
Volunteering and the Relationship 
between the Public Sector and NGOs 
N. Kanaan, IYV 2001 National Committee Lebanon 
 
 
 
Volunteering and the Relationship between the Public Sector and NGOs  
 
1. The Evolution of Volunteering with Time  
 
2. The Current Status of Volunteering NGOs in Lebanon  
 
3. The Beginning of the Relationship between the Public Sector and Volunteering 

NGOs  
 
4. Future Scope of the Relationship between the Public Sector and Volunteering NGOs  
 
Volunteering: Definition  
 
It might be difficult to identify the real motives behind any voluntary action carried out 
by individuals, groups or institutions; yet it is necessary to agree upon a definition of 
volunteering. Such a definition helps, on one level, in classifying volunteering 
organizations, and on another level in setting a plan for maximizing the benefits of 
volunteering.  
 
The definition I suggest is based on the fact that volunteering actions are actions 
undertaken by an individual, group or organization free of charge, and whose objective is 
to serve human beings, with no discrimination with respect to race, color, sex, religion or 
any other factor. In this sense, a voluntary action is any action that contributes to 
narrowing the distances between human beings, and to the promotion of such principles 
as cooperation, communication, and support. It is inherent that this definition is subject to 
elaboration and further development.  
 
We, in Lebanon, should abide by this concept of volunteering, for it is the only path to a 
real peace and unity of citizens and groups. Such a concept would also provide a 
regulating framework for the Lebanese diversity.  
 
It is also vital to agree upon a definition of volunteering in order to regulate the channels 
of support and financing, whether these are of a public or private source, be it local or 
international. Such an agreement would contribute to deepening the dialogue between 
NGOs and the public sector, and set the basis, rules and regulations for the accounting, 
monitoring and auditing of the volunteering NGOs, in the interest of both parties and in 
the general interest.  
 



1. The Evolution of Volunteering with time 
The starting point of volunteering has not been determined, and it is thought that 
voluntary work must have initiated with the early stages of human life.  
 
Yet this work has no doubt evolved with time. For after being a simple act of goodwill, 
welfare and pity carried out by individuals to help the poor, the sick and those in need, 
volunteering has developed to become the work of groups whose objective is social 
solidarity. Such groups soon developed within the framework of institutions, which 
became known as non-governmental organizations (NGOs).  
 
It is worth reviewing the current status of NGOs in Lebanon in order to elaborate the 
basic recommendations necessary to develop the coordination between the public sector 
and NGOs and reach the main objectives of the latter.  
 
2. The Current Status of Volunteering NGOs in Lebanon  
 
The Lebanese war, which lasted around 20 years, has caused severe disintegration on the 
social level, and has weakened the government and resulted in a trend of migration 
towards regions of communitarian homogeneity. However it is worth mentioning that the 
Lebanese pre-war society was not highly cohesive. In fact, few NGOs were aware of the 
necessity to entrench the Lebanese society against the dismantling that accompanied the 
birth of the Lebanese State. The central power could not face this dismantling neither, 
since the centers of power were themselves relying on this dismantling to nourish their 
strength.  
 
The Office of Social Development which was established in the sixties -period of the rise 
of institutions- was not capable, at the time, to determine the concept of volunteering. In 
fact, the social and benevolent activities of the NGO sector had surpassed the action of 
the public sector, and were more enrooted in the social and political Lebanese life.  
 
With the current efforts to rebuild the nation and its human and population infrastructure, 
a special consideration should be assigned to assess the current status of the Lebanese 
NGOs, which are directly involved in the reconstruction process.  
 
In this respect, and based on my practical experience, I would like to share with you a 
number of remarks:  
 
Most NGOs in Lebanon are not immune against sectarianism: some even rely on 
sectarianism and reflect the sectarian distribution of political and administrative power in 
the country. You would no doubt excuse my frankness, but no problem can be solved if it 
is not clearly identified.  
Most NGOs lack transparency and the appropriate mechanisms for the monitoring of 
financial operations. NGOs are in a continuous search for financing, irrespective of the 
sources of this financing, and this represents a considerable threat, especially during these 
times of ambiguity and confusion.  



Most of the Lebanese NGOs are not specialized, and they mostly implement projects and 
deliver services of very similar nature. Some of them even operate outside their original 
scope of activities.  
Despite the fact that non-sectarianism is clearly mentioned in the institutional bylaws of 
NGOs, yet no measure or enforcement tool is given to ensure abidance by this regulation.  
This criticism of some aspects of the operations of Lebanese NGOs should not however 
underestimate the importance of the role played by this sector on the social level in 
providing relief to a great number of citizens and families ever since the nineteenth 
century.  
 
