
1 Based on the WHO data from October 2012, between 1990 and 2011, the number of deaths caused by tubercu-
losis decreased by 41%.  http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs104/en/
2 The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and The Accra Agenda for Action
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/11/41/34428351.pdf
3 Istanbul CSO Development Effectiveness Principles http://www.cso-
effectiveness.org/IMG/pdf/final_istanbul_cso_development_effectiveness_principles_footnote_december_2010-2.pdf
4 Open Forum www.cso-effectiveness.org 
5 The importance of the Busan Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation is underlined by the fact that the
document represents a common vision and a joint commitment of not only the civil society and the governments of
traditional donor countries, but also of the governments of Russia, Brazil, India and China and representatives of the
private sector.  http://www.cso-effectiveness.org/IMG/pdf/outcome_document_-_final_en_-2.pdf
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1. Introduction
Throughout its history, international development assistance provided by govern-

ment institutions and non-governmental organisations has been criticised for its ineffective-
ness. Millions of dollars spent in the last fifty years on improving the people’s living stan-
dards in the Global South have not generated the expected prosperity and development.
Despite manifold achievements, for example, in the fight against diseases like tuberculo-
sis,1 the fact is that some mistaken political priorities, badly planned and inconsistently 
executed projects have raised doubts whether the funds provided by taxpayers and indi-
vidual donations have been used effectively. The pressure from the general public, aca-
demic and political elites and representatives of the non-governmental sector has pushed
the question of aid effectiveness into the foreground. As a result, international agreements
were signed to address the issue, for example the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness
(2005) and the Accra Agenda for Action (2008).2 These agreements have changed the pri-
orities of international development cooperation and introduced greater equality, coope-
ration and harmonisation into the donor-recipient relationship. The Istanbul CSO Deve-
lopment Effectiveness Principles (IP),3 which followed in 2010, have anchored these va-
lues and principles in the activities of civil society organisations.  

The Istanbul Principles contain eight core standards (respect for human rights, gen-
der equality, democratic ownership, environmental sustainability, transparency and
accountability, equitable partnerships, knowledge sharing and positive sustainable change).
They represent a summary of best practices and know-how for the use of non-governmen-
tal sector. Since their adoption by the delegates at the global initiative Open Forum,4 the
discussion on aid effectiveness has continued, as witnessed by the adoption of the Busan
Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation5 agreed upon at the 4th High Level
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6 In Slovakia, the term “Non-governmental development organizations” is frequently used and will be used in this
text; whether in full or in its abbreviated version “NGDOs”.
7 Application of the Istanbul Principles for CSO Development Effectiveness by Slovak NGOs (Analysis), December
2011 http://www.mvro.sk/sk/e-kniznica/category/2-publikacie
8 Several comprehensive databases are available as a source of information on codes of conduct on effectiveness and
ethics. They have been prepared by civil society organizations around the world such as One World Trust, whose
database is available here: http://www.oneworldtrust.org/csoproject/cso/initiatives/results/?loc=country&coun-
try=185 or an overview prepared by the Scottish Platform of development NGOs: 
http://www.nidos.org.uk/learning/ExamplesCodesGoodPractice2009.asp#ethicsandconduct
9 Dóchas Strategic Framework 2009-2015 http://www.dochas.ie/pages/resources/documents/Strategic_frame-
work_2009-2015.pdf
10 Dóchas Code of Conduct on Images and Messages
http://www.dochas.ie/Shared/Files/5/Images_and_Messages.pdf 
11 VENRO- Verhaltenskodex Transparentz, Organisationsführung und Kontrolle
http://www.venro.org/fileadmin/redaktion/dokumente/Dokumente-2011/Januar_2011/Kodex_Transparenz_v06.pdf
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Forum on Aid Effectiveness in Busan, South Korea (2011). Nonetheless, the Istanbul Prin-
ciples continue to serve as an important reference point and a stimulus for discussion about
effectiveness of civil society organisations engaged in development cooperation.6  This dis-
cussion is reinforced by the atmosphere of economic crisis in donor countries, accompa-
nied by a decline of available resources and an acute need to achieve the best results with
the least amount of money. NGO networks and platforms uniting development NGOs on
a regional and national level are the principal actors in the process of increasing effective-
ness of development NGOs. Not only can they draw on the knowledge and experience of
their members, but they can simultaneously introduce professional standards to increase
effectiveness – by means of capacity building or through establishment of various internal
mechanisms and tools.    

