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Religion and development:  

Challenges for donors and for faith 

groups

Gerard Clarke

It is now over 15 years since development policy-makers rediscovered 
religion, following decades of neglect and a narrow focus on the material, 
primarily economic, aspects of development. In 1997, the Archbishop of 
Canterbury Dr George Carey, the symbolic head of the Anglican Commu-
nion, the third largest grouping of Christians in the world, received a 
surprise phone-call from James Wolfensohn, the then President of the 
World Bank. In the phone conversation, Wolfensohn expressed astonish-
ment that the Bank had few meaningful relationships with faith groups or 
communities, despite its recognition that they played an important role 
in the lives of the poor. Wolfensohn mentioned the example of Tanzania 
where, the World Bank estimated, 50 percent of education, health care 
and social services were provided by faith communities (Carey 2008: xv). 
The phone-call led to a series of conferences bringing donor represent-
atives and faith leaders together to discuss the relationship between faith 
and development: in London in 1998, Washington DC in 1999, and 
Canterbury (in England) in 2002. 

Much happened between 1997 and 2002. Wolfensohn and Carey 
launched a new organisation, the World Faiths Development Dialogue 
(WFDD), in 1997 to sustain the new discourse. Wolfensohn also estab-
lished a small Directorate on Faith within the Bank, later renamed the 
Development Dialogue on Ethics and Values, to sustain World Bank 
participation in this new discourse. New research meanwhile revealed 
the rationale for, and importance of, donor interest in organised religion. 
World Bank research, for instance, revealed that across Sub-Saharan 
Africa, and not just in Tanzania, more than 50 percent of health and 
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education services were provided by faith communities at the beginning 
of the new millennium (Wolfensohn 2004). And a major World Bank 
study (2000), Voices of the Poor, revealed that poor people in developing 
countries placed greater trust in faith-based institutions and in religious 
leaders than in state institutions or political leaders, the principal partners 
of the Bank (cf Narayan 2001).

These activities occurred in parallel to important developments in US 
politics. Following the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980, US politics 
experienced a seismic shift, as mainstream Christian denominations were 
displaced by the exponential growth of the US Christian Right, centred on 
evangelical and Pentecostal congregations and their leaders. A born-again 
(evangelical) Christian, Reagan mobilised the Christian right in support 
of his domestic and foreign policy, especially his opposition to commu-
nism, with dramatic consequences. By 2003, for instance, an estim ated 
43 percent of the US electorate was evangelical (Waldman 2004), a 
significant shift away from the mainstream Christian denominations 
towards a more fervent, and ideologically right-wing, form of faith. In 
the US, the Christian right has been influential in the passage of legisla-
tion that guides US foreign policy. This influence is exercised in part by 
charismatic leaders, abetted by significant media access, but organisations 
that represent the thousands of evangelical and Pentecostal congregations 
form a vital bulwark. The National Association of Evangelicals (NAE), 
for instance, had 30 million members in 2005 (up from 2.6 million in 
1980s; NAE 2005), and has become an important participant in debates 
around US policy on international development. 

The traditional divide between Church and State in US public policy 
was eroded by the ‘Charitable Choice’ provisions in the 1996 Welfare 
Reform Act, rendering it more difficult for government officials to deny 
funding to organisations that combined service provision with overtly 
religious activity. It was further eroded by the passage of the 2001 Faith-
Based and Community Initiatives Act, reversely the ‘pervasively sectarian’ 
doctrine previously upheld by the US Supreme Court. This legislation 
has significant consequences for US policy on international development. 
In December 2002, Executive Order 13280 created a new Center for 
Faith Based and Community Initiatives (CFBCI) in the United States 
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Agency for International Development (USAID), designed to ensure 
that pro visions of the 2001 Act were reflected in USAID policy. This 
was followed by new USAID rules on ‘Participation by Religious Orders 
in USAID Programs’, effective from October 2004 (USAID 2004). The 
2004 rules radically transform USAID policy on engagement with FBOs. 

