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Abstract
Underdevelopment and poverty are causes for concern, towards the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), particularly in the Global South. In most developing countries donor-funded projects through non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) accompany governments’ quest to achieve development through poverty reduction initiatives. 
However, the sustainability of these donor-funded projects in developing minority communities remains questionable. 
As such, this research evaluates the sustainability of donor-funded projects in developing remote-minority Tonga com-
munities of Zimbabwe in pursuit of the SDGs. The research adopted a descriptive survey design triangulating quantitative 
and qualitative data collection techniques. Ten percent (805) of the total households (8053) in four wards of Binga District 
(Siabuwa Ward 23, Pashu Ward 19, Kabuba Ward 17, and Kani Ward 24) were selected to participate in this study. Findings 
indicated that there are various projects (food aid, water and sanitation, monetary aid, and climate change resilience) 
undertaken by NGOs in Binga District. There was a slight change in household socio-economic development since the 
operation of NGOs in the district and challenges were witnessed after donor-assistance withdrawal. This resulted in the 
stagnancy or collapse of some projects which affected the development of the Tonga minority community. There is an 
inadequate understanding of the livelihoods of the poor in Binga District due to a lack of adequate needs assessments, 
hence the need for participatory grassroots development approaches. Lack of development in Binga District, despite the 
various donor-funded projects operating in the area, is an indicator that the projects are insufficient and ineffective to 
deal with underdevelopment in this district. The paper recommends a shift in approaches used by both NGOs and the 
government to ensure sustainability in donor-funded projects to develop minority communities and help the govern-
ment in its efforts to attain Vision 2030 and the SDGs.

Keywords  Project sustainability · Development · Sustainable Development Goals · Tonga minority communities · 
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1  Introduction

Soon after independence, many African countries depended on material, financial, institutional, and technical support 
from the developed world to map their route towards development. The growing concern to assist in the process 
of rural development for Global South nations resulted in the mushrooming of non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), international development agencies (IDAs), and numerous donor-funded project interventions [13, 24, 31, 36]. 
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This NGO movement saw an intense flow in the 1990s, as a plethora of global donors supported rural development 
inventiveness within the African continent [5, 8]. Despite the varying statements and vision of intent, these donors 
commonly united on the need to reduce poverty levels, particularly for the poor, susceptible, and rural communities. 
International donors channelled resources either directly through local NGOs or in most cases, through government-
specialised agencies by way of programs and projects [5, 14, 31, 36]. Thus, donor funding played an imperative role 
in this respect as it was considered as an effective channel for development in Africa.

For more than three decades, African nations have been targeted for donor-funded projects in many sectors com-
prising agriculture, community and social development, public health, infrastructural development and education 
[2, 3]. However, a lot of concerns have been noted in policy and scientific spheres despite the importance associated 
with donor-funded projects. For example, issues of project sustainability and impact have always been concerning 
[13, 27, 28, 31] as there are substantial restrictions to the capability of national governments to prolong community 
development. Globally, there have been various modifications in the socio-economic environment of countries, with 
immense increases in the degree to which national policies are embracing the system of sustainability. In 2015 world 
leaders agreed to combat extreme poverty, hunger, and disease through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
[43]. Sustainable development strives to achieve a balance between the environment, society, and the economy. It 
presumes that developmental endeavours (projects in this situation) must be executed in a way that the benefits 
are realised by future generations [23, 44]. Restrictions on revenue-raising have appeared as an obstruction to com-
munity development and sustainability, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa. Therefore, international development 
organisations arose as vital actors specifically in interim sectorial and infrastructure project lending, with emphasis 
on the application of sustainability principles in community development projects and programs [5–7, 17].

In pursuit of measures for developmental hitches affecting the African continent, the donor community has 
regarded NGOs as an essential agency for empowering people thereby leading more sustainable and effective local 
development services than those endorsed by the state [7]. This comes from the fact that the government has been 
futile in catering for the well-being of its people [8, 21]. The prompt growth of NGOs in the preceding decades has 
been known as ‘an imperative occurrence which has impacts on the development prospects of poor people [6]. The 
term NGOs has been extensively debated. Some define NGOs as part of the ‘aid industry’, others as vehicles for trans-
ferring external aid, others as part of grassroots community organising, and yet others as service contractors [12, 17, 
25]. However, there is substantial uncertainty on how these intentions can be accomplished practically [19]. One of 
the aims of NGOs as agents of change is development and it has gained a lot of attention from both the developing 
and developed nations. A lot of money is donated each year to alleviate poverty to achieve development, however, 
very little is achieved. Many Global South nations have encompassed the intervention of NGOs as an option for pov-
erty alleviation [7]. However, the approaches used are encountering sustainability challenges hence there is a need 
to direct attention to what must be done to attain sustainability.

NGOs in Zimbabwe can be observed as agents to enhance the means of combatting poverty, especially in devel-
opment discourse and service provision leaning towards developing tools and skills for strengthening society [7, 
11, 15, 25]. In Zimbabwe, NGOs have been extensively considered as drivers of socio-economic change in several 
poor rural communities. However, the sustainability of donor-funded projects remains questionable considering 
that most communities, particularly the minority communities, remain underdeveloped even after participating in 
the projects. Their impact has long been interrogated by the government, as they were blamed for being ‘agents’ of 
Western colonialism masquerading under the ‘mask’ of development aid [27].

