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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

“Localization” has become a core priority for the international development sector following global 

commitments by international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) and donors over the past two 

decades, and a pivotal speech by United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 

Administrator Samantha Power in 2021. Grounded in the principles of participatory and locally led 

development, it emphasizes country ownership, inclusivity, and a shift in power to the global south when 

defining, prioritizing, and responding to development problems and humanitarian crises. 

 

USAID currently defines localization as “the set of internal reforms, actions, and behavior changes that 

the Agency is undertaking to ensure [its] work puts local actors in the lead, strengthens local systems, 

and is responsive to local communities.” It uses two key benchmarks to measure its progress: 

By 2025, USAID will provide at least 25 percent of its program funds directly to local partners. 

By 2030, 50 percent of USAID programs will place local communities in the lead to set priorities, co-

design projects, drive implementation, and define and measure results. 

 

At the time of this report’s publication, USAID/Ghana directly funds 23 implementing partners (IPs), of 

which three are local partners. This accounts for only 4.15 percent of the Mission’s bilateral program 

budget. Its government-to-government (G2G) program comprises an additional 4.97 percent of this 

budget. Several external dynamics influence these figures and USAID/Ghana’s ability to realize the above 

targets. These include ongoing discussions between locally led development and “decolonize aid” 

advocates, industry insiders, USAID, and INGOs/development contractors, which center on concerns 

about definitions, metrics, local capacity, risk tolerance, and USAID’s ability to staff its localization 

agenda. Against this backdrop, USAID/Ghana, under its four-year $16.5 million Ghana Monitoring, 

Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) Platform Activity, commissioned this in-depth localization landscape 

analysis (LLA) of Ghana’s local organization ecosystem to analyze these dynamics, hear local 

perspectives on USAID’s localization agenda, and enhance USAID/Ghana’s ability to engage existing and 

new local partners. 

 

Core findings of the LLA include the following: 

● Achieving the 25 percent direct funding target is a challenge globally, which helps 

contextualize USAID/Ghana’s own progress on localization. For example, Agency-wide, 

USAID only achieved 9.6 percent of its direct funding benchmark in 2023. This, controversially, 

includes locally established partners (LEPs) affiliated with INGOs/development contractors, which 

locally led development advocates argue should be excluded from the numerator USAID uses to 

calculate its percentage. In 2023, 2.1 percent of USAID/Ghana’s direct funding went to local partners 

(all of which are local entities), which is low compared to the 21.7 percent that went directly to 

local partners (local entities and LEPs combined) across the Africa region.  

 

● Progress on the direct funding target requires increased transaction costs. While 

USAID’s global direct funding percentage was lower in 2023 than 2022, the overall number of local 

partners receiving direct funding increased, emphasizing the administrative challenge Missions face to 

fund more local partners directly while maintaining current spending levels. The below formula 

demonstrates one method to estimate this transaction cost in Ghana. According to 

ForeignAssistance.gov, USAID/Ghana obligated approximately $171.5 million in FY 2023, which 
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reduces to approximately $140 million after filtering out G2G assistance, interagency agreements, 

personal service contracts, and agreements with Public International Organizations. Based on an 

estimated average direct award size of $500,000 for local partners (survey data for this study 

indicates that the current absorption capacity of local partners may be closer to $250,000), the 

number of awards required to directly fund $35 million (25 percent of $140 million of eligible 

funding) to local partners could increase to 67 from the current three: 

 

 
 

● Per the scope of work, Ghana’s local organization ecosystem can be organized into four 

broad categories—civil society, private sector, government, and other/multiple—with 16 market 

segments: 

 

Exhibit 1. Local Organization Ecosystem Categories 

 

CIVIL SOCIETY PRIVATE SECTOR 

● Foundations 

● Regional (West African) non-government 

organizations 

● National NGOs 

● Research institutions 

● Faith-based organizations (FBOs) 

● Community-based organizations (CBOs) 

● Labor unions, associations, and cooperatives 

● Civil society networks (CSOs) 

● Companies investing in corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) 

● Social enterprises 

GOVERNMENT OTHER/MULTIPLE 

● National entities 

● Specialized agencies 

● Local entities 

● Media 

● Public-private partnerships (PPPs) 

● Traditional authorities 

 

● CSO activities tend to concentrate geographically in northern Ghana, with other regions 

receiving varying degrees of attention. Activities focus primarily on health, education, youth, gender, 

agriculture/food security, climate, governance, conflict prevention, and water, sanitation, and hygiene 

(WASH).  

● CSR initiatives and social enterprises can help fill gaps unaddressed by donors. They 

typically target last-mile populations in rural and underserved areas. However, CSR initiatives lack 

structure and coordination with donor efforts. 
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● USAID IPs mostly engage with local governments, according to those interviewed for this 

study. Meanwhile, some government services remain highly centralized (e.g., Ghana’s Health and 

Education Services) in Ghana’s decentralized governance model. 

● Several market segments are difficult to categorize but have an important influence on the 

local organization ecosystem, especially at the community level. They include non-traditional 

partners who can potentially help advance progress on USAID’s locally led development indicator. 

 

● USAID’s perceived rigidity has both positive and negative effects on the ecosystem. 

Those receiving and managing USAID funds use it to leverage their existing strengths, expand into 

new sectors and geographic areas, and address institutional challenges and weaknesses that are 

common across organizational categories and market segments and are detailed in this report. 

However, several organizations interviewed and surveyed feel they lack opportunities to work with 

USAID because the Agency’s stricter requirements favor well established organizations. In one 

example, national NGO respondents expressed frustration with the Mission after investing 

significant resources in responding to a recent solicitation as a consortium. They feel they were 

intentional in their localization strategy but ultimately lost to a U.S. contractor. 

 

● Bottlenecks in the central government complicate G2G aid flows. The Mission is building 

on its continued efforts to align its systems with the Ghana Integrated Financial Management 

Information System (GIFMS) and address the delayed release of funds to G2G stakeholder by the 

central government. Recent adjustments to project management models have yielded results.  

 

● Localization can have positive and negative effects on the ecosystem depending on how it 

mitigates or exacerbates existing trust deficits, staff poaching, and power imbalances between 

INGOs/development contractors, national NGOs, and CBOs. 

 

Based on these findings, key recommendations for the Mission include the following: 

 

● Adapt to Mission resource constraints by considering buy-ins to acquisition and assistance 

(A&A) institutional support contracts to boost human resource capacity to manage more direct 

awards, integrating programming across units to share resources and expertise, and actively 

contributing to discussions with USAID/Washington on approaches for measuring localization 

progress. 

 

● Incentivize mentor-mentee relationships to foster trust and capacity-strengthening across 

stakeholder tiers. For example, continue requiring international primes to prepare local subs for 

transition awards, prepare smaller NGOs to receive their first subaward, and consider allowing 

lower-tier awards under fixed amount awards (FAAs) to extend financial support to CBOs. 

 

● Address institutional capacity constraints and cost recovery issues of local partners by 

cautiously applying the de minimis rate (e.g., explain the risk of electing to use and lock into the de 

minimis rate, especially if a local partner’s cost recovery needs are higher than 15 percent and it can 

justify a higher rate), maximizing award periods of performance, and implementing parallel capacity-

strengthening activities to support local organizations with their core operations and systems 

development. 
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● Simplify pre- and post-award processes within USAID’s current rules and regulations. 

For example, use ADS 303 restricted eligibility conditions to engage new/non-traditional partners 

unlikely to respond to a solicitation, develop notices of funding opportunities (NOFOs) that align 

with the Private Sector Collaboration Pathways approach to expressions of interest, and continue 

delivering focused training to USAID and IP staff on proper use of FAAs to mitigate against grantee 

liquidity issues (e.g., ensure that the amount of the initial milestone can be accomplished shortly 

after award and is high enough in value to avoid the need for an advance) and design milestone 

means of verification that incorporate capacity-strengthening measures (e.g., the development of 

internal policies) and avoid overly burdensome documentation (e.g., require grantees to meet with 

MEL staff after each milestone to pause and reflect and verbally discuss progress rather than submit 

a written progress report). 

 

● Organize listening sessions and commission specialized studies (e.g., focused LLAs and 

applied political economy analyses) to analyze the local context and identify and engage non-

traditional actors in specific sectors and geographies that are less likely or capable of responding to 

requests for information and other formal processes used by USAID to solicit information. 

 

● Develop a strategy to brand localization for a Ghanaian audience, potentially using a 

relatable slogan that can be tailored to cultural and linguistic nuances in each region. 

 

● Avoid unintended harm to Ghana's development sector by identifying issues that can 

negatively affect activity implementation (e.g., increased transaction costs and associated compliance 

risks) and/or result in unintentional shifts in power away from community-based actors toward 

national-level elites due to brain drain and a concentration of awards to more national-level local 

organizations. 

 

● Expand G2G capacity-strengthening activities by fostering mentor-mentee relationships 

between national and local entities and engaging officials in training that transfer new skills aligned with 

USAID and GoG priorities. Also, support government entities to develop and lead sector working 

groups that champion open government principles and help identify actors in various sectors and 

market segments that are best positioned to support locally led development. 

 

The report that follows explains these findings and recommendations in more detail after introducing 

the external dynamics influencing USAID/Ghana’s localization agenda for context. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This report begins by exploring external dynamics that directly influence the art of the possible for 

USAID’s localization agenda in Ghana. This includes an overview of localization commitments by INGOs 

and donors over the past two decades, how these commitments relate to USAID’s definition of 

localization and means of measuring progress on its localization targets, and how development 

practitioners perceive the viability of USAID’s approach. Within this broader context, USAID/Ghana’s 

current progress on localization is analyzed and better understood, setting the stage for the purpose of 

this study and its methodology, findings, and specific, actionable recommendations, which strive to help 

the Mission further engage and support local partners in inclusive and locally led development. 

 

1.1 LOCALIZATION IN THE GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT CONTEXT 

 

“Localization” has evolved to become a core priority for the international development sector. 

Grounded in the principles of participatory and locally led development, it emphasizes country 

ownership, inclusivity, and a shift in power to the global south when defining, prioritizing, and responding 

to development problems and humanitarian crises. Global commitments shaping today’s discourse on 

localization include the 2002 Monterrey Consensus on Financing for Development and the Charter for 

Change and Grand Bargain, which originate from the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit (WHS). Each is 

summarized below to contextualize the ambitious and potentially transformative localization 

benchmarks USAID has set for itself as the world’s largest bilateral aid agency (in absolute dollar terms). 

 
2002 MONTERREY CONSENSUS 

 

Adopted at the International Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey, Mexico, the 2002 

Consensus commits donors to the principle that “each country has primary responsibility for its own 

economic and social development” and that overseas development assistance can help a country “reach 

adequate levels of domestic resource mobilization over an appropriate time horizon, while human 

capital, productive and export capacities are enhanced.” This principle of country ownership gives 

license to G2G support through overseas development assistance, which can catalyze an enabling 

environment for private sector activity, “supporting education, health, public infrastructure 

development, agriculture and rural development, and [enhanced] food security.”1 

 
CHARTER FOR CHANGE 

 

In 2016, the first WHS was held in Istanbul, Turkey to generate “commitments to action” among United 

Nations (UN) Member States, civil society, the private sector, and academia that “reduce suffering and 

deliver better for people caught in humanitarian crises.”2 Ahead of the WHS, several INGOs signed the 

 
1 United Nations. (2003). Monterrey Consensus of the International Conference on Financing for Development. Report of 

the International Conference on Financing for Development, Monterrey, Mexico, 18–22 March 2002. 

https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/generalassembly/docs/globalcompact/A_CONF.198

_11.pdf 
2 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. (2016). World Humanitarian Summit 2016. Agenda for 

Humanity Website [Archived]. https://agendaforhumanity.org/summit.html 

https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/generalassembly/docs/globalcompact/A_CONF.198_11.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/generalassembly/docs/globalcompact/A_CONF.198_11.pdf
https://agendaforhumanity.org/summit.html
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Charter for Change, which speaks directly to localizing humanitarian aid. The latest revision to the eight-

point Charter3 commits signatories to the following: 

 

1. Increase direct funding to southern-based NGOs for humanitarian action, including 

passing through at least 25 percent of their own funding to local NGOs and advocating for donors 

to increase the year-on-year percentage of their funding going to local NGOs.  