Under the old doctrine, religious organisations engaging in discrim-
inatory or sectarian practices were barred from government funding. 
Under the new ruling, however, USAID cannot discriminate against 
organisations which combine development or humanitarian activities 
with ‘inherently religious activities’ such as worship, religious instruction 
or proselytisation. USAID-funded activities must be separated ‘by time 
or space’ from ‘inherently religious activities,’ but some fear that such 
distinctions are blurred in practice. The ruling, for instance, prevents 
discrimination against organisations providing social services in a religious 
setting (eg a building characterised by religious iconography), or which 
engage in discriminatory practices in the hiring of staff (ie restricting paid 
employment to adherents of a particular faith). This means, in practice, 
that USAID-funded buildings used for the delivery of social services can 
also be used (but not at the same time) for ‘inherently religious activit-
ies’. Similarly, FBOs cannot discriminate against non-believers in the 
pro vision of USAID-supported services, but there is no obligation on them 
to explain that non-believers can avail of such services on an equal basis. 
Beyond the general criticism of the 2001 Act, the USAID ruling provo-
kes further concern with its suggestion that less stringent legal standards 
(than those applicable to domestic programmes) might apply to foreign 
assistance.1 Ostensibly designed to equalise the treatment of secular and 
religious organisations, it effectively tilts the balance in favour of the 
latter, since US or foreign NGOs that provide information on abortion 
(and which, by definition, are overwhelmingly secular) were ineligible for 
USAID funding during the two Bush Administrations.2

These developments led to concern within the international donor 
community, at the prospect of a contentious new discourse that pitted, 
for example, the US against European donors. They were part of the 
reason, for instance, why the Executive Board of the World Bank denied 
further funding to James Wolfensohn in 1998 to explore the faith and 
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development interface, and why the Directorate on Faith was renamed 
the Development Dialogue on Ethics and Values.3 Nevertheless, the 
faith-and-development interface developed and flourished, albeit with 
less political piquancy than in US public policy. A series of books appe-
ared in parallel with the three major conferences, including Belshaw et al 
(2000), Marshall and Marsh (2003), Marshall and Keough (2004) and 
Marshall and Van Saanen (2007). These provide potted case-studies of 
fruitful engagement between donors and faith groups, and some of the 
operational and theological imperatives behind them. And beyond this 
World Bank-driven work, multi-lateral and bilateral donors alike have 
initiated new forms of dialogue and partnership with faith groups at 
home and abroad, and organisations from a variety of religious traditions 
have reciprocated. But dialogue and partnership remain challenging. In 
the sections below, I explore some of the challenges for donors and faith 
groups alike. 

The ‘agents of transformation’ debate

In contrast to the binding legislation and subsidiary rules in the case 
of the US, international donors resorted to a series of exhortations in 
transforming their relationships with faith-based organisations. By the 
early years of the millennium, for instance, donors were challenging 
faith-based organisations to become more actively involved in the fight 
against global poverty. The agenda emerges in part from the findings of 
the Voices of the Poor study. FBOs, the study noted, 

emerge frequently in poor people’s lists of important institutions. They 
appear more frequently as the most important institutions in rural rather 
than in urban ones. Spirituality, faith in God and connecting to the 
sacred in nature are an integral part of poor people’s lives in many parts 
of the world. Religious organisations are also valued for the assistance 
they provide to poor people (Narayan 2000, p 222).

This acknowledgement of faith and associated organisations in the lives 
of the poor was largely unprecedented in the discourse of major donor 
agencies such as the World Bank, and signalled a significant shift in 
thinking. The acknowledgement, however, was far from uncritical or 
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insensitive to some of the more negative connotations of faith in the lives 
of the poor: “[T]he role that religious or faith-based organisations play 
in poor people’s lives,” the study concluded:

varies from being a balm for the body and soul to being a divisive force in 
the community. In ratings of effectiveness in both urban and rural settings, 
religious organisations feature more prominently than any single type of 
state institution but they do not disappear when ineffective institutions 
are mentioned (Narayan 2000, p 222).