The Slovak NGDO Platform also adheres to the Istanbul Principles and initiated an
active discussion among its members on the effectiveness of development cooperation 
carried out by Slovak NGDOs. Based on the analysis of the adherence to the Istanbul Prin-
ciples prepared towards the end of 2011,7 further capacity building and better compliance
with the principles of transparency and democratic ownership were identified as the prin-
cipal needs. In an effort to move forward in the discussion on aid effectiveness, at the end
of 2012 the Slovak NGDO Platform carried out an opinion survey among its member
organisations to assess their views of the need of a Code on Effectiveness and Ethics. This
development in Slovakia reflects similar trends as in other European countries.  

2. Examples from abroad8

In its strategic plan for the years 2009-20159 the Irish Platform DÓCHAS committed
itself to improving the impact and quality of its members’ activities based on the expe-
riences of all parties involved. In an effort to fulfil this vision, in 2011, DÓCHAS officially
committed itself to the IP and began to formulate its own principles to serve as a basis for
quality standards adopted in the period 2011–2014. DÓCHAS currently has several codes
of conduct, including the Dóchas Code of Conduct on Images and Messages10 signed by
62 organizations responsible for monitoring compliance and adjustment making to the code. 

Already in 2010, the VENRO, Platform in Germany, adopted a Code of Conduct on
Transparency, Organization Management and Control11 following a years-long discussion
process with its members. Although this code of conduct does not explicitly refer to the IP,
to a large extent the ethical principles and professional standards contained within are
based on the same foundations and goals. In this document, the VENRO members com-
mit themselves to communicating clearly and openly about their successes and their cha-
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llenges as well as evaluate the impact of their projects according to the criteria of relevance,
feasibility, fairness and accuracy. 

The British Platform BOND, uniting 370 NGOs, supports and encourages greater
effectiveness of its network of organizations through various programmes. Through the so
called “Bond Health Check,”12 for example, organizations can check the effectiveness of
their performance in the areas of partnerships, programmes, external relations and moni-
toring. The “Bond Improve It Framework”13 is a useful tool for the Platform to measure and
present the results of its work and identify its strengths and weaknesses. Like many other
European platforms, Bond has also signed the Code of Conduct on Images and Messages14

prepared by CONCORD.15 This code of conduct was adopted in 2007 and applies not
only to non-governmental organizations but also to other institutions engaged in interna-
tional development, such as the media. The code of conduct serves as a guide for its sig-
natories to selecting appropriate materials in their communication strategies in a way that
preserves human dignity and integrity. 

In Hungary there were only a few initiatives in the past addressing the issue of CSO
effectiveness in the field of international development. The Hungarian platform HAND has
carried out a survey on CSO effectiveness among Hungarian development NGOs and its
findings will be summarised and published in the form of a study in the near future. Sur-
vey findings show that only few Hungarian NGOs are well versed in or even fami-
liar with the Istanbul Principles as such, however, all of them more or less consciously try
to live up to certain internal organisational principles, which are very much in line with
some of the IP. Almost every organisation recognises the need of starting a coordinated
common reflection on the aspects of effectiveness in their work. 

In 2012 the Polish platform GRUPA ZAGRANICA established a task force Code of
Conduct. The work of the task force reflects the Istanbul Principles and its aim is to update
and extend the Code of Conduct  agreed upon in 2001 (Guiding Principles of Polish Non-
governmental Organisations Working Abroad). Together with the Code of Conduct there
will be implementation tools and indicators to monitor its compliance.

In the Czech Republic, the discussion on the code of conduct on effectiveness led by
the Czech platform FoRS culminated in the adoption of the Code on Effectiveness16 in
2011 which contains direct references to the IP. This code of conduct is binding for both
members and observers and identifies several key rules that must be followed, such as
rejection of corrupt practices in project implementation and respect for human dignity. If
an organization fails to follow these rules, its membership in the platform will be suspen-
ded. The observance of the code of conduct is monitored every year through self-evalua-
ting questionnaires available to the organisations.

12 Bond Health Check http://www.bond.org.uk/pages/self-assessment-tool.html
13 Bond Improve It Framework http://www.bond.org.uk/pages/improveit.html
14 CONCORD Code of Conduct on Images and Messages http://www.deeep.org/images/stories/DARE/CodeofCon-
duct/code%20of%20conduct%20on%20messages%20and%20images.pdf
15 CONCORD – The European NGO confederation for relief and development http://www.concordeurope.org/
16 Code on Effectiveness FoRS http://fors.cz/user_files/kodex_efektivnosti_fors.pdf
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3. Survey methodology
The survey was carried out by the Slovak NGDO Platform with the aim to start up 

a process that would lead to creation and adoption of a common code on ethics and effec-
tiveness for its members. The information collected from the Platform members and
observers, their opinions, attitudes and problems will serve as a basis for gradual prepara-
tion of the content and procedures to be contained in such a code.  