 

2. Reaffirm the principles of partnership between INGOs and southern-based NGOs, 

namely, equality, transparency, a results-oriented approach, responsibility, and complementarity. 

 

3. Increase transparency around resource transfers to southern-based national and local 

NGOs, including commitments to document the types of organizations they partner with and 

publish figures or percentages in their public accounts. 

 

4. Stop undermining local capacity, including a commitment to give fair compensation to 

organizations losing skilled staff to INGOs. 

 

5. Emphasize the importance of national actors by advocating for donors to work through 

national actors as part of their criteria for partnerships and proposals. This includes introducing 

their local partners to their own direct donors. 

 

6. Address subcontracting, ensuring they treat local actors, from the start, as equals in decision-

making and the design of programs and partnerships. 

 

7. Provide robust organizational support and capacity-strengthening for local actors. This 

includes paying adequate administrative support and publishing the percentage of their budgets 

allocated for this purpose. 

 

8. Communicate to the media and the public about partners, promoting the role of local 

actors and acknowledging the work that they do. 

GRAND BARGAIN 

In preparation for the 2016 WHS, major donors, including USAID, and humanitarian organizations also 

signed a Grand Bargain4 comprising 51 non-binding commitments that aim to increase effectiveness and 

efficiency in humanitarian action and close “the humanitarian financing gap.” Localization is a core focus 

 
3 Charter for Change: Localization of Humanitarian Aid. (2024). Current Revised Version. 

https://charter4change.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/charter4change-2024-.docx-1.pdf 
4 Inter-Agency Standing Committee of the UN. (2016). The Grand Bargain – A Shared Commitment to Better Serve 

People in Need. https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2017-

02/grand_bargain_final_22_may_final-2_0.pdf 

https://charter4change.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/charter4change-2024-.docx-1.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2017-02/grand_bargain_final_22_may_final-2_0.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2017-02/grand_bargain_final_22_may_final-2_0.pdf
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area in the latest revision,5 which builds on a resource kit6 and other work produced by members of the 

recently phased out Grand Bargain Localization Workstream. The resource kit lists six localization 

commitments, including commitments to increase multi-year investment and support for the institutional 

capacity of local partners; incorporate capacity-strengthening in partnership agreements; and channel 25 

percent of international financing (in aggregate) directly or “as directly as possible” to local actors. The 

latter is measured as funds channeled through: (a) a pooled fund that local actors can access directly and 

(b) a single international aid organization that reaches local actors directly.  

 

Though Workstream members found “no single agreed definition” of localization, they conclude in the 

resource kit that it refers to “increasing international investment in the capacity, delivery and leadership 

of local responders” and, per the text of the Grand Bargain, adhering to the principle of “as local as 

possible” and “as international as necessary” when considering the role of international actors. 

Lastly, while other global commitments important to localization have evolved since the Monterrey 

Consensus (e.g., the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development7 and Principles for Locally Led 

Adaptation8), the Consensus, Charter for Change, and Grand Bargain remain key foundational pieces. 

1.2 USAID’S LOCALIZATION AGENDA & BENCHMARKS 

USAID defines localization as “the set of internal reforms, actions, and behavior changes that the Agency 

is undertaking to ensure [its] work puts local actors in the lead, strengthens local systems, and is 

responsive to local communities.”9 To this end, it uses two key benchmarks to measure progress: 

 

1. By 2025, USAID will provide at least 25 percent of its program funds directly to local partners. 

2. By 2030, 50 percent of USAID programs will place local communities in the lead to set 

priorities, co-design projects, drive implementation, and define and measure results.10 

 

First announced by USAID Administrator Samantha Power in 2021,11 these benchmarks drive USAID’s 

localization agenda and position the Agency as a global advocate and thought leader on inclusive and 

 
5 Inter-Agency Standing Committee of the UN. (2023, June 2). Grand Bargain beyond 2023. Framework endorsed by 

Grand Bargain Signatories. https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2023-

06/Grand%20Bargain%20beyond%202023%20-%20Framework.pdf 
6 Grand Bargain Localization Workstream. (2021, March 26). Country-Level Dialogue on Localization: Resource Kit. 

https://gblocalisation.ifrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/GB-Localisation-Workstream-Country-Level-Dialogue-

Resource-Kit-1.pdf 
7 UN General Assembly. (2015, October 21). Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015. 

A/RES/70/1. https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n15/291/89/pdf/n1529189.pdf 
8 Global Center on Adaptation. (2021, January 24). Principles for Locally Led Adaptation. 

https://gca.org/reports/principles-for-locally-led-adaptation-action/ 
9 USAID. (2022). Localization at USAID: The Vision and Approach. https://www.usaid.gov/localization/localization-

usaid-vision-and-approach 
10 USAID. (2024). USAID Localization Progress Report FY 2023. https://www.usaid.gov/localization/progressreport/full-

report-fy2023 
11 USAID. (2021, November 4). Administrator Samantha Power On A New Vision for Global Development. Speech 

delivered at Georgetown University. https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/speeches/nov-04-2021-

administrator-samantha-power-new-vision-global-development 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2023-06/Grand%20Bargain%20beyond%202023%20-%20Framework.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2023-06/Grand%20Bargain%20beyond%202023%20-%20Framework.pdf
https://gblocalisation.ifrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/GB-Localisation-Workstream-Country-Level-Dialogue-Resource-Kit-1.pdf
https://gblocalisation.ifrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/GB-Localisation-Workstream-Country-Level-Dialogue-Resource-Kit-1.pdf
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n15/291/89/pdf/n1529189.pdf
https://gca.org/reports/principles-for-locally-led-adaptation-action/
https://www.usaid.gov/localization/localization-usaid-vision-and-approach
https://www.usaid.gov/localization/localization-usaid-vision-and-approach
https://www.usaid.gov/localization/progressreport/full-report-fy2023
https://www.usaid.gov/localization/progressreport/full-report-fy2023
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/speeches/nov-04-2021-administrator-samantha-power-new-vision-global-development
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/speeches/nov-04-2021-administrator-samantha-power-new-vision-global-development
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locally led development. They are endorsed by leading global philanthropies12 and build on the 

commitments described in the previous section13 and previous efforts by USAID to increase direct 

support to local actors under the U.S. President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR)14 and 

initiatives like USAID Forward.15 USAID policies, strategies, and directives like ADS Chapter 220 on 

G2G Assistance,16 the Acquisition and Assistance Strategy,17 Local Capacity Strengthening Policy,18 Policy 

on Locally Led Humanitarian Assistance,19 Local Systems Framework for Supporting Sustainable 

Development,20 Listening to Local Voices: Accountability and Feedback Plans,21 Local Systems Position 

Paper,22 and Youth in Development Policy23 also encapsulate the Agency’s localization agenda. All are 

guided by the definitions and metrics below: 

 
HOW USAID DEFINES “LOCAL” 

 

USAID ADS Chapter 303 defines “local entity” as “an individual, a corporation, a nonprofit organization, 

or another body of persons that (1) is legally registered under the laws of [a country receiving 

assistance]; (2) has as its principal place of business or operations in [the recipient country]; and (3) is 

(A) majority owned by individuals who are citizens or lawful permanent residents of [the recipient 

country]; and (B) managed by a governing body, the majority of who are citizens or lawful permanent 

 
12 Council on Foundations. (2023, September 20). Leading Global Foundations Join Bilateral Donors in Commitment to 

Locally Led Global Development. https://cof.org/news/leading-global-foundations-join-bilateral-donors-commitment-

locally-led-global-development 
13 USAID. (2022, December 13). Donor Statement on Supporting Locally Led Development. Announced at the 2022 

Effective Development Cooperation Summit in Geneva, Switzerland. https://www.usaid.gov/localization/donor-

statement-on-supporting-locally-led-development 
14 USAID Office of Inspector General. (2021, December 13). PEPFAR in Africa: USAID Expanded the Use of Local 

Partners but Should Reassess Local Partner Capacity to Meet Funding Goals. https://oig.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2021-

12/4-936-22-001-P.pdf 
15 Dunning, C. (2016). USAID Didn’t Hit Its 30 Percent Target for Local Solutions – Here’s Why I’m Still Cheering. Center 

for Global Development Blog. https://www.cgdev.org/blog/usaid-didnt-hit-its-30-percent-target-local-solutions 
16 USAID. (2024, September 17). ADS Chapter 220: Strengthening the Capacity of Partner Governments through G2G 

Assistance. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/220_091624.pdf 
17 USAID. (2023). Acquisition and Assistance Strategy. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-03/USAID-AA-

Strategy-Report.pdf 
18 USAID. (2022). Local Capacity Strengthening Policy. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-10/LCS-Policy-

2022-10-17.pdf 
19 USAID. (2024). Policy on Locally Led Humanitarian Assistance. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-

09/USAID-Policy-Locally-Led-HA-FINAL-digital.pdf 
20 USAID. (2014). Local Systems: A Framework for Supporting Sustainable Development. 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/LocalSystemsFramework.pdf 
21 USAID. (2023). Listening to Local Voices: Accountability and Feedback Plans. 

https://www.usaid.gov/documents/listening-local-voices-accountability-and-feedback-plans 
22 USAID. (2024). Local Systems Position Paper. https://www.usaid.gov/policy/local-systems-position-paper 
23 USAID. (2022). Youth in Development Policy. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/USAID-Youth-in-

Development-Policy-2022-Update-508.pdf 

https://cof.org/news/leading-global-foundations-join-bilateral-donors-commitment-locally-led-global-development
https://cof.org/news/leading-global-foundations-join-bilateral-donors-commitment-locally-led-global-development
https://www.usaid.gov/localization/donor-statement-on-supporting-locally-led-development
https://www.usaid.gov/localization/donor-statement-on-supporting-locally-led-development
https://oig.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/4-936-22-001-P.pdf
https://oig.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/4-936-22-001-P.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/usaid-didnt-hit-its-30-percent-target-local-solutions
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/220_091624.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-03/USAID-AA-Strategy-Report.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-03/USAID-AA-Strategy-Report.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-10/LCS-Policy-2022-10-17.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-10/LCS-Policy-2022-10-17.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/USAID-Policy-Locally-Led-HA-FINAL-digital.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/USAID-Policy-Locally-Led-HA-FINAL-digital.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/LocalSystemsFramework.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/documents/listening-local-voices-accountability-and-feedback-plans
https://www.usaid.gov/policy/local-systems-position-paper
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/USAID-Youth-in-Development-Policy-2022-Update-508.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/USAID-Youth-in-Development-Policy-2022-Update-508.pdf
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residents of [the recipient country].” This is distinct from an LEP, which USAID defines as “a U.S. or 

international organization that works through locally led operations and programming models.”24 

 
HOW USAID MEASURES PROGRESS ON LOCALIZATION 

 

USAID uses a direct local funding indicator to measure its 25 percent benchmark. A direct regional 

funding indicator and direct South-South funding indicator supplement this indicator. The numerator for 

each indicator measures the percentage of “applicable acquisition and assistance obligations” that USAID 

directly obligates to local, regional, and South-South partners “in a given fiscal year.” Importantly, the 

denominator excludes G2G assistance, interagency agreements, personal service contracts, and 

agreements with Public International Organizations.25 

 

USAID uses a separate locally led development indicator to measure its 50 percent target, which “tracks 

the extent to which USAID programs utilize a set of [ten] ‘good practices’ that advance locally led 

development across the project life cycle.” These good practices fall within three categories: activity 

design, activity implementation, and activity MEL. The numerator includes the number of “active” 

USAID-funded activities that demonstrably use “at least one good practice from each of the categories 

in a given fiscal year.” Unlike the direct funding indicator, the denominator includes G2G assistance and 

support for “other stakeholders and/or communities,” regardless of whether they receive direct funding 

from USAID. It excludes MEL platforms, personal service contracts, and other “mission support 

contracts.”26 

 

