers expenses for which donors do 

not normally pay,” she said. “We have found 

it very difficult to find funders who pay for 

overhead expenses and salaries. Funders 

seem to focus on activities, and we can only 

bill them for the time and materials we use 

for the particular project they are funding. 

Sometimes they say they will only fund half 

of these expenses and we have to find the 

balance from somewhere else. A typical 

example is a photocopier, for which we have 

a lease and maintenance contract, which  

no funders will finance.”

While this may be a suitable option for 

some organisations, CHoiCE Financial 

Manager Daleen Scheepers said that NGOs 

and CBOs can never sustain themselves 

because they are not commercial ventures. 

“If they become commercial ventures the 

focus shifts to only providing benefits to 

those who can afford to pay. This changes 

the nature of what they are and donors will 

not provide funding,” she said. “Sometimes 

donors have said: ‘Now you have these 

self-help groups, they should do income 

generation’. Very seldom does a self-help 

group sustain itself. Even if it does, that’s 

not going to sustain the organisation that 

established the self-help group.”

Funders often work on a one-year funding 

cycle, according to Daleen Scheepers. 

However, NGOs find that it is difficult to show 

results within such a short period of time.

Colin Collett van Rooyen of Oxfam Australia 

has found that the needs of the community, 

which are the reasons the organisation 

exists in the first place, do at times become 

a minor issue when the organisation grows 

and the individuals involved begin to benefit 

financially. “They lose touch with what they 

are there for,” he said. “As a result, staff 

become concerned with finding money  

to “do absolutely anything.”

LASC Board Chairperson Siyanda Mkhulisi 

said that after the transition to democracy 

in 1994, the government put pressure on 

donors to give it money rather than to the 

NGOs and CBOs they had previously been 

funding. As a result, NGOs have since had 

to pursue a smaller pool of funds, but at the 

same time the Government itself has also 

become a donor. However, Siyanda Mkhulisi 

warned that NGOs risk becoming agents 

of the Government, pursuing government 

policies and losing their autonomy and 

flexibility to respond to special needs within 

specific geographical areas or sectors.

4.5 Strategy and planning

The importance of planning was raised by 

CHoiCE which said CBOs and NGOs that do 

not plan at all and only respond to crises are 

unlikely to be sustainable. 

Susanneh Cole-Hamilton of CHoiCE said 

that strategising and planning were the 

board’s role. “Two things are important for 

the board to do,” she said. “The first is to 

set out a clear strategy and goals for the 

organisation, working to their strengths. The 

second is to set out very clearly what are the 

expectations and the divisions between the 

responsibilities of the board and the director.”

Left: Secondary students in the  
Drakensburg area learn about HIV and AIDS.  
Photo: Andrew Hartwich/OxfamAUS. 



5.1 Communicate with donors

It is important to be honest and give 

appropriate information to donors. 

This involves establishing an ongoing 

relationship with donors by clearly and 

consistently communicating what your 

organisation has the capacity to do. In 

addition, organisations need to meet the 

requirements of their contracts. “Deliver 

what you say you will deliver, on time, and 

submit reports when scheduled without 

them having to ask,” ALN Campaign 

Coordinator Gahsiena van der Schaf said.

“Tell funders in advance when targets 

are not going to be reached because the 

funders do understand that there are times 

when things go wrong,” Fiona Macdonald  

of CHoiCE said. The relationship with 

donors is not just a reporting process, but 

should include transparency and honesty 

regarding the project.

It may also be beneficial to invite current 

and potential donors to workshops and 

functions that an organisation is hosting.

Organisations can take advantage of 

technical support offered by some donors 

to build organisational capacity, according 

to Colin Collett van Rooyen of Oxfam 

Australia. “This can be done by direct 

request or as part of the funding proposal. 

Organisations are encouraged to include 

technical assistance as part of the funding 

proposal so that the recognition of needs 

and responsibility for organisational 

development comes from them,” he said.

5.2  Manage the organisation  

and projects well

Mduduzi Phehle of LASC said projects  

must be well managed in order to deliver 

what was promised on time and within 

budget. “Part of developing credibility with 

funders is delivering what you said you 

would deliver,” he said.

Organisations can benefit from developing 

a solid strategic plan that includes a 

vision and a mission and is drawn up in 

consultation with community stakeholders. 

In addition, good governance structures 

must be in place. This includes a strong 

and engaged board that provides solid 

backing during both good and bad times 

and helps to keep the organisation focused 

on its purpose. Strong management skills 

at all levels are also important in ensuring 

organisational sustainability.
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It is critical to write down as much as 

possible regarding how projects and 

programs are run. This helps when new 

staff members are employed and have  

to undergo training.

Finally, treat staff well. While it is beneficial 

to find ways to encourage them to stay 

with your organisation, it can also be a 

credit to an organisation if its staff obtain 

employment elsewhere. If staff are leaving 

for better opportunities elsewhere it may 

be useful to obtain expert advice on 

appropriate salaries and incentives plans.

5.3  Develop a relationship with the 

community you aim to serve

CBOs and NGOs must meet the needs 

of the community that they serve. This 

may be a sector of the population and/or 

people living in a particular geographical 

area. Being transparent and accountable to 

these communities is vital for sustainability. 

Organisations that are donor-funded would 

not exist if such a relationship was absent.

 

Lessons learned

Above: Caregivers from CHoiCE provide care, 
support and important information for community 
members affected by HIV and AIDS.  
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAus. 
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6. Conclusion

This study attempts to better 

understand and share the successes 

and challenges of implementing 

partner strategies for organisational 

sustainability. Consideration was given 

to literature relating to organisational 

sustainability and four partner 

organisations gave their views  

on how such sustainability can be 

achieved in practice. Aspects that were 

considered include: human resources; 

organisational change; reliance on key 

staff members; management; financial 

sustainability; reliability; and strategy 

and planning.
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Above: LASC provides HIV and AIDS  
information to young men and women in a  
range of settings, including taverns, through 
teams of peer educators. 
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAus. 

There are three key areas to consider when looking at the 
sustainability of an organisation: 

1. the communities or beneficiaries
2. the organisation itself
3. and the relationship between donors and the organisation.

Organisations need to have a clear focus and be well managed as they work 

towards achieving the needs of the communities they serve. As organisations 

are not generally in a position to recover the cost of providing services from 

the beneficiaries, outside funding needs to be obtained. In this regard, a good 

relationship with donors is key to ensure the sustainability of the organisation.
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Right: Oxfam Works with communities  
to support orphans and vulnerable children 
affected by HIV and AIDS.  
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAUS. 

Back cover: Oxfam supports partners to train 
young people as peer educators and work with 
others in their communities.  
Photo: Matthew Willman/OxfamAus.
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