26 out of 32 members and observers of the NGDO Platform participated in the sur-
vey.17 A semi-structured interview with representatives of particular organisations was used
as a primary method in this survey. Those who did not participate in the survey either could
not do so due to time constraints and inability to participate in the interview or they cu-
rrently do not have active projects in the field of development cooperation.  

The majority of the participants were directors and leading personnel of the depart-
ments responsible for international development cooperation or humanitarian assistance –
9 women and 17 men. Interviews were carried out in person and were recorded. The
average length of an interview was 45 minutes. Data collection took place in November
and December 2012. Answers given by the interviewees have not been modified in any
way and are reproduced authentically as provided by the respondents to demonstrate the
great variety of opinions.

4. Advances in the area of ethics and effectiveness since last year
In 2011, the NGDO Platform carried out a survey about the implementation of the

Istanbul Principles by its members and observers. 19 out of the total 26 respondents of the
current survey participated in the 2011 survey. The majority of the interviewees claim they
have not noticed significant changes in their activities in relation to the subject of the sur-
vey because they had already made significant efforts to implement these principles in the past.

“We’ve tried to follow these principles of effectiveness for a long time, so we cannot say
we’ve made a huge stride. Maybe in the area of synergies we try to cooperate more with
other organisations to achieve greater complementarity of our activities.”

Respondents who have reported some changes (5 respondents) mentioned they
have started to reflect more on their activities, communicate better with their partners and
focus more on capacity building of the partner organisations and creation of synergies.

5. Need for ethical rules and the shape of the future code
of conduct

All respondents who provided an answer to the question regarding the need for 
ethical rules formulated into a proposed code of conduct agreed that such rules are
unequivocally important (25 respondents).  Some organisations already have their own
codes but they also agree with the idea of having one that would apply to all members and
observers of the NGDO Platform, whereby the internal and the common codes of conduct
should not contradict each other.  
17 The participants of the survey included the following organisations: Academia Istropolitana Nova, ADRA,
C.A.R.D.O., CEEV Živica, Center for European Policy, People in Peril, Two Colour World, eRko, FAIRTRADE Slovakia,
Habitat for Humanity, Society Development Institute, Integra Foundation, Milan Šimeèka Foundation, Pontis Foun-
dation, NPOA, OESD, OZ Albert, PDCS, People in Need Slovak Republic, RC SFPA, SAVIO, Power of Development,
Caritas Slovakia, Slovak Centre for Communication and Development, Red Cross Slovakia, UNICEF Slovakia.
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“Our organisation has its own code of conduct but I suppose it is likely to be very si-
milar to the code proposed by the Platform; they would not exclude each other. It wouldn’t
be an issue for us to sign such a code.”

Only one respondent asked whether such a code had any meaning.

“I’d need to know what the reason is for us to be discussing a creation of some code of con-
duct; whether there have been some incidents or cases that have necessitated such a dis-
cussion. (…) I’m not yet entirely convinced that we need such a code.”

The greatest concern present among the different respondents was related to the
possible time and financial burden the code would bring to its future signatories. 

“I don’t think organisations should be given additional duties to demonstrate their com-
pliance with the code’s indicators. It would seem to impose a rather heavy burden, parti-
cularly in terms of time.” 

“If organisations were to be punished for not submitting reports about their activities and
how they’re integrating the code of conduct into them, the Platform would probably lose a
lot of its members.”

Some respondents expressed the view that the code of conduct should not substi-
tute for something already in use, for instance, in relation to corruption. 

“To me, this seems superfluous. This code of conduct should deal with things which are not
dealt with by law. Things related to morality.”

“The Slovak Republic has its laws and judiciary bodies to turn to in case of discovering 
corruption practices.”

Most of the respondents inclined to the idea of a simple code of conduct which
would not be restrictive but, rather, a list of basic principles. The possibility of creating a
“manual” to the code containing specific examples and situations was positively wel-
comed. Some respondents argued such a manual would fulfil an important learning func-
tion of the code, allowing organisations to move forward. However, opinions on this differed:

“We are people, who need a whip to make sure we move forward.”

“Organisations are sufficiently mature not to need a whip. Such a whip to discipline the
work of NGOs is demoralising.”

The representatives of the different organisations clearly differed in their views on
whether the code should be binding or have a purely advisory character. A tight majo-
rity of them preferred the option of a code as a set of recommendations, acting as a sort
of moral standard. 

“The code should be advisory in nature. The member group of the Platform is well integra-
ted and based on mutual trust.”

Others believe that if the code is not binding and enforceable, it will become useless. 

“Its future shape is connected with the status of the Platform – if the Platform is to be an
elite club of organisations, it is necessary [for the code] to be enforceable.”

/ 5
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6. Code of Conduct on Images and Messages: 
a good beginning or an empty document?