FBOs, the Bank suggested, could be a potent force in the lives of the 
poor, where they focused on material as well as spiritual poverty, avoided 
divisive or sectarian agendas, and became more involved in the daily 
struggles of the faithful. 

This bifocal view of faith and FBOs, as both a potent and ineffectual 
force in the lives of the poor, led to admonitions from the World Bank 
that FBOs “must become agents of transformation, using their influence 
to demand better governance and public accountability” (Narayan 2001, 
p 47). This call was repeated by Clare Short, the UK cabinet member for 
international development between 1997 and 2003 and an active particip-
ant in the dialogue begun by Wolfensohn and Carey. At the Canterbury 
conference in 2002, Short challenged faith leaders to assume a greater role 
in the fight against global poverty by shifting their focus from charity to 
justice, and by playing a greater role in making governments politically 
accountable to their constituencies:

[F]aith groups have to move beyond charity… Real charity is justice. 
We need to mobilise that core of moral teachings that lies at the heart 
of each of the world’s great religions: that life must be just and fair and 
that all human beings deserve respect and the opportunity to enjoy their 
humanity and practice their spirituality… The challenge must fall at least 
partly on faith groups in rich countries to embrace higher ambitions, to 
convince those countries to back the right policies, to spend money well 
(Short 2003, pp 8-9).

If faith-based organisations were to adapt in this way, Short suggested, 
to become more engaged in public policy debates, more embedded in 
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pro-poor alliances and networks at national and international level and 
more active in representing faith-based constituencies, the potential for 
positive catalytic change would be enormous (ibid).

The message from the World Bank and the UK Department for 
International Development (DFID) was stern if inviting: donors actively 
sought dialogue and partnership with FBOs, but such organisations had 
to adapt to fulfil their expected roles. To some faith leaders, the admo-
nition was inappropriate; many faiths have long sought ‘justice’ for the 
poor, including, but not confined to, material advancement, and the 
World Bank and other donors, they argued, oppress the poor as much 
as they help them, for instance in their over-zealous championing of 
the free market.4 The message also made for uneasy relationships with 
FBOs, keen to maintain their autonomy and avoid cooption by donor 
agencies. Research confirms some of these FBO concerns, suggesting 
that donors also face challenges in becoming equivalent ‘agents of trans-
formation,’ capable of harnessing the potential of faith communities 
to be transformative actors in the cause of international development. 
Interviews with officials at DFID in 2004–2005, for instance, revealed 
a significant divide between those keen to harness the moral energy of 
faith communities in support of the Millennium Development Goals, 
and those concerned at the erosion of DFID’s traditional secularism and 
the conceptual separation of the church and state on which it rested (see 
Clarke 2007). In the latter camp, some feared DFID entanglement in 
sectarian or divisive agendas. They argued that the faith identities of the 
poor should not be privileged over their other myriad identities, that the 
assertion of class or gender identities, for instance, holds more power to 
empower the poor. Some argued that faith is mixed up inextricably with 
culture and is difficult to isolate in any useful sense. Some argued that 
organised religion promotes social exclusion – that most world religions, 
for example, have played a critical role in the social encoding of male and 
female roles, to the detriment of women and girls. 

Many of these concerns are captured by the Nobel laureate and 
leading philosopher of development, Amartya Sen. A staunch secularist 
(influenced in significant part by the smouldering inter-religious conflicts 
of post-independence Indian history), Sen has railed against “religious 
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partitioning,” the religion-centred analysis of people and place (Sen 2006, 
p 60). “The effect,” he argues, 

of this religion-centred political approach, and of the institutional 
policies it has generated (with frequent pronouncements of the kind, 
to cite one example, “the government is meeting Muslim leaders in the 
next vital stage designed to cement a unite front”), has been to bolster 
and strengthen the voice of religious authorities while downgrading the 
importance of nonreligious institutions and movements (ibid, p 77).