Zimbabwe introduced a new long-term development blueprint (Vision 2030) in a bid to achieve an Upper Middle 
Income Economy by 2030 [28]. To achieve this, it also introduced National Development Strategy 1 which is a 5-year 
medium-term plan meant to realise the country’s Vision 2030 while concurrently addressing the global ambitions of 
the SDGs. It is crucial to find out whether minority communities are also on the path to achieving these set goals and 
the country’s vision, particularly through donor-funded projects since they have been marginalised in many devel-
opment sectors. Non-governmental rural development organisations have been operating in Zimbabwe for several 
decades [34]. However, their operation was reduced during the fast-track land reform programme in the 1990s and 
Economic Structural Adjustment Programs that exacerbated the economic crisis and repelled donor funding [27, 34]. 
The creation of the Government of National Unity in 2009 ensured economic and political stability, halting inflation 
and economic growth, which then attracted donor funding and the implementation of many donor-funded projects 
[27]. This research, therefore, considers these two periods, that is, before the operation of NGOs (1990 to 2008) and 
after the operation of NGOs (2009 to 2022).
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Binga District is well recognised for its adverse climatic conditions making it a poverty-prone area [26, 25]. Although 
Binga is considered one of the poorest areas in Zimbabwe, it is endowed with natural resources like the hot springs, wild 
animals, water of the Zambezi River, and timber [25]. Efforts by donor organisations to empower and develop Binga rural 
communities are proving to be unfruitful as people’s livelihoods are showing slight or no progress despite the efforts 
put in place. There seems to be a missing link between the formulation and implementation of these projects and the 
concept of community empowerment since the projects would, from time to time, display signs of lacking sustainabil-
ity, which hampers communities in their fight against poverty. As a result, there is perpetuation of poverty, starvation, 
and the persistence of high unemployment levels, which go unchanged and send people crossing over to neighbour-
ing countries for better fortunes. Considering this, it will be very difficult to achieve the country’s Vision 2030 and the 
SDGs by 2030, particularly SDG 1 of poverty eradication, SDG 2 of ending hunger, and SDG 11 of sustainable cities and 
communities. It is vital to conduct a comprehensive analysis of NGO donor-funded projects in Binga District and their 
sustainability needs so that NGOs in this district will be in a position to support national efforts to attain the country’s 
Vision of becoming an Upper Middle-Income Economy as well as achieving the SDGs by 2030.

Sustainability denotes the capacity of a project to remain in operation achieving its goal for the longest time possible 
after withdrawal of support by the donors [37]. Project sustainability is defined as a project’s sustained existence and 
service delivery to recipients when outside support has ended [9, 10]. From the perspective of this research, it denotes the 
ability of project recipients to continue operating their projects and obtaining livelihoods after the end of the financial 
support period from donors. The anticipation is that any intervention must yield sustainable benefits for and impacts on 
the people [9, 12]. Given that there are many donor-funded projects in Binga, but that poverty continues, it appears that 
these projects are not having a lasting effect. Thus, the researchers have questioned whether NGOs in Binga District are 
progressive partners in the quest for sustainable development or simply retrogressive agents masquerading as devel-
opment partners. More so, if the lack of sustainability is to do with how the projects are implemented, then how best 
can they be implemented to ensure sustainability? To try and answer these questions, the following objectives guided 
the research (1) examine the operational thrust of NGOs and donor-funded projects in Binga District, (2) assess the level 
of socio-economic development by households before and after the operation of NGO projects in Binga District, and 
(3) evaluate the sustainability of donor-funded projects in achieving socio-economic development by households in 
Binga District.

2 � Methodology

2.1 � Study area

Binga District is situated 445 km from Bulawayo, the second largest city of Zimbabwe as shown in Fig. 1. Its outlying areas 
further stretch a maximum of 250 km from Tyuunga to Kabuba ward in Lusulu [26, 33]. Binga District is located in the 
western Zambezi Valley. To the west, it is bound by Lake Kariba, with Zambia on the other side of the lake [33, 40]. The dis-
trict borders Hurungwe District to the north, Gokwe North and South to the east, Lupane to the south-east, and Hwange 
to the south. According to the Zimbabwe Population Census of 2022, the district is made up of twenty-five wards with a 
total population of 159,982 (87,589 females and 72,393 males). Binga forms the border of Zimbabwe and Zambia in the 
Northern part of the country. In terms of human development, Binga is ranked the third least developed of all districts in 
Zimbabwe and this makes it a targeted district by many NGOs. Several NGOs operate in the district which includes Save 
the Children (UK) carrying out emergency food aid and water projects and Caritas provides supplementary feeding in 
Binga. The district suffers from two major constraints to development. Firstly, most of the land falls under regions 4 and 
5 with low rainfall meaning that it is more suited to extensive livestock rearing, and agriculture production is typically 
quite low. Secondly, the area is physically remote and far from major markets hence the exchange of livestock for grain 
has been a coping strategy used by an increasing number of households in Binga District [38]. This physical remoteness 
has been a major obstacle to reaching the poorest wards for assistance by both government agencies and NGOs.

2.2 � Methods and materials

The research employed the descriptive survey design, triangulating both qualitative and quantitative data collec-
tion methods. This design was chosen because it aims to precisely describe a research problem and this assisted in 
investigating the background of the research problem. More so, this design allowed the researchers to utilise varied 
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techniques that aided the research procedure and helped to explore the research problem in-depth, past the surface 
level to provide a comprehensive description of the research subject. Considering that this research was more con-
cerned with achieving sustainability in minority communities and synchronising this with the national development 
agenda, which is a real-life situation, this design was the appropriate one to employ.