The Code of Conduct on Images and Messages was put together by NGOs united
under CONCORD in 2006. It was adopted the following year. The aim of the code is to
prevent stereotypes when photographic images and information about project activities
and the situation in developing countries is shared with the public. This reflects the
demand for respect for human dignity when situations of poverty are depicted. The code
provides a summary of core principles to help its signatories communicate their pro-
grammes and values in a coherent and balanced way.

The Slovak NGDO Platform signed this code of conduct in 2010 and encouraged its
members to do the same. Only 8 of its member organisations have signed the code until
now. The majority of NGDOs aware of this code might not have signed it but, according
to their own statements, agree with it, adhere to its principles and consider its content
highly important. They believe that a truthful presentation of the reality in developing coun-
tries to the audience in the donor states is a significant part of development cooperation.

“We tend to imagine a cracked up soil, a dead camel and impoverished people – this is a
typical Slovak view of Africa. Our society also has to see a different picture – there are 
plenty of green plantations, avocadoes and bananas.”

The most frequently cited reasons for not signing the code of conduct by the majo-
rity of Slovak NGDOs are: time constraints, other priorities or internal processes required
for becoming a signatory of such a document. The respondents also note that the princi-
ples of the code are sometimes unconsciously violated or not fully respected.

“We work in the area of education in (...). We take some photos together but we don’t real-
ly think about asking permission to publish photos even if they have their faces on them.”

“At various conferences and seminars in Slovakia, they also take out the cameras without
asking the participants if it’s OK to take photos of them (…) this is also an issue of respec-
ting human rights, we have to be careful about these things, too. We shouldn’t apply the
rules at one place and ignore them elsewhere.” 

Only one respondent claimed unable to identify with the content of the code.

“I don’t identify myself with this; it sometimes prevents us from showing the reality.”

Some respondents did not realise they were supposed to sign the code individually
for their organisation.  Overall, they do not think the provision of information on the code
of conduct and its importance has been sufficient. 

“There’s no pressure from the public; we have never been asked whether we have signed the
code.”

“Though we knew about the code, we didn’t consider dealing with it because there was no
call for concrete action – what to do about it.”

The current discussion on this issue among the wider public, combined with a sys-
tematic effort to promote the code of conduct and present it to the public and potential
donors could lead to a greater success of the envisaged code on ethics and effectiveness of

uvodny dokument 013 en ethic.qxp  18.2.2013  17:38  Page 7



the NGDO Platform. Creation of a specific “brand” recognisable by the public in a po-
sitive way was considered by the majority of the organisations as a suitable form of
motivation for the members to sign the code.  

„... if it’s signed, [we] will gradually be presented as a club of organisations that do develop-
ment in the right way. And this will give us the desired prestige.”

7. Content of the future code of conduct
and its link with the Istanbul Principles 

In one part of the interview, the respondents were asked to identify in detail the
extent to which the particular Istanbul Principles should be integrated into the future code
and which specific topics they considered to be most important. The vast majority of the
interviewees appreciated the importance of the IP (such as human rights-based approach,
environment, transparency, equitable partnerships and sustainability) and supported their
inclusion in the code of conduct. However, opinions differed as to the specific principles: 

“Corruption and transparency are probably the most fundamental principles; but the others
also appeal to me. Organisations mustn’t a priori act against human rights and human dig-
nity [for example]. They should adopt the other principles as well.”

“The most important points are probably sustainability and sharing know-how because the
other principles are naturally part of the organisations themselves.”

“The question is what the code of conduct is supposed to influence. This code should not
interfere with the decisions of the organisations themselves. On the other hand, it should be
innovative with respect to the current state of affairs and should have the potential to 
support the development of all…” 

“Maybe it is important to set up the code of conduct in a more general way; not only
focused on development cooperation, but, rather, a kind of a code on effectiveness and
transparency with respect to dissemination of information about projects that in one way or
another deal with development but also those ones not necessarily implemented in deve-
loping countries. In other words, [there should be] a set of general rules, especially on the
issue of efficient use of resources.” 

“…[we should] place all these principles on one level. There shouldn’t be a scale from 1 to
5, placing something at the “top”, they should all have the same weight. Each principle
should be made into a kind of “generally binding rule” that will be reflected in the projects.
Yet, at the same time, we shouldn’t take this dogmatically.”

“Some things can be grasped very clearly. Specific indicators have to be there; the rest can
be blabber, I could live with that. But let it not be 100% blabber, because otherwise the
code will lose any meaning.”

The example we referred to is the Code on Effectiveness adopted by the Czech plat-
form FoRS. It is based on the IP and each principle is connected to indicators, some of
which are defined as key indicators and their breach can lead to suspension of member-
ship of the given organisation. 

“Maybe the effort is good, but we also have to be flexible. Difficult situations may occur and
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it shouldn’t be said we haven’t fulfilled key indicators – the code has to be based on real life
experience.”