There is no intrinsic reason, however, why engagement with faith groups 
and leaders should necessarily downgrade the importance of non-religious 
institutions and movements. The challenge for donors is to ensure that 
religious institutions, which are valued by the poor and which serve to 
link them to often-remote donor institutions, are not marginalised by 
a donor discourse, which is secular in character and imbued with an 
elaborate value system, difficult for groups of the poor to understand. 
In an elegant riposte to Sen, Kwame Antony Appiah writes of the urgent 
need for “ideas and institutions that will allow us to live together as the 
global tribe we have become” (Appiah 2006, p xiii). The son of an elder 
of the Methodist Church in Ghana, Appiah writes of society as a “shat-
tered mirror” in which “each shard reflects one part of a complex truth 
from its own particular angle” (ibid, p 8). “The result,” Appiah claims, 
“is that you will find parts of the truth everywhere and the whole truth 
nowhere,” and our biggest mistake, “to think that your little shard can 
reflect the whole” (ibid). But this over-arching challenge serves to frame 
a number of more specific, operational challenges. 

Codes of Conduct

One key challenge for donors and FBOs alike is to move beyond general 
pronouncements to specific and binding commitments of the form repre-
sented by the Codes of Conduct evident in other areas of development 
policy. The 1995 Red Cross Code of Conduct,5 for instance, governs the 
activities of non-governmental humanitarian agencies responding to both 
natural and man-made humanitarian crises.6 Significantly, four of the 
eight sponsors of the Code are faith-based agencies while four are secular, 
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symbolising the concrete nexus between faith-based and secular discourse 
in the context of humanitarian intervention. The Code places obligations 
on faith-based humanitarian agencies and on the secular-minded donors 
that provide much of their funding. Faith groups are enjoined to provide 
humanitarian aid in an impartial or non-discriminatory manner, ie on 
the basis of need and not creed. Parties commit that “We will not tie the 
promise, delivery or distribution of assistance to the embracing or accep-
tance of a particular political or religious creed.”7 Significantly, however, 
the Code does not prohibit the use of aid in furthering the proselytising 
objectives of organisations that combine evangelism, ie spreading the 
word of God and seeking converts to the faith, with humanitarian service. 

This concern, however, is addressed in an important document agreed 
in 2011 after protracted negotiations over five years between the World 
Council of Churches, the Pontifical Council for Religious Dialogue and 
the World Evangelical Alliance, three leading organisations representing 
the main strands of Western Christianity. In Christian Witness in a 
Multi-Religious World: Recommendations for Conduct (World Council of 
Churches et al, 2011), the parties place the concept of ‘Christian Witness’ 
at the heart of the traditional concept of ‘mission,’ the proclaiming of the 
gospel to others, providing a theological case for Christian organisations 
and their staff to work with people from other faiths on the basis of mutual 
respect. “Christians,” it argues, “should continue to build relationships 
of respect and trust with people of different religions so as to facilitate 
deeper mutual understanding, reconciliation and cooperation for the 
common good” (ibid, p 3).

Significantly, the document seeks to displace or to dilute the role of 
conversion in contemporary missionary activity, suggesting that conver-
sion is God’s work, not that of his servants. “Christians,” it argues, “affirm 
that while it is their responsibility to witness to Christ, conversion is 
ultimately the work of the Holy Spirit…They recognise that the Spirit 
blows where the Spirit wills in ways over which no human being has 
control” (ibid, p 2). In so doing, it addresses one of the central concerns 
of donor organisations which fund Christian FBOs, ie that public funds 
should not be used in support of conversions – but also an argument of 
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some missionary organisations, that it is difficult in practice to separate 
development from missionary activity. 