To progress on the first indicator, USAID Missions make awards directly to local partners. Meanwhile, 

USAID prime IPs channel subgrants and grants under contract (GUC) to local partners, which supports 

the “as directly as possible” principle and helps prepare local partners to become direct recipients—e.g., 

through the “transition award” process.27 However, subgrants and GUCs currently do not factor toward 

the direct funding indicator. To progress on the second indicator, USAID Missions and prime IPs deploy 

co-creation processes, listening sessions, capacity-strengthening activities, adaptive management, and 

other participatory methods grounded in systems thinking to support inclusive and locally led 

development. USAID’s Local, Faith, and Transformative Partnerships Hub also coordinates mechanisms 

like the Locally Led Development Annual Program Statement (APS), New Partnerships Initiative, and 

Local Works, Cooperative Development, and Peace Corps Small Project Assistance programs, which 

support Missions to partner with new, nontraditional, and diverse partners.28 

 
24 USAID. (2024, June 7). ADS Chapter 303: Grants and Cooperative Agreements to Non-Governmental Organizations. 

https://www.usaid.gov/about-us/agency-policy/series-300/303 
25 USAID. (2023). Key Performance Indicators: Direct Acquisition & Assistance Funding for Localization. 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-04/Key-Performance-Indicators-Direct-AA-Funding-Localization.pdf 
26 USAID. (2024). FY24 Reporting Guidance: Locally Led Programs Indicator. 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-

09/FY24%20Revision%20to%20Locally%20Led%20Programs%20Reporting%20Guidance_EXTERNAL_9-18-

2024.pdf 
27 USAID. (2020, December 17). Process for Transition Awards: Mandatory Reference for ADS 303. 

https://www.usaid.gov/about-us/agency-policy/series-300/references-chapter/303mbb 
28 USAID. (n.d.). Local, Faith, and Transformative Partnerships Hub (LFT) Factsheet. 

https://www.usaid.gov/document/local-faith-and-transformative-partnerships-hub-lft-factsheet 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-04/Key-Performance-Indicators-Direct-AA-Funding-Localization.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/FY24%20Revision%20to%20Locally%20Led%20Programs%20Reporting%20Guidance_EXTERNAL_9-18-2024.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/FY24%20Revision%20to%20Locally%20Led%20Programs%20Reporting%20Guidance_EXTERNAL_9-18-2024.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/FY24%20Revision%20to%20Locally%20Led%20Programs%20Reporting%20Guidance_EXTERNAL_9-18-2024.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/about-us/agency-policy/series-300/references-chapter/303mbb
https://www.usaid.gov/document/local-faith-and-transformative-partnerships-hub-lft-factsheet
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1.3 EXTERNAL DISCOURSE INFLUENCING GHANA’S LOCALIZATION AGENDA 

Locally led development and “decolonize aid” advocates, industry insiders, USAID, and 

INGOs/development contractors continue to deliberate on USAID’s localization agenda and the above 

indicators. Current discourse centers on definitions, metrics, local capacity, risk tolerance, and USAID 

staffing. All have implications for localization in Ghana and the recommendations for this study.  

CHALLENGES DEFINING AND MEASURING LOCALIZATION 

Some argue that the development sector is rushing into localization before reaching a consensus on its 

definition, making it more of a buzzword than a transformative, strictly targeted effort. For example, 

some perceive “local” to have patriarchal implications because it still places countries in the global south 

at the lowest level.29 This has led to calls to define, redefine, or replace the word completely. USAID is 

highly influential in this discussion because of the resources it brings to bear in development assistance; 

however, not everyone agrees with the Agency’s definition. Some criticize INGOs/development 

contractors for taking advantage of definitional ambiguity to “speak the language of localization” without 

doing the actual work.30 At the same time, INGOs/development contractors are concerned that 

localization is an effort to phase them out, ignoring the complementary and redefined roles they can play 

in development assistance (e.g., capacity-strengthening, responding to multiplying global crises, and 

maintaining neutrality and protection in humanitarian settings).31 

 

Lastly, certain elements of localization are difficult to strictly quantify (e.g., the benefits or unintended 

consequences of localization on power relations, partnering decisions, and varying levels of access to 

available funding within civil society) but nevertheless fundamental to how we understand localization 

and its greater goals. Systems analyses and complexity-aware approaches can help identify and 

acknowledge contextual factors (e.g., language and institutional capacity constraints, geographic barriers, 

registration requirements) that may systematically exclude local organizations or reify the hierarchy of a 

few dominant local entities. However, such factors are difficult to quantify with standard indicators.  

 
METRICS FOR CALCULATING LOCALIZATION PERCENTAGES 

 

Though healthily debated, many laud USAID’s transparency on how it measures and reports on its 

localization targets,32 which exposes the Agency to scrutiny. For the direct funding indicator, USAID’s 

international prime IPs argue that the numerator should include subgrants and GUCs they award to 

local partners.33 How USAID defines “local partner” is also controversial. Locally led development 

 
29 Ainsworth, D. and Byatnal, A. (2022, November 21). Localization? I hate the word. Decolonization? I hate that even 

more. Devex. https://www.devex.com/news/localization-i-hate-the-word-decolonization-i-hate-that-even-more-

104340 
30 Green, A. (2024, July 25). What does localization really mean? Devex. https://www.devex.com/news/what-does-

localization-really-mean-107974 
31 Miolene, E. (2024, July 24). What is the future of the INGO? Devex. https://www.devex.com/news/what-is-the-

future-of-the-ingo-107955 
32 Mohammed, O. (2023, June 26). Is USAID taking the right approach on localization? Devex. 

https://www.devex.com/news/is-usaid-taking-the-right-approach-on-localization-105767 
33 Cohen, R., Amis, S., and Walsh, M. (2022). Grants Under Contract and Local Subcontracts: Helping Meet USAID’s 

Locally Led Development Goals. PSC Council of International Development Companies. 

https://www.devex.com/news/is-usaid-taking-the-right-approach-on-localization-105767
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advocates like Publish What You Fund argue that the numerator should exclude LEPs because they are 

affiliated with INGOs/development contractors and distinct from ADS 303’s local entity definition.34 For 

the denominator, USAID only includes program funds “channeled to NGOs, the private sector, or 

academic institutions” but excludes those channeled to Public International Organizations, including UN 

agencies and other multilaterals. This significantly reduces the total pool of eligible A&A funds that could 

theoretically go to local partners, arguably overinflating USAID’s actual progress against the 25 percent 

benchmark.35 Numerator/denominator aside, others argue the 25 percent target is too low and 

advocate for a more aggressive target of 50 percent based on lessons from localization under PEPFAR.36  

 
CONCERNS ABOUT LOCAL CAPACITY AND RISK 

 

USAID recently made updates to its Risk Appetite Statement to articulate that it “has a high appetite for 

taking smart and disciplined risks in working with local partners, because of the opportunities for more 

equitable and sustainable development outcomes when local organizations are in the lead.”37 Meanwhile, 

USAID, from its own experience, recognizes that its localization agenda is ambitious and faces 

implementation hurdles and risks. For example, under USAID Forward, the Agency’s Local Solutions 

initiative obligated 27 percent of funding to local actors in FY 2015 against a 30 percent target. 

However, this percentage relied on program funds implemented through “local systems,” including 

government and local organizations. The Agency also struggled to “assess and mitigate risks associated 

with working with local nongovernmental partners” and measure “the extent to which the [initiative] 

had an impact on strengthening local capacity, enhancing and promoting country ownership, and 

increasing sustainability.”38 The new localization indicators above attempt to address the need for better 

metrics.  

 

More recently, USAID’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) finds that “failure to adequately address risks 

with local partners could jeopardize USAID’s finances, reputation, and ability to achieve intended 

results.” This risk assessment is grounded in the limited number of local IPs with sufficient financial and 

managerial capacity to implement USAID awards and “ensure effective stewardship of U.S. taxpaying 

dollars.”39 Similar findings relating to local capacity and risk concerns appear in audit reports on the 

USAID OIG website dating back to USAID Forward and earlier. They remain important to weigh against 

 

https://www.pscouncil.org/a/Resources/2022/Grants_Under_Contract_Help_Meet_USAID_s_Local_Spending_Go

als.aspx 
34 Publish What You Fund. (2023). Metrics Matter: How USAID counts “local” will have a big impact on funding for local 

partners. https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/app/uploads/dlm_uploads/2023/02/Metrics-Matter-Full-Research-

Paper.pdf 
35 Publish What You Fund. (2024) Metrics Matter II: USAID’s measurement approach is undermining progress on 

localization. https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/app/uploads/dlm_uploads/2024/06/Metrics-Matter-II.pdf 
36 Birx, D. and Steiger, W. (2023, February 3). PEPFAR and Communities: A Report Series on Lessons Learned from 

PEPFAR’s Success (Volume 5). https://www.bushcenter.org/publications/pepfar-and-communities 
37 USAID. (2024). USAID Localization Progress Report FY 2023. 
38 USAID OIG. (2019, March 21). Despite Optimism About Engaging Local Organizations, USAID Had Challenges Determining Impact 

and Mitigating Risks. https://oig.usaid.gov/node/2062 
39 USAID OIG. (2022, November 16). Top Management Challenges Facing USAID in Fiscal Year 2023. 

https://oig.usaid.gov/node/5657 

https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/app/uploads/dlm_uploads/2024/06/Metrics-Matter-II.pdf
https://www.bushcenter.org/publications/pepfar-and-communities
https://oig.usaid.gov/node/2062
https://oig.usaid.gov/node/5657
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calls by locally led development advocates to relax stringent USAID compliance and reporting 

requirements for local organizations. 
 

USAID STAFFING ISSUES 

 

In its report on Top Management Challenges Facing USAID in FY 2023, USAID’s OIG also found that 

local partners in Nigeria, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe have low capacity to absorb funds, 

requiring Mission staff to manage more awards at lower values to progress on the direct funding target. 

These local partners require more oversight and support than other well-established NGOs. Though 

Ghana is not specifically mentioned, the report highlights a general trend across contexts of local 

partners beginning at a “low starting point,” meaning Mission staff require more time for initial due 

diligence reviews, co-creation, and capacity-strengthening activities.40 This presents challenges managing 

FAAs, a key mechanism USAID uses to address local capacity concerns and develop its local partner 

base. In 2024, the OIG sampled FAAs from ten USAID Missions and found that “increased use of FAAs 

will require mission staff to give continued attention to risk assessment and implementer oversight.”41 

However, staffing constraints continue to limit USAID’s ability to meaningfully increase its work with 

new and local partners.42 Despite recent gains in new hires, the Agency faces significant barriers to 

securing the operating budget it requires to fully staff its localization agenda.43  

 
1.4 CONTEXTUALIZING USAID/GHANA’S PROGRESS ON LOCALIZATION 

 

USAID/Ghana reports that it currently directly funds 23 IPs, of which three are local partners. This 

accounts for only 4.15 percent of the Mission’s bilateral program budget. The Mission’s G2G program 

comprises an additional 4.97 percent of this budget. According to those interviewed for this study, each 

of USAID/Ghana’s three local partners are “local entities” per ADS 303’s definition. Though well below 

the 25 percent direct funding benchmark, USAID/Ghana’s progress appears consistent with progress on 

global localization indicators: 

 

1. Though a separate initiative to USAID’s localization agenda, only 1.2 percent of all international 

humanitarian assistance globally went to local actors in 202144—far below the 25 percent 

commitment of signatories to the Charter for Change. This demonstrates that challenges shifting 

more resources to local partners pre-date USAID’s localization targets.  