Following a longer reflection, the opinions began to differ and the majority of the
respondents described the principles of the FoRS Code on Effectiveness as vague. 

“I expected our Czech colleagues to produce a flawless piece of work but these cannot po-
ssibly be called indicators. These things are formulated in a way of “let’s not offend anyone”
and “everyone stays clean”. Basically, if it didn’t exist, there’d be no loss.”

For this reason, the respondents recommended setting up specific criteria to ensure
a clear and unambiguous interpretation of specific terms. This would help avoid a conflict
of opinions with regard to their specific content (e.g. what exactly “human rights-based
approach” means). It would also be easier to monitor adherence to these principles. 

“Even though we do the same thing, we don’t all do it the same way.” 

“It’s crucial to have a clear explanation of what the specific terms mean. If organisations
don’t know what this or that means, they won’t promote it.”

Unfortunately, the respondents could not yet imagine what the specific content
would be and were not able to adopt a more technical position on it. 

“In theory, underneath a veil of ethics and effectiveness, we can talk about all these things
we will not do; but who will judge where the boundaries lie? We’re entering into an area
where we can be ambitious but it doesn’t have to work out like that in reality.”

Two respondents pointed out the difference between ethics and effectiveness:
“It can be problematic to mix ethics and effectiveness; creation of a code on ethics follows
different principles. I don’t know whether there can be a code on effectiveness given that
every organisation has its own measure and what I consider to be very effective, a different
organisation can find it ineffective. The real effort is to create something more complex than
merely follow the Czech example.”

Answers to the open question, “What, in your view, should such a code of conduct
contain?” have generally included the following:
“...the principle of humanity, non-discrimination, independence, humaneness, apolitical
approach.” 

“It should contain 3 areas – conflict of interests at the level of decision-making and imple-
mentation; dealing with conflict and misunderstanding; the meaning of transparency and
accountability – we don’t have a Slovak expression for ‘accountability‘.”

“Each organisation should, first of all, try to improve the situation in its area of operation. If
improvement is not possible, at least it should not make things worse – [it should] maintain
the status quo but never make things worse.” 

“It should specify that we help everyone regardless of race, gender, anyone in need.”
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7.1. Human rights-based approach, emphasis on human dignity, iden-
tifying and resolving root causes of problems, empowerment of people
in recipient countries, gender sensitivity (IP no. 1, 2, 3)

The vast majority of the respondents commented it would be good and fitting to
include these principles in the code of conduct. On the other hand, some thought it impos-
sible to specify them. The majority wished to see these principles only as recommendations. 

“I very much like the human rights-based approach, but, in the first place, it’s impor-
tant to sit down as members of the Platform and talk about what a rights-based approach
is. Because not all of us know it and projects implemented in developing countries can de-
viate far from this approach. First we need to learn how to do it and then we can set stan-
dards for ourselves.”

With regard to gender sensitivity, an interesting opinion was voiced:
“In the last 1 or 2 years, our partners have been telling us that the focus on women has been
pushed so far that men are becoming an endangered species. In some areas, they can’t po-
ssibly get any projects because there’s a huge number of projects to support girls and
women. It’s important to bear in mind how this could potentially limit us in terms of diver-
sity. We should select principles that are important for all and will not restrict any group. On
the other hand, it’s important not to define things too specifically and restrictively, as it could
lose meaning if that was the case.”

“Artificially driving women and men [to work] together might not be that beneficial.”

About four respondents have expressed a similar view, pointing out the dangers of
too much emphasis on gender sensitivity and women’s empowerment. They believe it is
important to bear in mind the cultural traditions of the country or region. The respondents
also reflected on where the boundaries are in terms of respecting local cultures.

“I remember a presentation by Canadians who funded a project in India [encouraging
women’s empowerment]. They managed to “empower” women so much that they all got
divorced and became unhappy. A project has to be voluntarily absorbed by the environ-
ment; it mustn’t be forced on anyone.” 

The respondents believe there is a need for discussion on what values with respect
to religious and cultural differences should be anchored in the code of conduct. 

“…so that in development cooperation, there aren’t things related to spreading religion
through development projects. Development cooperation means that our religion, our cul-
tural values mustn’t be implemented under a veil of development assistance or humanism
into other cultures: for instance, proliferating campaigns stating that contraception is bad in
Africa – where there’s AIDS, it’s unacceptable to implement these kinds of religious views.”

7.2. Environment, climate change and global responsibility (IP no. 4) 

The majority of the respondents welcomed the possibility to include this principle in
the code; yet, at the same time, they do not consider it to be a key one. They find it impal-
pable and vague and they could not imagine how it could apply in practice. A few respon-
dents commented they would not dare to work out the specific implementation of this
principle given that “even the World Bank has not yet managed to deal with this.” A large
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majority agrees it would be good to have this point in the form of a recommendation rather
than a rule. In other words, it should be defined in general terms and without sanctions.   