It also commits Christians to defending religious pluralism, and 
opposing religious persecution. “Where any religion is instrumentalised 
for political ends or where religious persecution occurs,” the document 
enjoins, “Christians are called to engage in prophetic witness denouncing 
such actions” (ibid, p 3). Here, the document supports a key principle of 
international human rights law (that everyone has the right to freedom 
of religion and to be free of coercion in the exercise of that right8), but it 
immerses organisations in political conflicts in the case of countries such 
as Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Egypt, where Christians and other religious 
minorities are persecuted or the target of violence.9 Some donors will be 
keen to take a stand on such issues, especially those working in fragile, 
‘crisis’ or conflict-affected states, where religion and culture are usually 
significant social variables, but others will shy away, viewing them as 
peripheral to their focus on poverty reduction in low income countries. 

The document warns against the abuse of power in Christian witness. 
It argues, for instance, that missionaries should not use ‘deception’ or 
‘coercive means’ in their missionary activity, addressing a concern in 
non-Christian societies that a tiny number of missionary organisations, 
primarily US-based, plant covert missionaries, hence damaging the repu-
tation of other missionaries. It also argues that missionaries should not 
exploit situations of poverty and should not provide material incentives, 
addressing a traditional concern among development practitioners about 
‘rice Christians,’ (ie people who convert to Christianity, often under pres-
sure, in return for material rewards such as food), or the instrumentalising 
of poor communities by missionary organisations. 

Many faith-based humanitarian agencies, however, remain unaware 
of their obligations under the 1995 Red Cross Code, much less this 
more recent document, so collectively they face significant challenges in 
internalising these new operational norms. Established development agen-
cies, representing the Catholic Church and the mainstream Protestant 
denominations, face fewer challenges, however, than organisations from 
the evangelical or Pentecostal traditions or from a variety of Christian 
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traditions (varying from country to country) which mix development 
work with evangelism. 

The DFID partnership principles 

The challenges facing faith groups and organisations in engaging with 
bilateral and multi-lateral donors are spelt out in another 2011 document, 
from the UK Department for International Development (DFID). Since 
the launch of the new faith and development discourse in 1997, DFID 
has been a prominent actor in its elaboration. Since then it has agreed 
framework contracts with Islamic Relief and World Vision, broadening 
its traditional engagement with mainstream Christian organisations 
such as Christian Aid and the Catholic Fund for Overseas Development 
(CAFOD); it has worked with UK faith groups to promote the Millen-
nium Developments Goals in the idioms of the major world faiths; 
encouraged multi-faith dialogue and partnerships; and funded a £5 
million research programme on religion and development between 2005 
and 2010. This contrasts with other European countries, where donors 
have faced greater political constraints in engaging with faith groups. 
In the Netherlands, for instance, a Knowledge Center on Religion and 
Development (KCRD) was established in 2006 by Protestant, Catholic, 
Muslim, and Hindu NGOs.10 It was established both to facilitate multi-
faith networking by, and knowledge exchange between, Dutch NGOs, 
and to create links between Dutch FBOs and the Directorate General 
for International Cooperation (DGIS, the development cooperation arm 
of the Dutch Foreign Ministry). To date, however, the Dutch KCRD 
has received no public funding and has no formal relationship with the 
DGIS. The Center facilitated some dialogue with DGIS staff during the 
Premiership of Jen Peter Balkenedde (2002–2010) but under the Premi-
ership of Mark Rutter (2010–2012), dialogue was difficult because of 
the coalition government’s dependency on support from Geert Wilders 
and the right-wing (and anti-immigrant) Party for Freedom. 

Following a change of government in the UK in 2010 (in which the 
centre-left Labour Party administration was replaced by a centre-right 
coalition between the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties), the 
new Secretary of State for International Development, Andrew Mitchell 
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(MP) established a Faith Partnership Principles Working Group in June 
2011, to establish a new modus vivendi between DFID and faith-based 
organisations seeking DFID funding. Although still not published, 
Partnership Principles: Working Effectively with faith groups to fight global 
poverty of November 2011 sets out three main principles, as follows: 

•	 transparency: faith groups, DFID and those working for them 
need to be open about their mission, beliefs, values, policies and 
practices;

•	 mutual recognition of the distinctive roles and contributions and 
added value of faith groups and DFID to development; and

•	 understanding of the complexity of faith in development and 
partnership with faith groups.

