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Informed donations build better NGOs
There was quite an uproar a couple of weeks ago over an important subject: the accountability of charities. The controversy was caused when several non-government organisations (NGOs), subsidised by the government, declined to reveal their chiefs' salaries when approached by the press.
Although the NGOs concerned could probably have handled it better, the actual salary figures wouldn't tell you much about how efficient or well run a charity is. However, it does raise the much bigger issue of accountability of such NGOs. Any organisation that receives taxpayers' money has a duty to be accountable to the public. But with these NGOs, the duty is even greater because they must also be accountable to the private donors who give them funds.
Increasingly, donors expect more transparency about how charities use their money. Charities are responding, for example by promising in their appeal campaigns that all money received will be spent on front-line work rather than on administration. But is this really being more open and honest?
It is worth asking this sort of question. If you think about it, it is impossible for a charity not to spend at least some money on overheads. Bigger NGOs can promise to spend all donations on direct charity work only because their office costs and salaries are being paid in some other way. As a donor, you are not necessarily getting a worse deal by giving to a charity that spends some of your cash on administration.
This is especially the case with some smaller, perhaps newer charities that focus on niche areas or use innovative methods. They cannot place big advertisements in newspapers, nor can they hire professional fund-raisers to sign up people on the street to donate by direct debit. They do not have economies of scale or brand names. Yet it could be that they are the very cause that a potential donor is looking for.
On the other hand, the bigger charities have solid, established reputations and offer donors the chance to help maintain long-running projects with good track records. The point is that there is a lot of choice out there, but donors have limited information.
Unlike some other places, Hong Kong does not currently have a regulatory framework for charities. Charities are not registered and are only subject to oversight if they receive government funds. Cases of fraud are rare, but the fact is that there is no quality guarantee for donors. This is something the government should consider.
To help fill in this gap, the Hong Kong Council of Social Service has compiled a bilingual register of welfare NGOs on its WiseGiving website. The public can browse through NGOs listed by size, activity, funding source and even age. The NGOs range in size from tiny, with just a handful of volunteers and no government aid, to well-known ones with multimillion-dollar budgets. The range of activities is enormous, covering child literacy, prisoners' welfare, medical device repair, the elderly poor, single parents and dozens of other groups. If you ever imagined that Hong Kong is an uncaring place (or a place with few social problems) spend a few minutes looking through the database.
The site also provides the names of each charity's directors, descriptions of its activities and - not least - its accounts, in a set format that makes each group's finances clear and, if necessary, easy to compare. The site also provides advice on how to plan donations, choose a cause, and monitor how well your money is being used.
We in Hong Kong might dig deeply in our pockets when we give to charity, but do we think deeply about it? How many people, for example, know that one of the best ways to help a charity reduce its overheads is to make regular donations? Better informed donors lead to better managed, more effective NGOs. And that means better services for the disadvantaged in our community.