“For me, this one is impalpable. We deal with the environment but I wouldn’t dare to con-
struct 5 indicators. I think this is a major challenge.”

“I think this should be one of the goals of every organisation.”

“This is a cross-cutting theme which we should regard in all our activities, also those in Slo-
vakia – reduce the use of paper, save our resources. We should do similarly in developing
countries even though it is more difficult given that it would involve a change of people’s
perceptions and attitudes. It’s a longer journey but these principles are already included in
all our projects.”

“In my view, the environment and climate change play an instrumental role. It’s not just
about protecting the environment for its own sake but protecting it in order not to destroy
ourselves.”

The issue of climate change, some respondents stated that we might have a very ra-
dical approach which, however, at the end of the day might be completely unrealistic given
that we cannot influence global developments and can only appeal for a solution to the
consequences of climate change.  

“Perhaps there should always be a view- from a short- and long-term perspective- about the
extent to which we contribute to creating further problems related to climate change,
increase in average temperature, etc. We would do better to look for a proportionate and
sensitive approach. The code of conduct should mention that organisations should analyze
to what extent they contribute to creating problems related to the environment.”

For this reason, one respondent recommended “extending this principle to include
sustainable development, especially sustainability at the community level, sustainability of
traditional links in the communities, maybe also in the search for local leaders.” 

With regard to the issue of global responsibility, a comment was made that we should
not talk about global responsibility but, rather, local responsibility, so that the “global” is not
an obstacle on the local level. 

“In some cases, global schemes are binding to such an extent that they might even pose an
obstacle to a reasonable project on the local level.”

7.3. Transparency, responsibility to donors and recipients (IP no. 5)

The meaning of this principle was perceived to be the most unequivocal and most of
the respondents had a clear idea of what it contains. Vast majority of them described it as
absolutely crucial. Even opponents of strict rules and sanctions acknowledged the possibi-
lity of introducing them in relation to this principle.

“If an NGO isn’t capable of observing the fundamental rule for the work of NGOs, I wouldn’t
even trust them. Transparency is a fundamental requirement in the third sector. Precisely the
organisations that are part of the Platform and committed to the ideas of internatio-
nal development should be at the forefront of promoting transparency and effectiveness.”

“It’s only when we’re able to show what we’ve done with the money that we’re able to
apply for more.” 
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Most often, transparency was connected to regular publication of annual reports,
basic information on activities, audits, transparent use of resources, publication of informa-
tion on the internet, etc. At the same time, however, the respondents repeatedly raised the
need for a specific definition, for instance, of what these principles really demand, what
specific basic information is supposed to be published and in how much detail.  

An idea was voiced “to create some kind of a contact point at the Platform or in spe-
cific organisations to which anyone could turn to look for information on how and where
funds were used.” 

The respondents think it is important to define specific transparency-related control
mechanisms, “even though, in some cases, it is difficult to control some things, like corruption.”

“We have to discuss the existence of some kind of control. We simply can’t do without one.” 

“[For example], setting up rules for a transparent publication of project information and
funds on websites and in annual reports." 

“At least we should set up something on how information should be published on the orga-
nisations’ websites; so that there’s a unified way of doing it and we avoid a situation in which
signatories of the code don’t have mechanisms in place to check from the information on
their website whether they are complying with the rules or not. Every organisation that
adopts the code of conduct should also pledge to do its utmost to make sure that the infor-
mation is easily accessible.” 

“Some organisations are lazy to publish documents they’re not obliged to.”

“Based on the contracts we have with our donors we’re obliged and required to provide evi-
dence for how we spend the money, for example, from SlovakAid. The code of conduct
should include something that would ensure individual donors an easy access to informa-
tion on how their money was used – it’s, after all, their right.”

One civic association commented: “We’re a civic association that’s not obliged to
submit annual reports and we can’t imagine where we’d find time for that – this isn’t sui-
table for us.” 

Signing the principle of transparency is perceived by the majority of the respondents
as particularly important in relation to the donors and the public. 

The answer to the question: “What should organisations avoid at all costs?” was
unequivocal – corruption. All of the respondents categorically rejected corruption, prima-
rily in Slovakia where it should never take place; but some remarked that avoiding corrup-
tion on the ground in developing countries might be more difficult, especially if there is
pressure to follow the project  time schedule. In some cases, corruption might even be part
of adjusting to the local culture.  

The following examples were mentioned:
“The question is how to avoid corruption in Africa given that it’s so common. And provided
that we want to stick to the time schedule and if the given person plays a key part in the
project – it’s a tough decision whether to give them a bribe or not.”