These principles challenge faith groups on a variety of fronts: to be frank 
about their beliefs and activities, to provide empirical proof of their 
contribution to development, and to understand, and respond positively 
to how they are perceived in development contexts. 

In turn, the document sets out a series of policy or thematic areas 
where these principles will be applied:

•	 building	a	common	understanding	of	faith	and	development;
•	 measuring	the	impact	of	faith	groups	through	research;	and
•	 working	with	difficult	areas:	agreeing	to	disagree.	

In turn, this commits both parties to further dialogue and partnership, 
to research undertaken jointly or individually, and to working together 
despite disagreements.

The struggle between secular and religious values

The faith-and-development interface, however, is also challenging for 
donors. Within individual donor organisations, staff is often opposed to 
entreaties to religious organisations or leaders, and levels of faith liter-
acy can be low, leaving many staff in relative ignorance of the complex 
relationships between faith and development. A more significant chal-
lenge for donors involves the funding relationship between themselves 
and their ‘partners.’ Donors channel significant volumes of funding 
through faith-based humanitarian and development organisations, and 
are therefore inclined to view them in instrumental terms, for instance, 
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as sub-contractors. They are often concerned, for example, to define how 
and where faith-based organisations add value or provide a distinctive 
counterpart to the activities of secular organisations. But they also seek 
to keep a close rein over faith-based organisations in direct receipt of 
funding, ensuring a close degree of policy convergence. This is sometimes 
a problem in the case of the leading Northern FBOs, with whom they 
have long-standing relationships, but it can also be a problem with the 
Southern partners of Northern FBOs, raising questions as to how far 
down the aid pipeline donor conditionality can apply. 

Donors, for instance often support the work of official development 
agencies of the Catholic Church, despite fundamental disagreements on 
such matters as the use of artificial contraception to strengthen the sexual 
and reproductive rights of women and to combat the spread of HIV and 
aids. But the relatively recent commitment to a rights-based approach 
to development (since roughly 2000) brings donors into new conflicts 
with Christian FBOs in the North, especially over gay rights. At its 
2010 General Assembly, for instance, the Norwegian Missionary Society 
(NMS), an organisation in receipt of funding from the Norwegian Agency 
for Development Cooperation (Norad), decided to deny permanent 
contracts to gay and lesbian staff in active relationships. Norad provides 
funding to NMS through Digni, an umbrella organisation of 18 church 
and missionary organisations involved in development work overseas. 
Norad contacted Digni after the decision and asked it to explain to NMS 
that the decision was incompatible with receipt of public funding, but 
Digni defended the right of NMS to maintain its own distinctive values. 
Norad backed down, and the NMS ban remains in place.11 

The issues here are sensitive and the challenges significant. The Red 
Cross Code of Conduct, for example, states that “donor[s]…should 
provide funding with a guarantee of operational independence;”12 as 
non-governmental humanitarian agencies (NGHAs) treat beneficiary 
communities impartially, so donors must treat NGHAs impartially. In 
addition, the Code states that donors must engage with NGHAs “in a 
spirit of partnership which respects the integrity and independence of 
all partners.”13 In engaging with faith-based organisations, however, this 
provides a particular challenge for secular-minded Nordic donors. 
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The Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) is 
the largest of the Nordic donors. It maintains framework agreements with 
15 civil society organisations – Swedish or with a significant presence in 
Sweden – including four Christian organisations: Diakonia (a joint agency 
of four mainstream Christian denominations), Svenska Missionrådet 
(Swedish Missionary Council), Svenska kyrkan (the Church of Sweden), 
and PMU Interlife (an agency of Swedish Pentecostal Churches). It also 
supports Northern FBOs through other funding streams and, indirectly, 
the work of Southern FBOs in Asia, Africa and Latin America. 