 

2. Agency-wide, 9.6 percent of eligible funding went to local entities and LEPs in FY 2023, which is 

down from 10.2 percent in 2022.45 These percentages are halved when using Publish What You 

 
40 Ibid. 

41 USAID OIG. (2024, March 22). Conducted Risk Assessments and Monitoring for Sampled Fixed Amount Awards. 

https://oig.usaid.gov/node/6720 
42 USAID OIG. (2023, November 16). Top Management Challenges Facing USAID in Fiscal Year 2024. 

https://oig.usaid.gov/node/6420 
43 Miolene, M. (2024, June 20). USAID going backward on localization funding, agency report shows. Devex. 

https://www.devex.com/news/usaid-going-backward-on-localization-funding-agency-report-shows-107782 
44 Doherty, J. (2022, November 29). The state of the humanitarian system: growing threats and missing links. Devpolicy 

Blog. https://devpolicy.org/state-of-the-humanitarian-system-growing-threats-missing-links-20221129/ 
45 USAID. (2024). USAID Localization Progress Report FY 2023. 

https://oig.usaid.gov/node/6720
https://oig.usaid.gov/node/6420
https://www.devex.com/news/usaid-going-backward-on-localization-funding-agency-report-shows-107782
https://devpolicy.org/state-of-the-humanitarian-system-growing-threats-missing-links-20221129/
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Fund’s alternative calculation, which excludes LEPs.46 USAID reports that 21.7 percent of direct 

funding went to local partners in the Africa region in 2023, which is down from 23.8 percent in 

2022. USAID/Ghana committed 2.1 percent directly to local partners (all of whom are local 

entities) in 2023 and 3.5 percent in 2022.47 Ghana’s figure is low. However, USAID Missions 

with higher percentages appear to fund LEPs. This is an important distinction when comparing 

Ghana’s performance to other countries. For example, based on an analysis of 

ForeignAssistance.gov FY 2023 data for USAID/Nigeria (the Mission with the highest percentage 

of direct funding to local partners—21.7 percent—in the West Africa region), local affiliates of 

Deloitte, Partners for Development, KNCV TB, and Population Services International (local 

name Society for Family Health) are among those receiving direct funding. 

 

3. Though USAID’s global direct funding percentage declined in 2023, the overall number of local 

partners receiving direct funding increased, emphasizing the administrative challenge Missions 

face to improve progress toward the direct funding target. 

 

To elaborate on the latter point, the figure below illustrates one way of estimating the additional 

number of transactions (roughly a 5:1 ratio) required to award directly to “foreign companies and 

NGOs” (i.e., local partners) versus host country governments (via G2G assistance) and USAID’s more 

established U.S.-based partners.48 

 
Exhibit 2. Number Of Transactions to Deploy $1 Billion In Foreign Aid  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
46 Miolene, E. (2024, June 20). Are USAID localization results even worse than reported? Devex. 

https://www.devex.com/news/are-usaid-localization-results-even-worse-than-reported-107816 
47 USAID. (2024). USAID Localization Progress Report FY 2023. 
48 Sandefur, J. (2022, November 17). USAID Localization by the Numbers. Center for Global Development Blog Post. 

https://www.cgdev.org/blog/usaid-localization-numbers 

https://www.devex.com/news/are-usaid-localization-results-even-worse-than-reported-107816
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/usaid-localization-numbers
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This aligns with the formula in the executive summary used to estimate the number of direct awards 

required to program 25 percent of USAID/Ghana’s program budget through local partners. 

USAID/Ghana currently funds 23 IPs directly, of which three are local partners. Using the formula, 

approximately 70 direct awards to local partners are required to fund $35 million (25 percent of 

USAID/Ghana’s current program budget) based on an estimated local award size of $500,000 (a roughly 

3:1 ratio). This $500,000 estimate is based on the total amount committed to the local partner that 

received the lowest amount of direct funds from USAID/Ghana in 2023. However, survey data indicate 

that the current absorption capacity of local organizations may be closer to $250,000 or lower. If so, the 

number of direct awards required to program 25 percent of USAID/Ghana’s current program budget 

could be over 100 (a roughly 6:1 ratio): 

 

  

This implies that USAID/Ghana may require a significant increase in acquisition and assistance staff to 

reach the 25 percent target. 

Lastly, no data are available to the research team on USAID/Ghana’s progress on the locally led 

development indicator. USAID piloted the indicator last year across half of its global portfolio and made 

revisions in August 2024. Overall, prior to revisions, 53 percent of reported programs met the 

indicator’s previous criteria “for using at least two good practices across two categories.”49 While 

USAID/Ghana works to improve on the direct funding target, meeting the 50 percent target for the 

locally led development indicator may be more promising in Ghana’s robust local organization landscape.  

2. PURPOSE OF THE LOCALIZATION LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS 

Against this backdrop, USAID/Ghana, under its four-year $16.5 million Ghana MEL Platform Activity, has 

commissioned this in-depth LLA of Ghana’s local organization ecosystem (i.e., market segmentation) to 

enhance its ability to engage existing and new local partners. First, the LLA defines the main categories 

and market segments of local organizations in Ghana and their characteristics (e.g., core competencies 

and sectoral and geographical areas of focus). This informs a database of individual organizations 

surveyed (see Annex 1) that technical officers at the Mission can update and build upon in real time. 

Secondly, the research questions explore perspectives on localization in Ghana vis-à-vis USAID’s 

localization benchmarks, providing a more holistic view of barriers and opportunities to put local actors 

in the lead, strengthen local systems, and respond to local communities. This informs recommendations 

for the Mission in the final section of this report. 

 

 
49 USAID. (2024). USAID Localization Progress Report FY 2023. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 
The LLA used quantitative and qualitative methods to collect and analyze data related to the research 

questions. These questions, a final summary of the data sources, ethical considerations that informed the 

team’s in-country work, and some research constraints faced by the team are explained below. 

 

3.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

The following core research questions guided the research team’s analysis: 

1. What are the main categories and market segments of local organizations in Ghana, including 

the private sector and non-traditional partners or organizations not working with USAID? 

2. What characteristics do local organizations share for each category (e.g., core competencies, 

strengths, sectoral and geographical areas of focus, and experience managing USAID funds)? 

3. What challenges and barriers do local organizations face in attracting and managing donor funds, 

including competing for and implementing USAID awards? 

4. What are local organizations’ perspectives surrounding USAID’s localization agenda, including 

the 25 percent direct funding target and other approaches to put local actors in the lead, 

strengthen local systems, and be more responsive to local communities? 

 

3.2 DATA SOURCES & RESULTS 

 

A desk review, semi-structured interviews (SSIs), group listening sessions, and an online survey informed 

the research team’s findings and recommendations and are summarized below. 

DESK REVIEW 

Secondary sources reviewed by the research team to supplement and validate primary data included 

industry-specific media articles (e.g., Devex); global localization commitments; USAID’s localization page 

and latest statements, policies, and strategies related to inclusive and locally led development; relevant 

studies by academics focused on Ghana’s local organizational ecosystem; and legal frameworks and texts 

regulating businesses, social enterprises, and NGOs in Ghana. All are referenced as footnotes in the 

body of this report. The team also reviewed the following databases, directories, and listservs of local 

Ghanaian organizations available publicly or shared by USAID and key informants: 

 

● List of organizations in good standing posted on the Non-Profit Organization Secretariat of the 

Republic of Ghana (NPOS) website; 

● Ghana Center for Democratic Development’s database of 100+ NGOs; 

● Coalition of NGOs in Water and Sanitation’s member list of 75+ local WASH NGOs; 

● Western Region Development Network of NGOs’ member list of NGOs; 

● List of local partners in the north provided by USAID’s Littorals Regional Initiative; 

● List of local research and evaluation partners for USAID’s Local Evaluation and Evidence Support 

Activity; 

● List of Ghana-based agri-businesses provided by USAID/West Africa Trade and Investment Hub; 
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● List of human rights and people living with disabilities local organizations developed by the 

World Health Organization’s QualityRights Initiative; and 

● List of organizations shared by USAID/Ghana for a localization assessment. 

 
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

 

From August 18 to September 24, 2024, the research team held 28 virtual and in-person SSIs with 31 

individuals representing USAID/Ghana and USAID IPs, national NGOs, research institutions, FBOs, and 

the GoG. Stakeholder groups of interest were developed with input from the MEL Platform’s Chief of 

Party, the research team’s local specialists, and USAID/Ghana during an introductory meeting on August 

23, 2024. The research team invited key informants to speak with the team in person or virtually to help 

maximize the response rate. The team made several attempts to obtain additional private sector and 

government participation (e.g., from the Ghana Enterprise Agency, National Commission for Civic 

Education, Ministry of Education, and Ministry of Youth and Sports); however, attempts to secure 

interviews were unsuccessful. To address this gap, the team held interviews with respondents working 

closely with these stakeholders (e.g., Social Enterprise Ghana). Exhibit 3 below summarizes the 

demographic details of the key informants. 

 
Exhibit 3. Demographics of Key Informants 

ORGANIZATIONS RESPONDENTS 

TYPE ACCRA NORTH WEST OTHER TOTAL MEN WOMEN TOTAL 

USAID/Ghana 3    3 2 1 3 

USAID IP 2   1 3 3 2 5 

Government 3    3 3  3 

Local NGO/CSO 7 3 1  11 8 3 11 

Research institution 3    3 3  3 

Private sector 1    1 1  1 

FBO 4    4 4 1 5 

Total 23 3 1 1 28 24 7 31 

 
LISTENING SESSIONS 

 

On August 30, 2024, the team held two virtual listening sessions: one with stakeholders based in Accra 

and another with stakeholders in other regions of Ghana (excluding Tamale). On September 2, 2024, 

the team held an in-person listening session with Tamale stakeholders to gain insight from the Northern 

region.50 Participants were sourced from the databases, listservs, and directories referenced above. 

 
50 The team selected Tamale because of the high concentration of donor interventions in the northern regions of 

Ghana. The in-person session helped maximize participation and demonstrate the research team’s commitment to 

hearing local voices outside Accra. Budget and time constraints prevented the team from traveling to other regions 

of Ghana. 
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Those in attendance offered perspectives on the research questions and helped refine/validate the 

research team’s draft categorization and market segmentation of the local organization ecosystem. The 

table below provides demographic details of the participants. 
 

Exhibit 4. Participant Demographics 

ORGANIZATIONS PARTICIPANTS 

TYPE ACCRA OTHER TAMALE TOTAL MEN WOMEN TOTAL 

Local CSO/NGO 12 11 13 36 30 10 40 

ONLINE SURVEY 

From August 19 to October 7, 2024, a brief 20-question online survey was socialized with local partners 

identified throughout the primary research phase and advertised on Devex and www.jobsinghana.com (a 

popular local website for tenders) to boost the response rate. The team received 217 responses, 

surpassing the target of 200. Seventy-two respondents report that they have received USAID funding as 

a prime or sub-partner. Ninety-one respondents report that they have never received funding from an 

international donor. Survey questions align directly with the core research questions and inform the 

database of local organizations provided in Annex 1. 

 
DATA ANALYSIS 

 

All notes from SSIs were captured on a standard note taking template provided to research team 

members before interviews began. The Lead Researcher reviewed and coded notes and manually pulled 

key points from each interview and summarized them by theme in a single Microsoft Word document. 

No key informant names or personal information were included in the summarized document. The Lead 

Researcher then used Claud.ai to further analyze the themes in the document and identify any gaps. 

Lastly, notes from the listening sessions and deidentified comments from the online survey responses 

were used to triangulate themes in the SSI notes and add nuance to the analysis. 

3.3 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

In the introduction to the online survey, respondents were notified that their participation was 

voluntary and that the information shared was for informational purposes only. Information collected via 

the survey was at the organizational level and therefore low risk. Individual comments of survey 

respondents’ factor into the analysis but are deidentified in this report so they remain anonymous. 

Before each SSI and listening session, respondents were also informed that their participation was 

voluntary and that they would be deidentified from any findings and recommendations in this report. 

3.4 CONSTRAINTS 

The research team faced difficulties securing participation from the private sector and government. As 

stated in Section 3.2, the team interviewed respondents working closely with these stakeholders to 

address this gap. Women are also underrepresented in the sample of SSI and listening session 
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participants. This may reflect the patriarchal nature of Ghanaian society, where gender inequality is 

prevalent, including in civil society.51 However, it is difficult to determine this with certainty. 