“Corruption? Yes, it’s a problem but there are other rules and regulations on the ground: if
the bridge belongs to the rebels you have to pay to cross.” 
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“We can see this in our projects when a key person in the project demands a high salary or
a fee for facilitating something important. Sometimes you don’t have a choice if you don’t
have anyone else to do the role and you give in. We encounter this all the time; for exam-
ple, when we were buying some land in (…) or registering the organisation in one of the
African countries.”

“Sometimes you don’t even know whether it’s corruption or not. We work in (…) and deli-
ver material from (…). Part of this are the so called “road blocks” – a piece of string across
the road indicating you must stop, and a guy with a semi-automatic. Usually if we use a per-
sonal vehicle, they let us through but if we take the truck, they ask for something. But you
don’t even know if it’s an official check or if it’s just someone who wants some money in his
pocket. These kinds of things should be differentiated and defined.”

“Unfortunately, there’s corruption in recipient countries. I’ve often chosen to go against it
and, of course, everything was prolonged by three months. This might be something other
organisations aren’t willing to face or sometimes don’t even have the option to. We should
definitely not be supportive of corruption and should fight against corruption and manipu-
lation; but, honestly, I don’t know how this should be formulated… It often comes with the per-
son – if you don’t think it’s good, you simply won’t do it.”

Three respondents argued for the inclusion of a principle that an organisation should
not be financed from sources or corporations that disrespect human rights or do not abide by them.

“The code should be principle-based in nature. It should contain rules we should never
breach – behaviours that make an organisation untrustworthy as well as association with
untrustworthy people and groups.”

“It’s not only in development projects that we should be asking what the purpose of the
project was and what it was for. Yes, [we should] monitor effectiveness, but in complete
agreement with the fact that purpose plays the dominant role.” 

7.4. Equitable partnerships, mutual learning, sharing of know-how,
participation of all actors in development (IP no. 6 and 7)

Based on the respondents’ answers, it is the aim of each of the organisations to estab-
lish partnerships based on mutual respect and integrity. They also try to share the entire
project documentation with their partners. As to the issue of sharing know-how, however,
the opinions differed: 
“I don’t know if this should be made a requirement. Certainly, some might object that they
have their know-how and no-one can force them to share it. This should definitely not be
made into a “hard” indicator. In this area, I’d rather put something in about looking for sy-
nergies. It should be about mutual benefit rather than obligation.”

“There’s the well-known competition and fight for funding. I can’t imagine sharing know-
how in Slovakia.”

“If you imagine organisation X that applies for a grant together with organisation Y and it’s
given to organisation Y for the same region, it’s entirely clear that organisation X will not give
you the know-how. If you get it in that they must share it, I’ll sign it.”

For some respondents, these principles were linked with competition. Reactions to
this phenomenon varied: 
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“It should be a part of the code that there shouldn’t be competition among organisations.
They should be willing to cooperate. This should be supported by discussion: if someone
applies for a project in an area where they haven’t worked before, it should be considered
whether someone is already active there and if so, connection should be established with
that organisation instead of the two going against each other.”

“Organisations don’t cooperate with each other even though they are members of the same
Platform. We only manage to cooperate with […] which is linked to the fact we share the
same values. I’m a strong advocate of cooperation among organisations and, therefore, I
think it should be part of the code of conduct. I even think it should be a duty of the Plat-
form members. It’s to do with the fact that there shouldn’t be competition where the idea
is to help. Organisations should not compete against each other but should help each other
instead.”

“There are things that are possible to share and, of course, there are specifics which, 
I believe, not every organisation would reveal. Here in Slovakia, there’s a palpable sense of
competition which is perhaps a shame because it would perhaps be better if our strengths
and resources could join.”

The majority perceived this principle as a recommendation that should not have 
a binding character and organisations disobeying it should not be suspended. 

“I consider these principles to belong to the realm of good manners.”

Organisations find it appropriate to help each other on the ground even though they
still compete against each other in applying for the same funding. Largely, they cannot con-
cretely imagine how they would share their know-how with other Slovak organisations.
Yet, in principle, they would not have such a problem with it. 

“We don’t have a problem to share all the information we have and also the resources with
partners… That cooperation is a lot better and so are the results.” 

“Maybe there should be a specific principle about engaging and putting a greater emphasis
on the local partners’ know-how; a movement from transferring know-how from the North
to the South. It should be about knowledge sharing that would challenge the paternalistic
attitude of “we have the know-how which we transfer to others and we are the ones who
move countries towards civilisation”. Basically, it’s all related to the dignity of the human
person and I think it’s important to link one of these principles with the code of conduct
on images. It’s important to recognise the potential also in this case and not to go into
development cooperation from a position of superiority.”