Sweden is both a secular and a democratic society, and Sida faces 
significant pressure from the public, the media, and from particular 
political parties to ensure that Swedish aid is used in a manner which is 
compatible with Swedish values. As a result, it has set out a number of 
expectations of its Northern and Southern partners, including FBOs. 
Faith-based organisations in receipt of Swedish funding, for instance, 
must be “rooted in democratic values.”14 They are also expected to abide 
by the Red Cross Code of Conduct, to avoid proselytising activity, and 
to refrain from opposing the sexual and reproductive rights of women, 
including the right to a safe abortion.15 

These concerns are illustrated by a dispute with one of its partners, 
which spread to its relations with Swedish FBOs. In November 2011, 
officials of the Swedish embassy in Rwanda contacted the local office 
of Norsk Folkehjelp (Norwegian Peoples Aid, NPA), expressing concern 
over the activities of the Rwandan Civil Society Platform (RCSP), and 
some of its members.16 Sida provided funding to RCSP and its members 
through NPA as part of the Public Policy Information Monitoring and 
Advocacy (PPIMA) programme, which Sida co-funded with the UK 
Department for International Development. In November 2011, the 
Rwandan Platform sent a letter to Rwandan President Paul Kagame, 
opposing draft legislation to liberalise Rwanda’s controversial anti-
abortion legislation.17 The proposed legislation reduced the maximum 
sentence for a woman convicted of procuring an abortion from 15 to 3 
years, and it introduced legal abortion in cases of rape, incest or danger 
to the life of the mother. Sida argued that Swedish funding to RSCP 
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and its members through NPA and the PPIMA programme could not be 
used to oppose international human rights standards to which Sweden 
was a party, including sexual and reproductive rights for women, and 
asked the Platform to refrain from opposing the proposed legislation. In 
March 2012, however, RSCP resumed its opposition to the legislation, 
posting oppositional statements on its website,18 while representatives of 
member organisations denounced it on radio programmes.

In April 2012, the row broadened, when Sida wrote to its framework 
agreement partners, noting its intention to introduce new contractual 
terms that required all organisations in recipient of Swedish public funds 
to refrain from opposing “Swedish values” and “international human 
rights,” seeking advice from partners of their experience of dealing with 
such opposition. Some framework partners, including FBOs, were 
concerned by the reference to the relatively opaque concept of “Swedish 
values,” rather than to policies or contractual terms.19 Who defines 
“Swedish values,” and how could framework partners be expected to 
enforce them all the way down complex aid pipelines, involving many 
layers of partnership or funding relationships? 

By May 2012, the Rwandan legislation had been passed, but the 
dispute remained on-going. Sida threatened to cut funding to RSCP 
and its members, unless agreement could be reached on future advocacy 
activities.20 At heart, the dispute involved a conflict between the values 
of international donors and those of some of their partners in develop-
ing countries, as much as between secular and religious values, and it 
involved organisations (NPA, the RSCP, and its members) which are 
not faith-based. Nevertheless, it illustrates the challenges that donors 
face in engaging with faith-based organisations that draw on distinctive 
religious and cultural value systems, and the particular challenge arising 
from an apparent chasm between human rights and religious discourses 
(even though religious groups have been important advocates of universal 
human rights standards). 

Conclusion

The chasm, of course, is far wider than that between donors and faith-
based organisations in the context of international development. In many 
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Northern countries, church and state are engaged in a difficult dialogue 
about contentious issues, such as gay marriage and the broader place 
of religious values in public policy, set against a debate about the place 
of plural value systems in multi-cultural societies. Organisations from 
other religious traditions, and from other cultural communities, are also 
important participants in these debates. But so, too, are the advocates of 
militant secularism, ie organisations and activists who argue that religion 
is irrational and that it exerts a malign influence on public policy. The 
resonance or back wash from these debates, however, can be magnified in 
the context of international development, where the number and diversity 
of countries, cultures, and organisational partners enhances the plurality 
of value systems, and the potential for conflict. 