The research targeted all 21 wards in Binga District. The wards were divided into 4 clusters (Binga North, Binga 
South, Binga East and Binga West), and from each cluster, one ward was purposively selected to participate in the 
study. Purposive sampling was used in selecting the wards targeting those that had many donor-funded projects 
operating in them. As a result, Siabuwa Ward 23, Pashu Ward 19, Kabuba Ward 17 and Kani Ward 24 were purposively 
selected to participate in the research. In these 4 selected wards, household heads were then targeted as question-
naire respondents. The target population for the households was 8053 (1844 for Ward 23, 1338 for Ward 19, 2934 
for Ward 17, and 1937 for Ward 24). From this, 10% of the total households (805) were selected to participate in the 
study. Simple random sampling was used to select the 10% sample size of household heads per ward, which resulted 
in 805 households being selected to participate in the research (Table 1).

The research also targeted key informants for interviews who were purposively selected and these included 
Monitoring and Evaluating Officers of the NGOs operating in the selected wards, Community Development Officer 
for Binga Rural District Council and ARDAS (Agricultural and Rural Development Advisory Services) Officers of each 
ward. Purposive or judgemental sampling was then adopted to select interviewees. This sampling was used to delib-
erately select individuals that were best suited to provide information to address the research objectives by virtue 
of their positions in the study area.

Data were assembled from household heads using questionnaires which were personally administered by the 
researchers for 2 weeks in the field. This was done to clearly explain the requirements of the questions to the respondents 

Fig. 1   Map showing the location of Binga District
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since the research was conducted in a marginalised rural setup with high rates of illiteracy. First, the researchers sought 
approval to conduct the research from the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Binga RDC. After the permission was granted 
the researchers then visited the selected wards to seek permission to administer questionnaires from the councillors 
of the wards. Verbal consent was also sought from the household heads who were randomly sampled to participate in 
the study. In-depth interviews were then conducted with the key informants who first gave their consent by signing 
informed consent forms as evidence that they had accepted to participate.

Quantitative data was analysed and presented using Microsoft Excel 2013 and SPSS 16.0 analytical tools. Qualitative 
data was analysed and presented using thematic analysis following the objectives of the study.

2.3 � Limitations of the study

The research solely depended on recall information of participants about the level of socio-economic development of the 
participants before and after the operation of NGO donor-funded projects in the community to measure sustainability. 
This had limitations in that there was no method of assessment to tell if the information provided by participants was 
true or false. However, this limitation was countered by conducting in-depth interviews with officials who had access to 
records on households’ status of development.

3 � Results and discussion

3.1 � The operational thrust of NGOs and donor‑funded projects in Binga District

Many NGOs have operated and are still operating in Binga District. The Community Development Officer (CDO) from 
Binga RDC indicated that more than 10 NGOs have implemented their projects in all the wards of Binga District. Amongst 
these, the ones which were identified included the ADRA, Mvuramanzi, Caritas, Action Aid, World Vision, UNICEF, Gayka 
Japan, Dabane Trust, Christian Care, and Campaign for Female Education (CAMFED), Basilizwi Trust, Kulima Mbobumi 
Training Centre (KMTC) and Save the Children. Operating periods of some of the NGOs like Caritas and Gayka Japan had 
lapsed soon after they implemented the projects in the community. These results resonate well with what was revealed 
[32] that Save the Children, Caritas, and CAMFED were the popularly known NGOs in Binga District due to their long 
presence, followed by, KMTC, Mvuramanzi, Basilwizi, LEAD, MAC, Christian Care, UNICEF, SNV, and Capernaum Trust. This 
indicates that there is a large influx of donor-funded projects in the district. With this concentration of NGOs in Binga 
District, one would expect to perceive a change in terms of community development considering both at the national 
and global levels, that there are efforts to try and meet targets of Vision 2030 and SDG respectively.

The questionnaire respondents indicated that they were beneficiaries of the projects that were implemented by one 
or more NGOs in Binga District. They were then asked to mention the type of projects that were implemented by NGOs 
and the findings are shown in Fig. 2.

Food-related projects were the ones that were largely implemented by NGOs in the sampled wards as shown by 100% 
of respondents (Fig. 2). There were no fish or campfire-related projects that were being funded by NGOs in all the sampled 
wards. Fish and Campfire projects were being run by the local government. Cash income transfer projects (Monetary) 
were only being implemented in one ward (Ward 24-Binga Centre) as indicated by a few respondents (21%) in Fig. 2. 
The findings presented in Fig. 2 show that the majority of projects were mainly food, water and sanitation/hygiene, and 
climate change resilience projects.

Table 1   Sampling criteria Names of wards selected Target population (Total number of house-
holds)

Sample 
size at 
10%

Ward 24(Kani) 1937 193
Ward 23(Siabuwa) 1844 184
Ward 19(Pashu) 1338 133
Ward 17(Kabuba) 2934 293
Total 8053 805
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NGOs that dealt with water and sanitation were Mvuramanzi, United Nations Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), 
and Caritas. Basilwizi Trust and CAMFED participated in the health sector. UNICEF and Save the Children provided social 
amenities. Civic protection issues were dealt with by Basilwizi and CAMFED, particularly in child protection. NGOs such 
as Christian Care, Caritas, Kulima Mbobumi Training Centre, Save the Children and Action Aid were involved in food 
security. NGOs that were involved in the education sector include Save the Children, CAMFED, UNICEF, Capernaum Trust, 
and Basilwizi Trust.

The CDO supported by the ARDAS officers in all the sampled wards revealed that almost all the donor-funded projects 
were initiated soon after 2009. They explained that due to the effects of the Land Reform Programme in the 2000s, foreign 
investors and donor funders withdrew their assistance in the country and this was followed by a period of economic 
recession which did not favour any donor funding projects. When Unity Government came into power in 2009 there 
was an economic boost in the country which created an economic environment that favoured foreign investors and 
donor funders. As a result, there was a resurgence of donor-funded projects mushrooming in the country with most of 
them targeting specifically minority communities where development was still very low. This was also the period when 
donor-funded projects in Binga District were initiated and the periods that followed later. Considering micro and macro-
economic and environmental policies one would expect to see a change in the operation of donor-funded projects for 
them to remain relevant to society. Hence, in this case, the donor-funded projects are supposed to function in line with 
the targets of the country’s national Vision 2030 and the SDGs.