4. FINDINGS 

Below are the key findings of the LLA, which relate directly to the research questions in Section 3.1. 

They begin with the research team’s categorization of the local organization ecosystem and each market 

segment before broadly defining the key challenges local organizations face in attracting and managing 

donor funding. Next, USAID’s influence on these challenges is explained in detail, which helps 

contextualize Ghanaian perspectives on USAID’s localization agenda described at the end of the section.  

4.1 MARKET CATEGORIES AND SEGMENT CHARACTERISTICS 

The research team elected to categorize Ghana’s local organization ecosystem into four broad 

organization types: civil society, the private sector, government, and other/multiple. An alternative 

option is to categorize by size; however, type helps avoid redundancy as several market segments have 

organizations of various sizes. The segments for each category are introduced and characterized below.  

 

CIVIL SOCIETY 

 

Ghana has a robust civil society with thousands of organizations (potentially more than 30,000) 

operating formally or informally across the country. Figure 2 illustrates the office locations of CSOs 

surveyed for this study, which aligns with research indicating a high concentration of CSOs in Accra and 

Ghana’s northern regions with more uneven geographic distribution across Ghana’s other regions.52  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
51 Nartey, P. Bahar, O.S., & Nabunya, P. (2023). A Review of the Cultural Gender Norms Contributing to Gender 

Inequality in Ghana: An Ecological Systems Perspective. Journal of International Women's Studies, Vol. 25 (7), Article 

14. https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol25/iss7/14 
52 Ware, A. (2020, July 17). Ghanaian civil society: West Africa’s ‘shining democratic star?’ Indiana University: Lilly 

School of Philanthropy. https://blog.philanthropy.indianapolis.iu.edu/2020/07/17/ghanaian-civil-society-west-africas-

shining-democratic-star/  

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol25/iss7/14
https://blog.philanthropy.indianapolis.iu.edu/2020/07/17/ghanaian-civil-society-west-africas-shining-democratic-star/
https://blog.philanthropy.indianapolis.iu.edu/2020/07/17/ghanaian-civil-society-west-africas-shining-democratic-star/
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Exhibit 5. Principal Locations of CSOs Surveyed 

 

Many CSOs engage in service delivery, advocacy, or watchdog roles, and collaborate to varying degrees 

with the government. To this end, they play an important role in bridging gaps between communities 

and government. However, some are partisan and overtly political, controversially extending their 

party’s interests. With these broad characterizations in mind, CSOs are organized and characterized 

more specifically into the below segments: 

● Foundations operating as philanthropies that award grants to smaller NGOs and CBOs and 

collaborate with other NGOs on donor-funded projects. Some are LEPs that affiliate with an 

INGO or were initially formed through past donor initiatives. 

 

● Regional (West African) NGOs based in Accra that engage in activity implementation, research, 

and advocacy within Ghana and in other countries in West Africa. Some are LEPs that affiliate 

with an INGO. 

 

● National NGOs often based in Accra that work within Ghana only. Some are also LEPs that 

affiliate with an INGO. They are generally urban based with staff skilled in the areas of project 

management, advocacy, and research. Because of their national focus, they have strong, well-

established networks with donors, government, and communities. They depend significantly on 

CBOs for geographic presence and contextual understanding. 

 

● Research institutions registered as NGOs and producing evidence that informs policy related to 

Ghana’s development sector. 
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● FBOs, including churches and mosques, that bring strong convening power through their 

existing structures, particularly at the community level. Their values and social causes often align 

with principles of local action and priorities of the development sector. 

 

● CBOs that are based at the hyper-local level, often with one or two staff, with strong ties to 

their communities and deep cultural and contextual understanding. They are often less formal 

but play critical roles in Ghana’s development sector, partnering with national NGOs, donors, 

and local governments that leverage their geographic presence and indigenous knowledge. 

 

● Labor unions, associations, and cooperatives advocate on behalf of their members. They span 

various types of entities and sectors from the formal (e.g., Chamber of Commerce) to informal 

(e.g., market women, artisans, and fishermen) and amplify the interests of their members. 

 

● CSO networks that are citizen-/NGO-led but may have participation from other sectors. They 

share resources and expertise across their members to amplify their advocacy and policy 

influence and strengthen service delivery.  

 

The data show that CSOs work across a wide range of sectors, including health, education, youth, 

gender, agriculture/food security, climate, governance, WASH, and conflict prevention. Their activities 

tend to concentrate in northern Ghana, with other regions receiving varying degrees of focus. Figures 3 

and 4 illustrate the sectoral geographic areas of focus of CSOs surveyed. 

 

Exhibit 6. Sectoral Areas of Focus for CSOs Surveyed 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

USAID GHANA LOCALIZATION LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS | 25 

Exhibit 7. Geographic Areas of Focus for CSOs Surveyed 

 

PRIVATE SECTOR 

Private sector organizations in Ghana comprise formal entities (i.e., registered corporations and small 

and medium-sized entities) and informal entities (including unregistered micro-enterprises and small-

scale operations often working outside the formal regulatory framework). To varying degrees, they 

support Ghana’s economy, which primarily relies on the production and export of Ghana’s abundant 

raw materials (i.e., gold, cocoa, and oil/gas). These raw materials, coupled with Ghana’s relative security 

and political stability, help attract foreign direct investment,53 which the GoG has prioritized to support 

its industrialization plans and “Ghana Beyond Aid” strategy.54 The latter aims to reduce dependence on 

foreign assistance by promoting a shift in mindset and transforming the economy toward manufacturing 

and high-value services. The research revealed two specific segments of organizations that relate to this 

vision and Ghana’s development agenda: 

 

● Companies investing in CSR, namely, large profitable entities attempting to strengthen their 

visibility and commitment to ethical business practices at the local level through social 

investments in infrastructure, capacity-strengthening, advocacy, and community empowerment. 

These investments are typically based on internal priorities and leadership interests and are 

especially common with mining companies.  

 

 
53 U.S. Department of State. (n.d.). 2024 Investment Climate Statements: Ghana. DoS Website. 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2024-investment-climate-statements/ghana/#:~:text=Financial%20Sector-

,Capital%20Markets%20and%20Portfolio%20Investment,bonds%20for%20various%20domestic%20creditors.  
54 Government of Ghana. (2019). Ghana Beyond Aid Charter and Strategy Document. 

http://psrs.gov.gh/images/GBYA/ghana_beyond_aid_charter_new.pdf 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2024-investment-climate-statements/ghana/#:~:text=Financial%20Sector-,Capital%20Markets%20and%20Portfolio%20Investment,bonds%20for%20various%20domestic%20creditors
https://www.state.gov/reports/2024-investment-climate-statements/ghana/#:~:text=Financial%20Sector-,Capital%20Markets%20and%20Portfolio%20Investment,bonds%20for%20various%20domestic%20creditors
http://psrs.gov.gh/images/GBYA/ghana_beyond_aid_charter_new.pdf
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● Social enterprises, which are for-profit entities with mission statements that attempt to address 

social challenges through commercially viable business models. They are mostly small-scale and 

often founded or led by members of the Ghanaian diaspora or returnees. They depend on 

investments from foundations, donors, and personal savings to sustain operations and are 

growing in popularity among young professionals.  

 

Organizations in these market segments operate across sectors. Most are based in urban centers but 

typically focus their activities on last-mile populations in rural and underserved areas. This helps fill gaps 

unaddressed by donor interventions. Some activities extend beyond Ghana. CSR investments are 

primarily made by telecommunications, oil and gas, mining, agribusiness, and manufacturing companies. 

Their approaches differ by region based on local needs and context. Exhibit 7 below illustrates the 

sectoral and geographical areas of focus of social enterprises based on research produced by the 

Overseas Development Institute in 2015.55 Today’s disaggregation may differ; however, the sectors and 

geographies generally align with the primary data for this study.  

 
Exhibit 8. Sectoral and Geographic Areas of Focus of Ghanaian Social Enterprises  

 

GOVERNMENT 

Ghana practices a decentralized governance model with various levels of administration. The country is 

divided into 17 regions, each with its own districts and local governance structures. Ghana’s government 

is difficult to characterize due to its complexity and number of entities; however, for the scope of this 

study, it is narrowed into three categories with the following characteristics: 

 

● National entities and ministries comprising Ghana’s central government with nationwide 

jurisdiction and mandates. They receive funding directly from the national budget and are 

primarily responsible for policy and strategy development and providing guidance and oversight 

to local government entities tasked with service delivery. However, some centralized entities 

(e.g., Ghana’s Education and Health Services) continue to implement services directly. 

● Specialized agencies with narrowly focused mandates and expertise like the National Health 

Insurance Scheme, which provides financial access to quality health care for citizens, and the 

National Peace Council, which engages in conflict prevention and peacebuilding. They are semi-

autonomous and have more operational flexibility than national Ministries.  

 
55 Emily Darko, E. & Koranteng, K. (2015). Social Enterprise Landscape in Ghana. Overseas Development Institute. 

https://seghana.net/wp-content/uploads/formidable/20/social_enterprise_landscape_in_ghana_report_final.pdf 

https://seghana.net/wp-content/uploads/formidable/20/social_enterprise_landscape_in_ghana_report_final.pdf
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● Local entities, including regional government; metropolitan, municipal, and district assemblies; 

and communities, towns, and villages at the sub-district level. They are primarily tasked with 

service delivery that aligns with national policy and their own work plans and budgets, which are 

first approved by local assemblies and then the central government. They depend on funds 

disbursed by the central government through Ghana’s decentralized system. Others, like the 

Regional Peace Councils, can also raise funds from donors for specific projects. 

 

Government entities at all levels engage to varying degrees in working groups, policy dialogue, and 

activity implementation with organizations in other categories and market segments. USAID IP 

respondents report that most of their engagement with the government occurs at the local level. 

OTHER/MULTIPLE 

Several organizations transcend categories or are difficult to categorize. Examples include media 

organizations, PPPs, and traditional authorities, which are characterized below. This category could 

include social enterprises, which some define as “fourth sector” organizations combining “market-based 

approaches of the private sector with the social and environmental aims of the public and non-profit 

sectors.”56 However, this study positions them in the private sector because of their dependence on 

revenue generation and commercial viability. 

 

● Media organizations fall into three categories: commercial media, which are profit-driven 

organizations owned by private individuals (including politicians); public service media, which are 

state-owned entities intended to broadcast information for the public good; and community 

broadcasting, which is produced locally for community education and development. 

 

● PPPs are present across sectors, including WASH, health (e.g., Mpox vaccination), and 

infrastructure, and can range from small to large. For example, at the local level, PPPs support 

municipal contracts for water point and waste management, fostering stronger collaboration 

between local governments and micro-operators in the WASH sector. At the macro level, 

companies use platforms like the Kosmos Innovation Center to invest in businesses and start-ups. 

Larger PPPs between government, private sector, and national civil society actors are also bolstered 

by INGOs, which help ensure relationships are mutually beneficial.  

 

● Traditional authorities, including the national and regional Houses of Chiefs and their traditional 

councils, are recognized under the Constitution and play a coexisting role in Ghana’s decentralized 

governance system. They have significant spiritual and cultural influence at the community level, help 

resolve disputes (e.g., land titling issues), and ensure local buy-in and sustainability of development 

projects. 

 

This list is not exhaustive. Other local actors are important players in Ghana’s local organization 

ecosystem (e.g., social movements like FixTheCountry). The research team chose to exclude them to 

focus primarily on market segments that are most likely to formally partner with USAID. 

 

 
56 The Fourth Sector Group. (n.d.). What Is the Fourth Sector? 4SG website. https://www.fourthsector.org/what-is-the-fourth-

sector 

https://www.fourthsector.org/what-is-the-fourth-sector
https://www.fourthsector.org/what-is-the-fourth-sector
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4.2 CHALLENGES COLLABORATING WITH DONORS 

 

The tables below summarize the challenges local organizations face as they attempt to attract and 

manage donor funds, including how they apply to each market segment. Section 4.3 explains how they 

are influenced by USAID funding and affect the Mission’s ability to advance its localization agenda. 
 