Over the last 15 years, donors and faith-based organisations have 
staked out a common ground based on common objectives, such as the 
Millennium Development Goals and (most) universal human rights 
standards. European donors have partnerships with prominent Christian 
FBOs, which have strong historical resonance, and some donors, such as 
the DFID, have established strong links to non-Christian organisations, 
such as Islamic Relief. In developing countries, Christian FBOs are 
working with agencies from other religious traditions, and donors have 
funded programmes that bring organisations from different religious 
traditions into contact with each other. New Codes of Conduct or part-
nership principles provide a basis for developing such partnerships and 
for moving beyond the general principles of the faith and development 
interface, but as the examples above suggest, the faith and development 
interface remains a challenging one for donors. The danger, of course, is 
that donor control of the purse strings leads to an unequal dialogue, in 
which FBOs are treated in an instrumental way. Donors therefore need 
to tread carefully, and ensure that they abide by equivalent standards to 
those which they seek to enforce on aid recipients. Mutual respect and 
commitment to dialogue between donors and faith groups are, therefore, 
central pillars of the faith and development interface as it continues to 
develop, more than 15 years after it was first elaborated. 
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Notes

1. See p 11, footnote 2, of the ruling.

2. Under the ‘Mexico City Policy’ (66 FR 17303). 

3. Anonymous interview with World Bank official. 

4. Anonymous interviews with FBO representatives in the UK. 

5. The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
and NGOs in Disaster Relief, http://www.ifrc.org/Docs/idrl/I259EN.pdf

6. The later Sphere Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response 
incorporates the Red Cross Code of Conduct. See http://www.sphereproject.org/

7. Article 3, Red Cross Code. 

8. See, for instance, Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

9. The number of Christians is falling in a number of countries in North Africa, the 
Middle East and in parts of South Asia amid the rise of political Islam and of religious 
conflict. In Pakistan, for instance, the only Christian cabinet member in the country’s 
post-independence history, Shabaz Bhatti, was murdered in March 2011, in part because 
of his opposition to Pakistan’s controversial blasphemy laws, three months after the 
murder of the Governor of Punjab province, Salman Taseer. Taseer had also opposed the 
blasphemy laws and appealed for a pardon for a Christian woman, Asia Bibi, sentenced 
to death for allegedly insulting the Prophet Muhammad. 

10. Cf http://www.religion-and-development.nl/home 

11. Jørn Lemvik, General Secretary, Digni, communication with author.

12. Article 2, Annex II. 

13. Article 1, Annex III.

14. SIDA official Lena Ingelstam, quoted in Sida 2009, p 8.

15. Remarks by Carl-Johan Smedeby, Sida Civil Society Unit, “Faith in Civil Society: 
Religious Actors as Drivers of Change” Conference, University of Uppsala, 25 April 2012. 

16. The following paragraph is based on communication with Joakim Molander, Embassy 
of Sweden, Kigali.

17. For background on the controversy surrounding the reform of anti-abortion legisla-
tion in Rwanda, see the report “Conditioned legalization of abortion divides Rwandan 
society” from Radio Netherlands Worldwide published on 12 May, 2012: http://www.
rnw.nl/africa/article/conditioned-legalization-abortion-divides-rwandan-society (accessed 
October 15, 2012). The report notes, for instance, that an estimated 60,000 abortions 
are performed in Rwanda each year, with women’s lives endangered by the clandestine 
nature of the operations. 

18. See, for instance the following RSCP statement, dated 20 April 2012: http://www.
rcsprwanda.org/spip.php?article126 (accessed October 15, 2012).
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19. The letter was discussed in a session on religious vs secular values at the Uppsala 
conference (op cit), when one of the speakers, Sida’s Georg Andrén, was questioned by 
conference participants. 

20. Communication with Joakim Molander, Embassy of Sweden, Kigali, op cit. 
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