3.2 � Level of socio‑economic development by households before and after the commencement of NGOs 
projects

3.2.1 � Occupation of households before and after engaging in donor‑funded projects

Figure 3 shows that the respondents (100%) depended on farming for survival before the operation of donor-funded 
projects and this scenario did not change after the implementation of donor-funded projects. However, there was a slight 
increase in proportion amongst those who were occupied as fishermen, informal cross-border traders, and those in formal 
employment. Cross-border activity is also relatively high due to the closeness of the district to neighbouring Zambia.

The high dependence on farming as an occupation for survival remains a challenge which indicates that there is no 
innovation in coming up with strategies to harness the natural resources for the benefit or development of the com-
munity. This is because the district is found in region 4 and 5 of the natural agro-ecological regions of Zimbabwe that 
receives low rainfall which makes it very difficult for yields harvest to sustain the community members throughout the 

Fig. 2   Type of projects imple-
mented by NGOs in Binga 
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year. Mutale [32] argues that the greater part of the district suffers a lot from food deficit as a result of low rainfall, com-
pounded by partial arable land and patch arable soils. These climatic conditions of high temperatures and little rainfall 
coupled with poor soils make cropping a precarious venture [10] hence the difficulties of prolonged food shortages. A 
study undertaken by [45] revealed a higher percentage of food-insecure households in Binga compared to other districts 
in Matabeleland North province. This means donor-funded projects being implemented are not addressing the root 
cause of food insecurity and poverty and some are not relevant to the community given its environmental constraints. 
If this is not addressed, the hope of achieving the Vision 2030 goal of reducing the poverty rate to under 25% of the 
population will remain elusive.

NGOs did not implement any projects related to fishing and the increase in the proportion of those practising it in 
Fig. 3 was only attributed to households getting income from donor-funded projects which they then used to join the 
cooperatives for fishing. Respondents explained that fishing is mainly done in Lake Kariba and only those with permits 
were allowed to fish. The fishing permits were not provided to individuals but to cooperatives formed by the residents in 
the community and the majority to companies. The cooperative is expected to purchase a permit for USD$300, which is 
renewed quarterly, and pay USD$36 subscriptions to the Binga District Council. The majority of the community members 
could not afford this requirement to join cooperatives hence only a few were practising farming. The respondents in the 
cooperatives group pointed out that the income from fishing is not much considering that they had many expenses such 
as subscriptions, purchasing of nets, salt for drying fish, manpower and security at fishing points. More so, they have to 
share the few profits in the cooperative group.

3.2.2 � Type of livestock owned before and after engaging in donor‑funded projects

Figure 4 shows an increase in the proportion of respondents who owned cattle (85–92%), goats (68–87%) and chickens 
(92–98%) after the operation of donor-funded projects. The major reason for this improvement is that there is an NGO 
named Action Aid which has boosted and increased livestock production in the district. It started operating in the dis-
trict in 2016 centred on disaster risk reduction focusing on crop and livestock production. Action Aid provides sub-aqua 
training, livestock feed preparation or formulation training from locally available inputs.

Action Aid has two projects (African Breeders Society and Afro-soft) on the ground which assist the community in 
livestock production. African Breeders Society trains the community members on competence in livestock breeding, 
especially cattle, and goats. This is important as it focuses on capacity building so that after the withdrawal of the donor 
assistance the community members will still be able to continue practising livestock production using the knowledge 
from training sessions. Afro-soft is a project for monitoring cases of diseases, hazards, and the number of dry spells in the 
district. It aggregates all the information that affects the farmer for the whole district and submits it to the Zimbabwe 
Resilience Building Fund (ZRBF) and the Government of Zimbabwe for response purposes. This is quite critical for the 
district considering that [1, 18] reports revealed that droughts in the province resulted in the death of livestock; prevalent 
livestock illnesses, predominantly foot and mouth; tick-borne diseases; anthrax; and lumpy skin. However, it is also vital 
for the locals to be trained in monitoring these cases and gathering information on their own so that when the NGOs 
withdraw their assistance, this practice will not end but continue long after the NGOs are gone. This will contribute 
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positively to the country’s efforts of meeting the Vision 2030 targets of ensuring a stable macro-economic environment 
sustained by productivity levels and reducing the rate of poverty to below 25% given that a study by [45] revealed that 
livestock production contributes greatly to food security for Binga District.

The ARDAS Officer explained that Action Aid also established two Crop and Livestock Improvement Centres (CLIC) 
which are strategically positioned, one in Binga North at Siabuwa and the other one in Binga South at Lusulu. These are 
centres of excellence with feedlots in fenced areas for goats and they are also learning centres where farmers go and 
learn new techniques for implementation at their farms. At these centres, they do trials, horticulture, and seed banks for 
traditional small grains. For livestock, they have incubators for chickens and goats, and farmers take their does (or nan-
nies) there for cross-insemination with the improved bucks at the centres. Cows are also taken for mating with improved 
bull breeds. Both cows and does are left at the centres for 21 days to guarantee successful cross-insemination.