7.5. Sustainability of results, responsibility for the impact of activities
(IP no. 8)

Responsibility for results was perceived as a self-evident principle, but sustainability
was seen by the respondents as more complicated and more difficult to measure.   

“It’s probably the most important principle. When we go into a given country it’s because
we want to do something there. [And not that we] leave after 12 months... and it’s all over
and done with.” 
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“We should all take the responsibility for the results of our work. Sustainability is perhaps
more difficult, but I think it’s possible to speak about it in the short term. In my view, if every-
one takes up their own responsibility in the society, then it’s about sustainability.” 

This principle resonated with the respondents also in relation to funding issues,
whereby the different NGDOs engaged in a discussion about the question: who will ensure
that the project continues? Many still shift the responsibility for sustainability onto the donor
and do not want to accept it as their own.

“We try to maintain the results but if we don’t have funding from donors we, as a non-pro-
fit, can’t do anything. Nonetheless, we commit ourselves to this already in our projects, so
we don’t have to double the commitment.”

“From my perspective, this is an unenforceable principle. The majority of the things are rela-
ted to grants and don’t have a chance to earn money for themselves. For example, we carry
out education of teachers but if, after two years, we don’t have the grant anymore, it’s not
possible for us to sustain this. We don’t have the money for food, lodging. This is why I
wouldn’t sign it. I couldn’t commit to the project’s sustainability because the majority of
development assistance is based on grants; it’s not based on building up a self-sustaining
project. Those ones are very few.” 

The extent to which NGDOs might be able to grasp this in the future code of con-
duct is questionable despite the fact they have to comment on this in every project evalu-
ation. The majority agreed that the principle could be adopted to the same extent it is
adopted in the Czech code.18 Yet, they recommended avoiding too strict definitions of
these principles and the imposition of sanctions. In general, this principle is perceived as a
positive initiative but it is crucial to engage in a discussion on it.

“This principle should definitely be contained in the code of conduct. Because if we improve
someone’s quality of life in the short term and then leave them alone, we can cause more
harm than good. For instance, if someone is used to having 1 dollar a day and you come and
increase it to 4 and they change their way of getting food etc., and you leave and they stay
in this new set-up, they can’t find their way around anymore; they can feel traumatised. So,
it’s important to include this in the code.”

8. Conclusions and recommendations for the Slovak NGDO
Platform 

Findings:
– The majority of the Platform members and observers agreed there is a need for a com-
mon code on ethics and effectiveness.
– The NGDOs perceive a need for an expert as well as a wider public discussion on the
topics of ethics and effectiveness of development work.

Recommendation 1: To start a public discussion among professionals as well as the lay
public on particular topics related to the IP. This discussion has to become part of the
process of the code creation.
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18 “Members and observers of FoRS are responsible for positive and negative, planned and unplanned impact of
their development interventions and other activities on the situation of target groups and other development actors.
They accept their share of responsibility for sustainability of positive impact and they are interested in the life and
attitudes of the target groups even after the end of their projects. They also support sustainability of the develop-
ment of local communities through helping them limit environmental pollution and support them in preserving 
bio-diversity.”

uvodny dokument 013 en ethic.qxp  18.2.2013  17:38  Page 15



Recommendation 2: To actively work on raising awareness of the Platform’s name and
informing the wider public about quality standards in development cooperation. 

Findings:
– The NDGOs share a widespread sense that there is a lack of clear definition of principles
and terms related to them.

Recommendation 3: As part of the technical discussion, education events aimed to cla-
rify thematic areas in which Slovak actors consider themselves insufficiently informed
should continue; for example in relation to the following: human rights-based approach to
development, climate change and its impact on poverty, sustainability of results of deve-
lopment interventions, etc. 
Recommendation 4: A manual should be created alongside the code of conduct,
explaining specific principles and procedures. 

Findings:
– There is no agreement about sanctions and how strict the code should be.
– Some have raised concerns that some rules can bind the organisations and hinder them
in their work. 

Recommendation 5: The process of the code creation should be scheduled to include
several steps, beginning with a series of recommendations and gradually moving towards
procedures and possible sanctions.

Findings:
– Transparency and responsibility are principles that cause the least amount of controversy
and almost everyone identifies with them. 
– Principles least well understood by the Slovak NGDOs are: sharing know-how, mutual
learning and equitable partnerships. 

Recommendation 6: The code should be based on the principles that generate a con-
sensus. They should gradually be extended by those ones which in Slovakia may be per-
ceived as more controversial and require a longer discussion and technical preparation. 

The NGDO Platform and the authors of this report would like to thank everyone who has
shared their opinions and views and thus contributed to making the report rich and com-
prehensive. 
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