Exhibit 9. Challenges Attracting Donor Funds 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhibit 10. Challenges Managing Donor Funds 
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BROAD EXPLANATION OF CHALLENGES 

The degree to which these challenges affect organizations within each segment is contingent upon their 

dependency on donor resources and proximity to donor interventions. Some local organizations (e.g., 

corporations engaging in CSR or national government ministries) possess disposable resources; 

however, they may lack incentives to participate more actively in donor coordination efforts. Others are 

critical actors in the local context (e.g., traditional authorities) but, despite their importance, lack 

opportunities to receive development assistance or participate in pre-award co-creation or post-award 

decision-making. The checkboxes in Exhibits 8 and 9 above are a first attempt to illustrate this based on 

information shared by SSI and survey respondents and listening session participants.  

 

4.3 USAID’S INFLUENCE ON THE LOCAL  

 

ORGANIZATION ECOSYSTEM 

 

Those who receive (or have previously received) some form of USAID funding, which include majorities 

of SSI respondents and listening session participants and a third of survey respondents, report that 

USAID funding helps them expand their geographic reach and sectoral areas of focus, gain access to 

consortiums and new partners, and strengthen their institutional capacity through USAID-sponsored 

technical training and adapting their finance and reporting systems to USAID’s rigid compliance 

requirements. This opens doors to funding from other donors, which diversifies their funding base and 

contributes to their long-term sustainability. However, many organizations face significant barriers to 

accessing and managing USAID funds, especially smaller NGOs and CBOs based at the grassroots level 

or in rural and hard-to-reach areas. To elaborate further, below are characteristics of organizations that 

succeed at working with USAID followed by challenges of those attempting to receive their first direct 

award or subaward and/or sustain their funding from USAID. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF SUCCESSFUL USAID APPLICANTS & AWARDEES 

 

"We were thrilled to win an award. Our enthusiasm stemmed from the association with 

USAID. The agency carries a significant weight, and being recognized by them felt like a 

validation of our efforts…USAID's support is instrumental in building trust, boosting morale, 

and cultivating goodwill within the communities we serve."  

—SSI respondent from youth NGO 

“When you are legal it gives you an edge. Many organizations are strong and registered.”  

—SSI respondent from USAID IP 

“Local organizations are now beginning to understand that donor money is not a gift…[It] 

comes with a responsibility for accountability—to beneficiaries, donors, and their own 

institutions.”  

—SSI respondent from FBO 
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Based on interviews with SSI respondents and listening session participants, Ghanaian organizations with 

the following characteristics are typically in a stronger position to access USAID funding and manage 

prime and subawards successfully. 

● Active registration, including, at a minimum, an up-to-date unique entity identifier in the U.S. System 

for Award Management (SAM), registration with the Registrar General’s Department in Ghana’s 

Office of the Registrar of Companies, and license with the NPOS in the Ministry of Gender, 

Children and Social Protection. 

 

● Demonstrable organizational capacity and impact, which USAID or a USAID prime IP can determine 

through audited financial statements, performance evaluations, reference checks, and a Non-U.S. 

Organization Pre-Award Survey (NUPAS). This includes a transparent and accountable governance 

structure; established policies for internal controls (plus other policies important to donors, like 

gender and youth); and robust financial management, procurement, human resource/administrative, 

and reporting systems to complement these policies. 

 

● Experienced and competent staff capable of identifying and responding to funding opportunities from 

USAID and other donors; navigating USAID’s financial, operational, and reporting requirements; and 

designing and implementing project activities. 

 

● Geographic and sectoral relevance to USAID in regions and program areas prioritized in USAID’s 

Country Development Cooperation Strategy (CDCS) and NOFOs. Those working in northern 

Ghana are perceived to have a heightened advantage. 

 

● Prior experience managing USAID funding as a recipient of one or more direct awards from USAID 

or subawards from a USAID prime IP. This helps demonstrate that they can absorb funding and 

adhere to USAID’s more stringent compliance standards. 

 

● Organizational longevity and resilience with demonstrable experience sustaining operations through 

donor project cycles and external shocks (e.g., COVID-19). Organizations with cash reserves to 

weather down periods in funding help USAID mitigate against grant terminations, de-obligations, and 

delayed progress on its development objectives. 

 

● Contextual awareness and understanding with an ability to analyze, innovate, and adapt to 

contextual barriers and opportunities (e.g., political transitions, security events, and cultural 

dynamics) that affect project implementation. 

 

● Savvy communication and marketing skills with an ability to write proposals, deliver presentations, 

and report impact in English and in formats attractive/comprehensible to donors. 

 

● Established networks and partnerships with USAID’s target populations, reputable Ghanaian NGOs 

and CBOs, national or subnational government entities, U.S. prime IPs, and other development 

partners or donors (e.g., INGOs, UN agencies, and private foundations). Their ability to form 

consortiums and collaborate with international primes as sub-partners enhances their visibility and 

perceived reliability as implementers. 
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Those lacking or weak in any of the above characteristics are not necessarily disqualified from partnering 

with USAID. For example, USAID and its IPs can insert special conditions in awards to address risk 

concerns. However, respondents believe these characteristics are key to succeeding with USAID 

funding. The next section explains the barriers local organizations face to obtain them. 

 

BARRIERS TO ACCESSING AND MANAGING USAID FUNDS 

 

According to the online survey data, only 33 percent of survey respondents have managed at least one 

USAID award. The median value of their largest award to date from any donor is $73,843. Only 12 

organizations surveyed manage awards exceeding $500,000. This implies that relatively few organizations 

surveyed are capable of partnering with USAID as a major direct awardee. Though the compliance 

barrier to becoming a USAID subgrantee is more surmountable, local organizations that were surveyed 

and participated in the SSIs and listening sessions report the following challenges to attain all or some of 

the characteristics they perceive necessary to access any form of USAID funding. 

 

● A lack of USAID experience, resulting in a catch-22 scenario whereby organizations perceive they 

need to demonstrate past USAID experience to be competitive but cannot attain this experience 

until they win their first USAID award. 

 

● Cultural and language barriers, making it difficult for local organizations, particularly CBOs based in 

areas with weaker literacy rates, to comprehend the legalese and contractual language associated 

with USAID terms and conditions, proposal instructions, and eligibility requirements. 

 

● Difficulty obtaining registration, including a unique entity identifier through SAM and license from 

NPOS. Organizations cited CAGE verification as a common roadblock to obtaining the former. New 

revisions to 2 CFR exempt organizations receiving a direct award valued at less than $500,000 from 

full registration in SAM. Those receiving subawards less than $25,000 are fully exempt.57 At the 

national level, CBOs often only hold a certificate from MoGSCP’s Department of Social Welfare, 

which they obtain at the district assembly level. The perception that donors also require a more 

cumbersome NPOS license may deter organizations from applying for USAID funds. Participants in 

 
57 2 CFR 25.110. Exemptions to Part 25: Unique Entity Identifier and System for Award Management. 

“[Our organization] had to go through a NUPAS. It is always a question of whether our own 

system is strong enough to manage funds from USAID. Many organizations do not have this 

capacity…There are some risks USAID needs to take.”  

—SSI respondent from national NGO 

“The truth is that when calls come out, INGOs are more positioned to apply and become the 

prime. They are in a position of power. There's a power dynamic there. They then source for 

partners [and] dictate the terms. Most [INGOs] take advantage of this to make sure that their 

administrative costs and operational costs are covered.”  

—SSI respondent from regional NGO 
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the Tamale listening session voiced strong complaints with the overly centralized and understaffed 

NPOS licensing process, which disadvantages smaller NGOs and CBOs lacking the resources to 

apply in person in Accra. They also believe the requirement is unjustified because it is not included 

in existing legislation governing NGO registration in Ghana. 

 

● High minimum award values and intense competition under full and open NOFOs, especially in 

regions with a high concentration of eligible organizations (e.g., northern Ghana and Accra). Often, 

this disqualifies organizations with a lower capacity to absorb funds. For direct awards, national 

NGOs struggle to compete with international IPs with more robust systems, higher overheads, and 

decades of experience managing multi-million-dollar budgets. Instead, they compete with other 

national NGOs for sub-partnering roles on an international IP’s bid. CBOs are similarly dependent 

on GUCs and subgrants awarded through highly competitive solicitations managed by prime IPs. 

They struggle to meet minimum award value thresholds for these opportunities as well and turn to 

national NGOs for support and a place on their team/consortium. 

 

● A complex, resource-intensive application process favoring international IPs and top-tier Ghanaian 

organizations with business development teams and resources available to hire experienced USAID 

proposal writers. USAID’s pre-award process is reportedly labor intensive, bureaucratic, and slow, 

particularly for private sector applicants familiar with business plans and the faster, more 

transactional nature of the private sector. USAID’s Littorals Regional Initiative is unique in its 

approach to avoiding full and open NOFOs so that it can immediately begin co-creation with 

applicants. For example, it can restrict eligibility based on the pre-approved condition to award 

without competition if the cumulative value of the grant is below the simplified acquisition threshold 

(SAT). 

 

● A lack of feedback from USAID, which makes it difficult for organizations to learn from their failed 

submissions and iterate on their concepts. 

 

● Misalignment with local priorities. USAID’s ZOIs incentivize organizations to work on specific issues 

in specific geographical areas; however, this reportedly over-concentrates resources in these areas 

and neglects other areas in greater need. Severely resource-strapped CBOs working with last–mile 

populations outside of these ZOIs feel excluded from USAID funding opportunities. They struggle to 

develop concepts that align USAID’s priorities with their own.  

 

● Risk aversion and bias toward established partners. National NGOs and CBOs believe they can 

manage funds well if given the opportunity. National NGOs sometimes apply for funding as a 

consortium to leverage expertise and spread risk across organizations. However, past attempts to 

compete against international IPs with this approach often failed, deterring some from trying again. 

Hyper–local CBOs and informal groups (e.g., FBOs, traditional authorities, market associations, and 

artisan groups) play a key role in communities that larger NGOs and USAID IPs struggle to reach; 

however, they perceive their lack of registration and limited capacity as a compliance risk for USAID 

that eliminates them from competition. Some FBO respondents also believe that USAID disqualifies 

them because it thinks they will proselytize with funding. 
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Those who succeed at accessing funds also face challenges implementing and reporting on USAID 

projects post-award. These challenges include the following: 

● Unrealistic timelines, implementation plans, and exit strategies, which result in a mismatch between 

USAID priorities and the capabilities of local partners. For example, USAID/Ghana’s current five-

year CDCS ending in August 2025 prioritizes “a behavior-led and multi-sectoral integrated 

approach” that supports the “Ghana Beyond Aid” national agenda “for economic transformation 

and self-reliance,” which calls for “a shift in mindset, attitudes, and behaviors.”58 To this end, 

respondents argue that behavior change requires more than five years to demonstrate results. 

However, local partners typically receive awards with a period of performance of only one to three 

years. This puts pressure on them to demonstrate impact with rigid project designs and activities 

that struggle to adapt to local realities, underutilize local knowledge and resources, and fail to 

sustain beyond project closeout. 

 

● Lack of capacity-strengthening support, especially under subawards, to gradually develop the 

experience and systems necessary to meet USAID’s high expectations for project performance and 

compliance. USAID treats all organizations the same, applying the same requirements across 

international and local IPs with varying degrees of capacity. More established organizations generally 

have more resources to invest in staff training and systems and, through their direct awards, gain 

access to USAID-sponsored training and workshops. However, they, too, report difficulties 

securing funding for capacity-strengthening support. 