The respondents indicated that they witnessed an increase in livestock production through these donor-funded 
projects under Action Aid. Considering that Binga District lies in an area that receives little and unreliable rainfall the 
community has largely depended on livestock production to meet some of its needs. Respondents indicated that they 
would sell one to four cattle to cater for clinic fees, household food security, transport cost to distant health facilities, and 
school fees. Interviews with key informants discovered that cattle are an important asset and they sell them during times 
of shocks and stress for household support. The interviewees explained that there is one existing alternative for making 
a living throughout the drought periods, which is livestock sales. Trading livestock with the grain is a coping approach 
used by many households in Binga during difficult agricultural years. A study by [45] argues that in Binga District the 
ownership of livestock, mainly cattle, is measured as a pointer of kept wealth and so a status emblem; and goats and 
chicken are pointers of available cash. It should be stressed, however, that this is not a sustainable method of acquiring 
food for households with small livestock herds because the resources and time required to re-build small herds are not 
calculated in months but years. Hence, this calls for NGOs to extend their funding to other projects like fishing since 
Binga is naturally endowed with fishery resources, to diversify the livelihood survival options of the community. This will 
enhance the standards of living of Binga residents while at the same time helping the nation in meeting its Vision 2030 
target of high-quality life for all people with fewer inequalities.

3.2.3 � Main source of energy for cooking before and after engaging in donor‑funded projects

Figure 5 shows a very slight improvement in the sources of energy used by the households after the operation of donor-
funded projects. Unfortunately, there are no donor-funded projects under sources of energy in the district and for those 
few respondents who indicated that they were now using electricity (5%), paraffin (5%) and gas (5%) they were among 
those residing in Binga Town (ward 24) who were receiving assistance in the form of money from World Vision. Through 
this money, they managed to purchase gas, paraffin and buy electricity for cooking. Firewood has been the major source 
of energy for cooking before and after the operation of NGOs. This is against the country’s policies and plans such as 
the National Climate Response Strategy and the National Renewable Energy Policy, which are meant to lessen carbon 
emissions and reduce the adverse effects of climate change. Zimbabwe is a signatory to the Paris Agreement and has 
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assured to decrease its greenhouse emissions by 33% by 2030 but this target can be difficult to meet with heavy depend-
ence on firewood. This may hinder the country’s Vision 2030 goal of accelerating the number of households with access 
to electricity from 52.2% (2017) to over 72% by 2030. Consequently, it will affect the achievement of SDG 11 and 13 of 
sustainable cities and communities; and climate action respectively.

3.2.4 � Main source of water before and after engaging in donor‑funded projects

The majority of respondents (36%) had unprotected wells as their main source of water before engaging in donor-funded 
projects, 24% used river/lake water, 15% used rainwater and boreholes and only 10% had protected wells as their main 
source of water (Fig. 5). This shows that the situation in Binga District on sources of water before the operation of donor-
funded projects was quite dire as very few respondents had access to safe/clean water sources. The participants in Kabuba 
ward highlighted that their serious threat to development was the lack of clean water. In 2015 the entire ward had two 
boreholes only that were 14 km to and from other homesteads [25]. Throughout the dry season, the livestock would 
only have access to drinking water thrice a week. More so, the residents would make timetables for bathing and some-
times utensils would rarely get cleaned after utilising them, which posed grave health hazards [25]. In Pashu Ward 19, 
respondents revealed that although they had adequate water, it was unclean since they depended on unprotected wells.

After the engagement of NGOs in the district there was an improvement in the percentage of respondents who 
depended on borehole water as their main source of water from 15 to 75% (Fig. 6). The reason for this could be that many 
NGOs (Gayka Japan, Dabane Trust, ADRA, Save the Children and Mvuramanzi) that operated in Binga District had drilled 
boreholes. However, there was no change in the proportion of those who depended on protected wells meaning that 
the NGOs did not implement any project on protected wells. On a positive note, the proportion of those who depended 
on unsafe water sources decreased from 10 to 36% for unprotected wells and from 15 to 24% for rivers/lakes (Fig. 5). 
Those who solely depended on rainwater as their main source reduced to zero per cent because of unreliable rainfall as 
a result of seasonal changes and climate change.

Despite the increase in the proportion of those who indicated they depended on borehole water after the opera-
tion of donor-funded projects, some respondents (56%) together with the CDO explained that the Water and Sanita-
tion programme, which was initiated by Save the Children, was not executed to projected stages because the well 
pumps and boreholes broke down and were not mended. This calls for training and capacity building of community 
members by NGOs on borehole rehabilitation for the borehole projects to continue functioning after donor assistance 
withdrawal. Women and children continue to travel long distances, of more than a km, in search of water or, as an 
alternative, end up using contaminated sources near their homes. It was also revealed that some boreholes were 
not perennial due to low water tables. One of the Vision 2030 goals is to achieve universal access to clean sources of 
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water to 81% of the population and this corresponds with the SDG 6 of clean water and sanitation. This calls for the 
NGOs to ensure sustainability and efficacy in their projects towards these goals.

3.2.5 � Type of toilets mainly used before and after engaging in donor‑funded projects

Figure 7 shows a general improvement in the types of toilets mainly used after the operation of donor-funded pro-
jects in Binga District. The proportion of respondents who used covered pit latrines greatly increased from 20 to 51%. 
There was a reduction in the proportion of those who relied mainly on public latrines and bush type of toilets from 
42 to 30% and 38% to 14% respectively (Fig. 7). The small proportion (5%) that were using the flush toilet after the 
operation of donor-funded projects were respondents from Binga town Centre (Ward 24).

The CDO concurred with these findings from the questionnaire survey and was quoted saying:

They were various programmes under NGOs like Save the Children and Mvuramanzi that constructed latrines for vul-
nerable communities; at the same time, communities were capacitated on behavioural change to create demand for 
self-funded latrine construction.