On the contrary, criticism here is intended to contribute to the development of this sector 
and to the promotion of its role in empowering the Lebanese social fabric.  
 
Through my long experience in the social sector, I have noticed that NGOs could have a 
very effective role in societies by networking between members, beneficiaries and local 
community. NGOs can also help establish civil and democratic relationships in harmony 
with the concept of citizenship. Furthermore, NGOs could be affiliates of sectarian or 
family centers, or front images for the work or powerful figures of the society.  
 
3. The Beginning of the Relationship between the Public Sector and Volunteering NGOs 
in Lebanon.  
 
The relationship between the public sector and volunteering NGOs started with the 
establishment of the Office of Social Development in 1959. Before that, the government 
restricted its intervention in the social sector to limited financial aids to a number of 
benevolent organizations, and such aids were spent outside the reach of any planning, 
control or monitoring from the part of the government.  
 
The Office of Social Development elaborated a plan calling for the support of the 
voluntary work sector in three forms.  
 
The Ministry of Social Affairs later on adopted this plan and elaborated it as follows:  
 
1st Form: Partnership with NGOs 
The MoSA supports welfare institutions operated by NGOs through contracts that 
provide them with financial and technical assistance. These institutions, in turn, provide 
welfare to a pre-determined number of beneficiaries from vulnerable categories, namely 
orphans, social cases, elderly, handicapped, homeless…  
 
In 2001, the MoSA has concluded 232 welfare contracts with welfare institutions 
covering 42,962 beneficiaries.  
 
2nd Form: Partnership with NGOs 
The MoSA supports NGOs through joint contracts for social projects run by a joint 
committee representing both parties. This partnership is fully reflected throughout the 
phases of the project, namely planning, financing, implementation and final evaluation.  



 
In 2001, the MoSA has concluded 244 partnership contracts with 194 different NGOs 
over 273 joint projects.  
 
3rd Form: Voluntary Work Camps 
The MoSA runs and implements voluntary work activities in coordination with local 
communities and NGOs and in cooperation with young volunteers for the implementation 
of development projects in the community. Not less than six such camps are organized on 
an annual basis.  
 
As to the goals of these Voluntary Work Camps, these are:  
 
Grouping the Lebanese youth within a unified national framework, in order to strengthen 
the social fabric of future generations.  
Promoting the exchange of experience between the Lebanese and foreign youth groups.  
Executing development projects to help local communities improve their living 
conditions.  
The MoSA usually announces these camps through various media and universities. 
Participating members are generally young people of both sexes between the ages of 18 
and 25.  
 
A specialized team in development issues is responsible for the planning of these camps. 
Implementation is carried out in coordination with the NGOs and local community 
entities selected in each geographical area.  
 
In 2001, the MoSA has implemented 7 Voluntary Work Camps, which have grouped 499 
volunteers. The financial contribution of the Ministry amounted to LBP 800,000,000.  
 
4. The Future Scope of the Relationship between the Public Sector and Volunteering 
NGOs 
conscious of its responsibility in the field of volunteering, the government has established 
the National Committee for Voluntary Work, which is headed by the Minister of Social 
Affairs, with representatives from various ministries, institutions, the NGO sector, the 
UNV, major universities and international volunteer organizations.  
 
The motives behind the establishment of the National Committee for Voluntary Work 
represent at the same time its goals. These are:  
 
Ensure the sustainability of volunteering, especially in the context of harsh social and 
economical conditions. Voluntary work must persist, given the inestimable moral value 
of any voluntary action.  
Promote the training of volunteers to reach a stage of specialization and perfection, given 
the fact that volunteering is no more an act of charity but a development action, which 
should not be conducted in a chaotic context.  
Ensure the partnership between the public sector and the volunteering NGOs throughout 
the phases of any project, namely planning, implementation, follow-up and evaluation.  



Promote the mechanism of national and social unity based on civil principles, namely:  
An elaborate definition of the volunteering concept.  
 
Defined working principles for volunteering activities.  
 
Regulated channels of financial and technical support be it from public, private or 
international sources.  
 
Encourage volunteering NGOs to seek specialization in order to enlarge the scope of their 
operations both geographically and with respect to potential beneficiaries.  
Establish a databank, a communication network and a website to allow volunteers to get 
to know the various areas of needs of the country.  
Develop a media plan to increase awareness concerning the importance of voluntary 
work and spread volunteering among the population.  
Undertake activities on the national level to promote volunteering.  
Organize training workshops on volunteering involving universities, the NGO sector and 
various training centers.  
Finally, social solidarity is the ground base for building a democratic society, which 
believes in such principles as human rights and facilitates access to them. Volunteering is 
one of the pillars of this building process, which involves each and every one of us. May 
we all succeed in our tasks.  
 
 