 

● Cumbersome compliance and program/financial reporting requirements, which are time consuming 

and detract from work on the ground. International IPs with dedicated home office finance, grants, 

and contracts staff funded through overhead are well positioned to navigate and support field teams 

to comply with USAID rules and regulations, which are updated frequently. English is also their 

native language. However, local organizations lack staff and resources to adhere to the same 

standards. For example, CBOs reportedly struggle to submit sufficient means of verification (MOV) 

for milestone-based payments under FAAs, implying that some struggle to produce even basic 

supporting documentation. 

 

● “Keyman risk,” or the risk of losing a key staff (e.g., founder or technical director), because of staff 

poaching. This makes it difficult for national NGOs and CBOs to retain employees with the skills 

and experience to manage USAID projects. USAID salary scales incentivize skilled staff to seek 

positions with international prime IPs. Once they leave the organization, national NGOs and CBOs 

cannot offer high enough salaries to hire them back. 

 

● Skeletal staff structures across USAID IPs that add to retention challenges due to burnout. This can 

result from organizations underestimating staffing needs in cost proposals to remain competitive 

against other applicants. One SSI respondent notes that USAID places strict limits on project staff 

numbers, which may result in cuts to staffing plans during pre-award negotiations. However, other 

 
58 USAID/Ghana. (2020). Country Development Cooperation Strategy. https://www.usaid.gov/ghana/country-development-

cooperation-strategy 

https://www.usaid.gov/ghana/country-development-cooperation-strategy
https://www.usaid.gov/ghana/country-development-cooperation-strategy


 

 

USAID GHANA LOCALIZATION LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS | 34 

respondents did not mention this specifically, making it difficult to determine if it is an isolated 

example or a wider issue.  

 

● Financial management constraints. Local organizations report challenges with cost recovery under 

USAID awards. Several have internal policies insisting that donors contribute a certain percentage 

of funds to core operations; however, in the absence of a negotiated indirect cost rate (NICRA), 

many are held to the de minimis rate, which is reportedly insufficient to cover salaries and other 

indirect expenses for their core operations. The recent 2 CFR revision increasing the de minimis 

rate to 15 percent59 may help with indirect cost recovery. Furthermore, some report a need to 

pre-finance initial milestone payments, which contradicts USAID guidance on how to structure 

payments to prevent cash flow challenges under FAAs.60 This tempts them to cross-fund projects 

or seek an advance. 

 

On the one hand, the above barriers make it difficult for local organizations to succeed in their 

eagerness to become USAID partners. Indeed, USAID staff face their own challenges supporting 

partners that may lean on USAID’s rigid requirements as an excuse to avoid compliance: 

 

On the other hand, the above barriers can disincentivize capable partners from applying for USAID 

funding because of perceptions that other donors are less restrictive or that they will ultimately lose out 

to international and local IPs already working with USAID. 

 
59 USAID. (2024, August 7). Acquisition & Assistance Policy Directive (AAPD) No. 24-16: USAID’s Early Implementation of 2 CFR 

Revisions. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-08/AAPD%2024-

06%20USAIDs%20Early%20Implementation%20of%202%20CFR%20Revisions%20Signed.pdf 
60 USAID. (2022, July 1). Fixed Amount Awards to Non-Governmental Organizations: An Additional Help Document for ADS Chapter 

303. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/303saj.pdf 

“[USAID processes] comes with their merits. Many local entities lack capacity. [They may] be 

interested in the money but don’t have the know-how. That is where there is a lot of 

handholding on a daily basis…even when it comes to what is permissible….You can write an 

agreement, but they do what they want to do [and sometimes we need] to get the money 

back. It is quite frustrating working with some of them.”  

—SSI respondent from USAID/Ghana 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-08/AAPD%2024-06%20USAIDs%20Early%20Implementation%20of%202%20CFR%20Revisions%20Signed.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2024-08/AAPD%2024-06%20USAIDs%20Early%20Implementation%20of%202%20CFR%20Revisions%20Signed.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/303saj.pdf
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4.4 GHANAIAN PERSPECTIVES ON USAID’S LOCALIZATION AGENDA 

 

This section provides a snapshot of local perspectives on USAID’s direct funding and locally led 

development benchmarks shared in SSIs and listening sessions and by survey respondents during the 

primary research phase. Many informants welcome benchmarks and see them as a step in the right 

direction. Perspectives on the benefits of localization are presented first, followed by perceived barriers 

to its implementation. 

BENEFITS OF LOCALIZATION FOR GHANAIANS 

Localization brings several current and potential benefits to the local organization landscape in Ghana, 

including the following, which contribute to the sustainability of locally led initiatives: 

 

● Incentivizes institutional strengthening. Local organizations report that they are increasingly learning 

that “donor funding is not a gift…[It] comes with a responsibility for accountability—to 

beneficiaries, donors, and their own institutions.” To this end, localization incentivizes them to 

develop transparent and accountable systems that meet USAID standards. Those receiving USAID 

funding and submitting applications leverage these opportunities to grow stronger as an 

organization. Subgrants, unsuccessful applications, and USAID’s co-creation processes help them 

identify areas for improvement, learn new skills and good practices, and improve their work culture 

and capacity to deliver projects effectively. This better positions them for future subgrants or direct 

awards and helps them attract the attention of other donors.  

 

● Scales socio-economic impact and further democratization aid to geographically and socially 

marginalized groups that current international and local IPs struggle to reach. By supporting 

(through direct awards and subawards) grassroots CBOs and other Ghanaian NGOs that work 

directly with underrepresented communities (e.g., LGBTQI+, people with disabilities, youth), 

respondents believe that USAID and its more established IPs can better understand and amplify the 

true impact of local efforts. They argue that “it is time for larger organizations to adopt this 

approach.” CBOs and other less formal groups should become awardees, not just volunteers and 

participants in development interventions. This helps pay salaries, shift power to local actors, 

democratize decision-making, amplify grassroots efforts, and support local economies. 

 

“Development resources end up in the pockets of people from countries that are 

developed already. There is no impact on the local economy…If local organizations are 

leading, at least we can be sure that whatever dollar is meant for development is 

actually spent directly or indirectly on development in those countries affected.”  

—SSI respondent from research institution 

“For some organizations, localization means the donor community coming in to give 

them money. For others, it means identifying solutions at the local level from their 

perspective and supporting their own interventions.”  

—SSI respondent from USAID IP 
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● Grounds interventions in the local context. Localization supports the “think globally, act locally” 

principle, which emphasizes local context and fosters a sense of ownership among communities. 

Respondents argue that local actors are experts in their own context. Their contextual 

understanding is intentionally and innately integrated into decision-making when they are 

responsible for leading development interventions. International primes, conversely, are one step 

removed and rely on local actors to develop their own knowledge of the context. 

BARRIERS TO IMPLEMENTING LOCALIZATION IN GHANA 

Respondents generally welcome both benchmarks and see them as a step in the right direction. 

However, several barriers affect their implementation and, if not addressed, can have unintended 

consequences on Ghanaian civil society and USAID’s development objectives. These include the 

following: 

 

● Underperformance of international IPs on localization. International IPs claim to specialize in 

technical assistance/capacity-strengthening, but an SSI respondent from the Mission reports that 

some struggle to manage subgrants effectively, causing implementation delays and missed 

opportunities to make progress on the Mission’s development objectives, strengthen the local 

organization ecosystem, and prepare local partners for future awards: “International IPs do not 

always listen. They need to make a mistake before they listen…very costly mistakes [that 

compromise] time and results and resources going forward.” 

 

● Potentially limited pool of eligible partners with absorption capacity required to significantly 

advance the Mission’s progress on the direct funding target by 2025. More established entities 

express confidence that they will prove themselves if given the opportunity to manage larger sums 

of funding. Others explain that most local entities lack the systems and accountability mechanisms 

necessary to absorb significantly more funding (i.e., more than $500,000). To avoid misuse of funds 

and avoid past mistakes, they request award opportunities that fund their existing activities and 

operations, dedicate meaningful resources to developing their institutional capacity, and allow them 

to prove themselves and grow gradually over time. 

 

● Unintended shifts in trust and power within Ghana’s development sector if more 

resources and skilled staff gravitate toward established, nationally focused NGOs, further 

marginalizing smaller NGOs and CBOs with frontline access to communities. International IPs 

continue to dominate prime awards issued through full and open competition, creating staff 

retention challenges for local entities. A quote from one USAID IP respondent captures this 

concern well and was heard from several individuals interviewed throughout the primary research 

phase: “Many organizations are going to poach from local organizations, posing a risk to 

sustainability in the long run…[M]any NGOs die with their owners and lose capacity to operate in 

an effective manner.”  

 

● Reports of international primes reneging on sub-partnering commitments further erode trust. 

Similar tensions are felt by smaller NGOs and CBOs forced into unequal partnerships with 

established local entities to access funding from donors. This limits their independence and growth 

potential, giving the established entities more power over resources and the agenda. Such 

partnerships also exclude many other small and marginalized organizations. If local staff currently 
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working for international primes transition back to local organizations, established national NGOs 

would likely absorb the talent pool. Respondents fear localization may exacerbate these dynamics 

and cause USAID to work with partners that have sufficient capacity to comply with USAID 

regulations and pay staff but insufficient contextual understanding to develop sustainable solutions to 

local development problems. It can also increase keyman risk, particularly if demand for local Chief 

of Party-caliber candidates increases as a higher number of projects are directly awarded to 

established local entities. 

 

● Difficulty balancing sensitivities of U.S. foreign policy with local ownership because local 

actors tend to accept the local context without attempting to change it. There is also hesitancy to 

entrust local organizations with sensitive information concerning Mission strategy and fully embrace 

local perspectives and solutions that conflict with U.S. foreign policy imperatives. These views were 

only held by one respondent. Therefore, the extent to which they are widely held in Ghana is 

unknown. However, others have commented on the geopolitical role of foreign aid and how this 

complicates USAID’s localization agenda.61 

 

● Challenges in defining and marketing localization cause different stakeholders to interpret it 

differently. For example, one respondent argues that 100 percent of USAID funding should go 

directly to local partners because he believes, incorrectly, that none of the remaining 75 percent of 

the program budget awarded to international primes reaches communities. Other respondents 

explain that they require more direct communication from donors and USAID about their expected 

role in localization, and the role of international actors. Furthermore, a one-size-fits-all approach to 

defining and marketing localization is difficult, particularly at the grassroots level where linguistic and 

cultural nuances create communication barriers. 

 

● Mission culture limits stakeholder engagement, cross-office collaboration, and openness to risk-

taking. Mission leadership is reportedly supportive of localization but faces structural barriers to 

advancing its localization objectives. Respondents perceive the Mission’s approach to be too rigid 

and risk-averse, not allowing local entities enough of a learning curve, and rejecting organizations 

with weaknesses instead of incorporating conditions to address these issues. For example, 

respondents from two established national NGOs expressed frustration with the Mission after 

investing significant resources in responding to a recent solicitation as a consortium. They feel they 

were intentional in their localization strategy but ultimately lost to a U.S. contractor. This makes 

them question USAID’s commitment to localization and deters them from trying again. Others 

explain that office directors are given significant autonomy to develop and manage their own 

portfolios, making it difficult to adhere to a cohesive, Mission-wide approach to localization. 

 

● Bottlenecks in G2G assistance resulting from the Mission’s efforts to align its procurement and 

financial systems with GIFMS. Previously, the Mission directly funded government entities. Now, 

G2G funding routes through this centralized system in compliance with Ghana’s integrated budget 

and treasury processes. This helps track fund allocations and expenditures and identify where 

bottlenecks occur. Significant progress has been made based on lessons from past implementation 

 
61 Fine, P. (2024, February 5). USAID can’t go it alone on localization. Brookings website. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/usaid-

cant-go-it-alone-on-localization/ 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/usaid-cant-go-it-alone-on-localization/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/usaid-cant-go-it-alone-on-localization/
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hurdles. However, systemic challenges relating to Ghana’s decentralized governance structure and 

digitization efforts continue to delay the release of funds to G2G stakeholders, creating significant 

challenges with timely and effective implementation. 

 

These barriers align with much of the current discourse on localization described in the introduction. 