It was also mentioned that the NGOs supported the training of builders who were given start-up kits and helped in 
the building of self-funded latrines. This explains why the proportion of the respondents who used privately covered 
pit latrines did not increase to above 50% since the majority of people could not afford to self-fund the construction of 
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pit latrines in their households. Interviews and observations revealed that toilet construction projects were successfully 
implemented in schools but several unfinished toilets were left in the communities as residents failed to source funds 
to complete the toilets left at slab level through NGO support. These findings resonate with those revealed by [18] that 
in 2018, Matabeleland North province, where Binga District is located, had the highest percentage of households that 
exercised open defecation in Zimbabwe. This shows that there is a lack of sustainability in the donor-funded projects to 
develop the communities as there is a lack of continuity of projects after funding withdrawal.

3.3 � Sustainability of donor‑funded projects in achieving socio‑economic development in Binga District 
in line with the country’s Vision 2030

3.3.1 � Community involvement in implemented projects

Only 3% of the respondents indicated that they were part of the decision-making of the projects implemented by NGOs 
in Binga (Fig. 8). However, when asked further they explained that they only participated in decision-making in terms of 
where in the district can the projects be implemented and not necessarily on the type of projects to implement. 20% of 
the respondents indicated that they took part in the management of the projects. These respondents were members of 
the committees that were established to govern the running of the projects. Many respondents (77%) indicated that they 
were only involved by being informed of the projects implemented by the NGOs. The CDO explained that the major chal-
lenge to the active involvement of locals in donor-funded projects is that occasionally these programmes are determined 
by the funders. When the NGOs get financial aid the donor stipulates what the NGO must do with the money and because 
the donors do not mingle with the service users, sometimes there is a misunderstanding on what precisely the needs 
of the poor are. The ARDAS Officer added that the funders assume that poverty is similar all over Zimbabwe. Although 
involvement can be an empowering process where recipients can contribute to managerial processes of the develop-
ment route, NGOs appear to embrace the debate on involvement and empowerment but flop in practice to walk the talk 
[6, 17, 28]. This contradicts the target of the National Development Strategy 1 under Vision 2030 of decentralisation and 
devolution of government services with increased involvement of citizens when developing their places of residence.

In most cases the challenge of not acting together with the beneficiaries, before executing a programme, is a con-
tributor to the unsustainability of donor-funded projects; the issue of poverty and underdevelopment in Binga District. 
Similarly, a study undertaken in India attested that there was a prominent lack of public involvement in NGO programmes 
[41]. Excluding the community members at the initiation of projects may mean that their challenges and problems in 
terms of development remain unclear and unsolved to some degree. Thus, active participation of the poor rural com-
munities is pertinent and must be prioritised to avoid the unsustainability of donor-funded projects. For instance, when 
they advocated for the self-funded construction of toilets there was an element that people were forced to comply even 
though they did not have a reliable source of funds to complete the toilets hence their problems remained unsolved 
and the project remained uncompleted. Another criticism is that their projects lack sustainability [4, 17]. Sustainability 
is considered project ownership way after the end of the project funding. Denoting that donor-funded projects must 
have the capability to sustain themselves and last long after the end of the programme. Hence, the robust involvement 

Fig. 8   Form of involvement 
by respondents in projects 
implemented by NGOs

Decision making
3%

Management
20%

Informed
77%



Vol:.(1234567890)

Research	 Discover Sustainability            (2023) 4:34  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s43621-023-00152-8

1 3

of beneficiaries in the decision-making processes of donor-funded projects is pertinent. Banks et al. [6] and Dube [17] 
stipulates that there must be an exchange of power where NGOs seize to be service providers, doing things for people, 
but become facilitators which is more sustainable. NGOs can achieve this by revamping themselves, prioritising com-
munities, and giving power to the community over project design, planning and implementation. This will contribute 
towards sustainable structural change that does not deal with symptoms but with root causes of poverty. Participation 
results in development that is more demand–driven, bottom–up, rather than top–down [17, 20].

3.3.2 � Challenges faced by community members from projects handed over for community ownership

The majority of respondents (82%) indicated lack of finance as the major challenge they faced after the withdrawal of 
donor assistance in some implemented projects (Fig. 9). Leadership challenges were pointed out by 74% of respond-
ents, 67% indicated equipment challenges and only 15% mentioned participation challenges in running projects after 
handover by NGOs. The respondents explained that it was difficult to run a project which used to gain funding from 
external sources when you do not have the capacity to raise your own funds as a community. These findings are similar 
to what was discovered by Martens [26] in a study conducted in Binga that although NGOs can be honoured in bringing 
projects, like chicken projects, community gardens, cattle fattening and borehole drilling, that cater for the welfare of 
communities they only function during the presence of funder organisations and benefactors. Soon after the involved 
NGOs left, these projects crumbled. The CDO supported this by explaining that this was the major reason why many 
community members in Binga District were not participating in fisheries projects. Many fishing cooperatives failed to 
operate due to challenges of finance and this was also experienced in donor-funded projects after their withdrawal. The 
financial challenges led to challenges in accessing equipment to run or continue with the projects. Those who indicated 
leadership as a challenge explained that the leadership training provided to them was not enough and was done in a 
short period when the NGOs were already mapping their way out. In most cases when they encounter challenges, they 
have nowhere to turn to for assistance which ends up affecting the smooth running of the projects.

3.3.3 � Sustenance of implemented projects without complete reliance on donor funding

Many participants (48%) indicated that the projects implemented by NGOs are not sustainable, 44% of the participants 
pointed out that they are partially sustainable and only 8% expressed their satisfaction about the projects saying they 
are sustainable (Fig. 10). The major explanation provided by those who perceived projects by NGOs as unsustainable was 
that the majority of the projects were not addressing their needs. They indicated that there is a need for developmental 
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strategies that are sustainable and that can empower the locals in running the projects in order to do away with the 
dependency syndrome on donor aid. These findings resonate with what was revealed by Mago et al. [25] that NGOs 
execute some of their projects without seeking the opinions of community members, thus the needs of the poor remain 
not addressed Some of the wards in the district were not part of the sample surveys meaning NGOs depended on sur-
vey findings from other areas a ‘one size fits all’ method not looking at the variances in community needs. This suggests 
that NGOs carry out the projects to safeguard their contracts and to impress the benefactor to attract more aid without 
necessarily focusing on the sustainability of the projects in developing the rural communities.

Respondents mentioned that sometimes donor-funded projects benefit the community but they only function under 
the supervision of NGOs and their continuity is affected by NGO withdrawal. The participants in Kabuba ward highlighted 
that the distribution programme of farm inputs under KMTC (Kulima Mbobumi Training Center), was a good project, how-
ever, the challenge was that it only benefitted a small proportion of people and was not sustainable. More so, they argued 
that if poverty and community development were being dealt with by NGOs in Binga, considering when they started 
operating in the district, communities could long have developed and become independent by now. They described 
a scenario of the fertiliser distribution programme which they say does not address their needs. They explained that 
KMTC, Action Aid and ADRA have a programme for fertiliser distribution in the district every year including in the most 
arid wards like Siachilaba Ward. People consider fertiliser to be of less importance to them because of the perpetual 
disappointment of poor harvests worsened by climate change and variability, and hence most community members 
sell fertiliser in neighbouring Zambia.

The participants (92%) indicated that there is a relationship between dependency syndrome and NGO approaches in 
the district. Food distributions that are continuous result in them being reluctant and waiting for handouts from NGOs 
every time which continues to derail them in developing their community. The Community Development Officer of Binga 
District believes that the intensifying and spreading of poverty in Binga together with the lack of development is a result 
of the approaches used by NGOs. He explained that NGOs utilised the same approach to alleviate poverty and these are 
not greatly improving the lives of people in a sustainable manner. The community of Binga, although underdeveloped, 
are able to contribute to their own development if their strengths are identified, exploited and sharpened. A study con-
ducted by Mutale [32] revealed that food aid in Binga District failed to contribute to sustainable food security although it 
was vital in dealing with urgent food needs. This scenario prompts the policymakers, government and NGOs to rethink if 
it will be possible to meet the national Vision 2030 goal of reducing the poverty rate to under 25% of the population and 
consequently achieve the SDGs 1 and 2 of reducing poverty, ending hunger and achieving food security respectively.

Studies carried out by [4, 17] describe case studies of how NGOs are undergoing sustainability problems in Latin 
America and Ghana as a result of dependence on donor aid, fluctuating donor primacies causing donors to pull out 
and premature ending of projects. Questionnaire surveys and interviews revealed that there was no prior assessment 
that was done during allocations of free handouts (food and seed) to evade the promotion of dependency. The exercise 
weakened the coping capabilities of the community and its skills to manage the prevalent hazards and develop their 
community. These results are consistent with investigations by [25, 32, 33] that both the nature and distribution of aid are 
linked to particular policies hindering significant development. For instance, the International Monetary Fund policy on 
the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme in Zimbabwe of 1990, has always been blamed as the major contributor 
to hardships experienced by Zimbabwean rural communities.
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Binga is rich in natural resources like the great Lake Kariba on the mighty Zambezi River hot springs, Binga sand beach, 
Chizarira and Chete forests among others, however, the community members do not have knowledge on how to use 
these resources for them to be independent as a result they continue to be reliant on NGOs. The other challenge is that 
some of the natural resources, like the Zambezi River, forest reserves and wildlife are governed by government policy, 
and not utilised for local but national interests [25]. This lack of self-governance by the community poses a challenge for 
the community members to deal with other problems, affecting their way of living and building resilience. This explains 
why the district continues to lack development despite the implementation of various donor-funded projects.

All the key informants (100%) explained that the reason why there is no notable development in Binga District since 
the engagement of various NGOs in the district is that the NGOs are addressing the symptoms and not the root causes 
of poverty. Furthermore, it was postulated that NGOs must comprehend the history and root causes of poverty in Binga 
for them to be able to come up with sustainable projects that can develop the district. Most NGOs operating in Binga 
District fail to stretch out to the poorest in the community because of the inaccessibility of some villages where the poor 
reside, failure to do home visits to the households with special needs and having their offices centralised far from the 
service users. Based on the findings of this research, the authors developed an approach (Fig. 11) which can be utilised 
by NGOs operating in minority communities like Binga District in Zimbabwe.

Figure 11 provides an approach that can be utilised by NGOs in coming up with projects for developing rural minority 
communities. The framework is informed by the fact that most of the donor-funded projects implemented in rural com-
munities of Zimbabwe have not addressed the root causes of underdevelopment hence the continued unsustainability 
of such projects. Before bringing in projects to any community NGOs must first use the grassroots approach whereby 
they work hand in hand with community members and district representatives, such as the Agriculture Extension Officer, 
Community Development Officer and chiefs or traditional leaders to do a needs assessment. This will help to collect 
relevant information that portrays the status of each community and its needs which better informs capacity-building 
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techniques based on the resources, and capital available in the community. This will enable NGOs to come up with pro-
jects that are relevant in addressing each community’s needs to ensure development and sustainability are achieved 
and also foster community ownership of the proposed projects. This will also facilitate decentralisation and devolution 
of government services through improved involvement of community members in the development of their places of 
residence which is an aim of the National Vision 2030.

Some parts of the Binga District communities are inaccessible which makes NGOs avoid them although they are 
in dire need of development. A study by Guzura et al. [19] argue that the mapping survey to discover the need of the 
community is the omitted tie with several NGOs working in Binga. So by using this grassroots approach, it will be pos-
sible for those areas to be included in the development projects. This will also help to solve the limitation discovered by 
Mpofu et al. [30] in Zimbabwe that NGOs come to Zimbabwe with prearranged programmes and provide conditions in 
the delivery of aid and their commendations on development can easily be prejudiced towards false anticipations, their 
limited understanding of their home countries, or adopted from the practices of few countries.

Community acceptance through volunteerism and participation is a fundamental aspect that pushes donor-funded 
projects to achieve sustainability. This is because community engagement approaches are employed when the project 
is initiated using a grassroots design that assists in minimising dependency on the funding agencies at the community 
level and creating a sense of ownership [42]. For instance, Binga District is naturally endowed with fishing resources and 
it was revealed that the community is interested in fishing for survival but the procedure to get access to fishing permits 
was not favourable to the community members hence many private companies had access to the permits at the expense 
of the local members. If these community members were involved in needs assessment and project design, they will have 
the opportunity to air their views so that a way forward can be made to ensure their maximum inclusion and benefit in 
the natural resources in their district.

The community members will have adequate knowledge of the projects to be implemented and their role in ensur-
ing their continuity through this grassroots approach. The uncertainties of the responsibilities and roles of community 
stakeholders, in the implementation of projects that are donor funded, result in poor performance of the assigned 
intervention [22, 35, 39]. Working with the community at the grassroots level makes it easy to execute the project within 
the available community resources and also paves the way for capacity-building training in areas where the community 
members and local stakeholders will be lacking. The human, intellectual, and material resources of the community will 
be tapped into with the recognition that these resources are vital for the success of the project through the grassroots 
approach. Recipients are anticipated to remain operating after initial support (sustainability) and feedback is expected to 
be provided in the plan of impending donor-funded projects which operate within demarcated institutional and socio-
economic contexts. This will counter the challenge indicated by [30] and [16] that NGO innovation is a rare phenomenon 
due to the highest levels of tight funding control thrown by donors upon NGOs and as a result NGO performance is 
not measured in terms of their responsiveness to the needs of the beneficiaries but compliance with donor priorities. A 
study by Chepkemoi et al. [9] argues that community ownership of donor-funded projects through the involvement of 
district representatives and the commitment of beneficiaries is a consistent approach towards attaining sustainability 
of the projects.

The NGOs in this grassroots approach process are expected to play the role of a facilitator and when there is a need 
provide training to the community members so that they are equipped with knowledge on how to run the projects after 
the withdrawal of donor funders. NGOs need to engage the unskilled local workers and equip them with the knowledge 
thus offsetting extra funds to remunerate newly engaged staff. More so, the local workers can motivate community-wide 
acceptance of the project nurturing community ownership in the process. More so the local government must ensure 
that its policies are operation-friendly so that the funded projects do not lose priority before the community members 
who are originally intended to benefit from them. Broader socio-political factors are external inhibitors that can obstruct 
the sustainability of donor-funded projects beyond their funding life cycle. If the beneficiaries of a donor-funded pro-
ject, consider that the project is of no benefit to them it can be difficult to ensure its success and continuity. Since the 
government of Zimbabwe already implemented the National Development Strategy 1 towards Vision 2030 where one 
of its aims is devolution and decentralisation of government services, the local government of Binga District and other 
rural areas must create operation-friendly policies that advocate for the participation of people in the development of 
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their communities. This is because the failure of socio-political factors to provide context-based support can influence 
a lack of financial mentoring, leadership, training, and accountability.

4 � Conclusion

Different types of projects have been implemented in Binga District to assist in developing and alleviating poverty in the 
community. Some projects have yielded impactful results, especially those that focused on livestock feeding, breeding, 
and production. This has contributed positively towards the achievement of the SDGs 1 and 2 of alleviating poverty 
and ending hunger. However, other projects were not completed successfully such that their contribution in terms of 
development and sustainability were not positively felt. It was also noted that there remains a challenge in running the 
projects after the withdrawal of donor funding and this affects the sustainability of the donor-funded projects and the 
achievement of the SDGs 1 and 2 respectively. NGOs that operate in Binga concentrate much on implementing relief aid 
projects which propagate dependency syndrome amongst the community members and this has resulted in a contin-
ued lack of development and poverty in the area which has negative implications for the achievement of the SDGs. This 
scenario has made the NGOs continue to be relevant operating in this rural community in the name of trying to address 
rural poverty and developmental issues. Poverty alleviation and its ultimate elimination is an important development 
aspect that can help communities to become self-sufficient and resilient against shocks and stressors. Since the SDGs 
are intertwined, the achievement of SDG1 of poverty alleviation will result in the achievement of almost all the SDGs. 
This calls for community capacitation and empowerment in running projects after donor funders are gone.

Though they attempt to fight against poverty, NGOs’ approaches appear to lack the concept of sustainability in many 
rural minority communities since they encourage a dependency syndrome. The widespread and expanding poverty in 
these areas currently being assisted by NGOs makes the approaches to be problematic. After an inquiry into NGOs’ devel-
opment attempts in Binga, this research commends a change in strategy by NGOs in order to progress in their poverty 
reduction approaches by concentrating on the sustainability of their interventions through capacity building, training, 
and empowerment of community members in project implementation. The government of Zimbabwe can provide a 
favourable environment for NGOs to provide them with sufficient political economy space to plan and execute effective 
poverty alleviation and developmental approaches that are sustainable. This will greatly help in achieving the SDGs 
1 and 2 of alleviating poverty and ending hunger since it is in these minority communities where poverty is rampant.
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