Some are mired in contextual realities that will be difficult to overcome. However, the research team 

believes many of them can be addressed through its recommendations below on how the Mission can 

further engage and support local actors in Ghana. 

 

5. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The following recommendations consider external factors influencing localization dynamics in Ghana, the 

implementation modalities available to the Mission, the perspectives of respondents interviewed or 

surveyed for this study, and the contextual and technical expertise of the research team. They are 

meant to be a starting point for discussion at the Mission as it plans its next five-year CDCS. 

5.1 ADAPT TO RESOURCE CONSTRAINTS AT THE MISSION 

Due to human resource limitations at the Mission, future progress against the direct funding target is 

important to view through a realistic lens. The recommendations above emphasize the driving force 

behind the localization movement: inclusive and locally led development. To this end, the Mission should 

proceed with direct funding to the extent it advances this approach. To ensure localization does no 

harm, the Mission can adopt an “as directly as possible” approach as it weighs the impact each new 

directly funded local entity will have on the local organization ecosystem. Below are suggestions for the 

Mission to deploy and advocate for this approach in practice. 

BOOST CAPACITY AT THE MISSION TO MANAGE MORE DIRECT AWARDS 

The Mission can consider using program funds to buy into an A&A institutional support contract to 

procure additional A&A specialists that can support the Mission’s contracts office to manage additional 

direct awards. Though this could subtract from program funds dedicated to planned activities, the cost-

benefit can be weighed against additional savings from a lower percentage of the Mission’s portfolio 

being managed directly by international prime IPs with higher overheads. Additionally, the Mission can 

explore delegating authority to its technical officers to directly manage small grants based on a threshold 

agreed to with the Regional Legal Officer. Because this delegation risks adding administrative burden to 

the team, the Mission can first determine where there are opportunities to reposition staff 

responsibilities to spread award management as evenly as possible across units. Assuming each additional 

A&A specialist can manage up to five new awards and each technical officer can manage one or two 

small grants, this approach could theoretically cause a reasonable increase to the direct funding 

percentage. However, this increase would likely still fall short of 25 percent. 

 

PROGRAM AS AN INTEGRATED MISSION TEAM 

 

To address the reportedly siloed Mission culture, the Mission can conduct an internal review to 

determine how to create harmony across operating units and program as a more integrated team. This 

can help the Mission measure how its portfolio collectively affects priorities defined in USAID’s Global 
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Policy Framework, namely, to progress beyond programs and integrate policy initiatives to confront the 

greatest challenges of our time. With more integration, lessons can be shared on localization. For 

example, other offices can potentially learn from the health office’s achievements on localization under 

PEPFAR. 

 

ACTIVELY CONTRIBUTE TO DISCUSSIONS ON HOW TO MEASURE LOCALIZATION 

 

As the Mission works toward its localization targets, it can work closely with USAID/Washington on any 

future revisions to the direct funding and locally led development indicators. For example, discourse on 

how direct funding is measured will continue. If subawards eventually count toward the target, the 

Mission can help define criteria for determining which GUCs and subgrants should be eligible, perhaps 

by identifying best practices similar to those used by the locally led development indicator. 

5.2 INCENTIVIZE MENTOR-MENTEE RELATIONSHIPS THROUGH NOFOS 

 

NOFOs are a critical tool for incentivizing behavior change, redefining roles, and fostering trust between 

international and local actors and between established local partners and small NGOs and CBOs. Their 

program descriptions and evaluation criteria require applicants to propose activities that align with 

USAID/Ghana’s localization and other development objectives. Co-creation ensures that initial concepts 

are iterated upon until they clearly define how awardees will be held accountable to performance 

standards post-award. However, respondents report that primes do not always honor their sub-

partnering commitments or provide insufficient capacity-strengthening support to subgrantees. To 

address this, below are ways the Mission can use NOFOs to help define capacity-strengthening roles and 

incentivize mentor-mentee relationships among IPs to advance progress on direct funding and locally led 

development indicators. 

 

PREPARE SUB-AWARDEES FOR TRANSITION AWARDS 

 

For several of its activities (e.g., the Performance Accountability Activity, Political Accountability Activity, 

and Strengthen Educational Accountability in Ghana’s Education System Activity), the Mission reportedly 

requires international primes to prepare local partners for transition awards (their first direct award 

with USAID) by the third year of implementation. The training received by the local entity as a 

subrecipient is a prerequisite for transitioning to its first direct award from USAID. A follow-up review 

(e.g., through a NUPAS) determines if the entity has attained the necessary capacity to make the 

transition. One respondent explains that inserting this requirement in NOFOs creates a multiplier 

effect. For example, if multiple NOFOs each year require the prime to prepare two or three local 

entities for transition awards, the pool of local entities eligible to receive direct awards can potentially 

increase in size rapidly. However, transition awards are not a silver bullet because of a few limitations. 

“The funding application process was a great experience. Initially, it was difficult because it was 

new and complex; however, after some support from [the prime IP], we were able to finalize. 

Beyond the process, the project was flexible to deliver.”  

- Respondent from people living with disabilities NGO 
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Firstly, recipients are not eligible if they previously received a direct award from USAID; transition 

awards are a one-off mechanism for new direct awardees. Furthermore, the number of local entities 

that can reasonably be referred for a transition award may hit a saturation point, and not all 

subrecipients receiving capacity-strengthening support will demonstrate the capacity to make the 

transition within the period of performance of a USAID activity. Therefore, the Mission can continue to 

use transition awards to the point of saturation. At a minimum, they will strengthen the comparative 

advantage of local applicants competing against international IPs for direct awards. 

 

APPLY THE TRANSITION AWARD CONCEPT AT THE SUBAWARD LEVEL 

 

Subgrants and GUCs are more tools the Mission can use to identify and support new, lower-capacity 

local entities to become eligible for their first subgrant under a USAID-funded activity. Subgrants and 

GUCs are also opportunities for prime IPs to introduce subgrantees and other local actors to inclusive 

development and systems thinking tools that help communities lead their own development. Not all 

local entities want to become direct recipients of USAID funding. Many do not attain, or desire to attain, 

the absorption capacity necessary to manage a direct award, so the prospect of becoming a subgrantee 

is more appealing. To support them in this journey, NOFOs can require applicants to propose how they 

will apply the transition award concept at the subaward level. Then, the ensuing awards can require 

prime IPs and their more established subgrantees to prepare small NGOs and CBOs for their first 

USAID-funded sub-grant/FAA (i.e., by guiding them through registration, including them in existing 

activities that familiarize them with USAID’s tools and approaches, and innovating on co-creation to 

support them through their first pre-award process with USAID). This can be attained through existing 

ADS 303 restricted eligibility conditions, which permit prime IPs to award grants to local entities 

without competition when the cumulative value of the award is at or below the SAT or the award helps 

USAID increase its partner base. Because many smaller NGOs and CBOs do not require awards that 

exceed the SAT (currently set at $250,000), these conditions offer significant flexibility to guide a new 

partner through USAID’s grants process for the first time. 

 

FOSTER LOWER-TIER CAPACITY-STRENGTHENING AND CONSORTIUMS  

 

To extend capacity-strengthening and resources one tier further, contracting and agreement officers at 

the Mission can weigh the risk of allowing lower-tier awards under FAAs. This can help GUC and 

subgrant recipients form consortiums and extend much-needed funding and capacity-strengthening to 

CBOs with low absorption capacity in rural and underserved communities. Prime IPs can manage risk 

through carefully developed milestone MOV in GUCs and subgrants that monitor lower-tier 

performance. The Mission can also institute internal auditing processes that provide opportunities for 

communities to report allegations of fraud, waste, and abuse, which the Mission can investigate in 

coordination with IPs and USAID’s OIG. Such measures can address a concern raised by an FBO 

respondent who explained the importance of having “robust structures and systems in place for 

accountability. Without these, there is a risk of funds being misused, leading to ineffective outcomes.” 

 

The Mission can also leverage the rich history of the U.S. Peace Corps in Ghana, pairing Peace Corps 

Volunteers and Peace Corps Response Volunteers with CBOs and extending other resources through 

the Small Project Assistance Program and USAID-Peace Corps Global Interagency Agreement. For 

example, Peace Corps Volunteers/Peace Corps Response Volunteers can help CBOs network with 
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larger organizations, navigate the registration process, and deploy various inclusive and locally led 

development tools included in Peace Corps’ Participatory Analysis for Community Action Field Guide62 

such as appreciative inquiry and other assets-based approaches. 

 

CLOSELY EXAMINE CAPACITY-STRENGTHENING QUALIFICATIONS OF IPS PRIOR TO AWARD 

 

For capacity-strengthening to be effective, prime IPs require proven expertise in locally led development, 

institutional strengthening, and USAID grantmaking. International entities, local entities, and LEPs with 

significant USAID experience often claim this expertise; however, some do not perform well in 

delivering it post-award. To mitigate this risk, evaluation criteria in NOFOs can put a heightened 

emphasis on applicants’ grantmaking capacity and expertise related to USAID’s direct funding and locally 

led development indicators, including co-creation, institutional strengthening, USAID’s local systems 

framework, and other tools for grounding activities in local context (e.g., applied political economy 

analysis). The Mission can use prior program evaluations and OIG audits, interviews with prior grantees 

managed by the applicant, and key personnel interviews to scrutinize capacity in these areas during the 

pre-award process. Integrating post-award localization metrics into Performance Indicator Tracking 

Tables can also make relationships between international primes and grantees more locally driven, 

adaptive, and context-aware. These grantor-grantee relationships are sometimes too transactional and 

rigid (i.e., overly focused on compliance and timely submission of pre-defined deliverables instead of 

adaptive management). For example, a local NGO subgrantee explained that “we can learn from [the 

insights of local stakeholders], adapt our strategies, and achieve more sustainable results. However, 

strict funding timelines can sometimes hinder this process.” 

 

EXPERIMENT WITH LOCAL PRIME-INTERNATIONAL SUB RELATIONSHIPS 

 

USAID NOFOs that restrict eligibility to local entities often allow international organizations to support 

in a sub-partner role. The Mission can issue addendums under the global Locally Led Development APS 

or use separate NOFOs between local primes and international sub-partners, particularly U.S. small 

businesses. The latter are comfortable receiving lower dollar value awards. Their international 

experts/consultants provide various types of technical assistance (e.g., grants and compliance) to 

strengthen the capacity of a local prime’s existing staff to perform new functions. This reduces the need 

to hire/poach staff from other organizations, helping to mitigate brain drain and keyman risk in Ghana’s 

development sector. When necessary, international subs can also perform certain functions themselves 

and provide quality control while the local prime leads activity design and implementation and focuses 

on its core niche. This approach can also extend to NOFOs issued by prime IPs managing USAID 

activities with GUC components. One respondent shared a successful example of an international 

research institution that the activity subcontracted to support a local research institution funded under a 

GUC. The former trains the local firm in research design and report writing, ensuring that the 

recommendations are actionable and align with USAID’s implementation modalities. 

 
62 Peace Corps. (2018). The Participatory Analysis for Community Action (PACA) Field Guide for Volunteers. 

https://files.peacecorps.gov/documents/paca-field-guide-for-volunteers.pdf  

https://files.peacecorps.gov/documents/paca-field-guide-for-volunteers.pdf
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5.3 ADDRESS INSTITUTIONAL CONSTRAINTS OF LOCAL PARTNERS 

Many respondents point to the reluctance of donors, including USAID, to sufficiently fund their core 

operations, including systems development. Below are some options for the Mission and its IPs to 

support local entities, particularly new partners, to recover costs while strengthening their institutional 

capacity. 

 

APPLY THE NEW 2 CFR REVISION TO THE DE MINIMIS RATE WITH CAUTION 

 

The 2 CFR revision increasing the de minimis rate to 15 percent is a positive change and can potentially 

help local entities recover costs; however, NICRAs of international and established local IPs far exceed 

this rate. Furthermore, once a local entity elects to use the de minimis rate, it must continue to use it 

for all federal awards until it chooses to receive a NICRA. Most local entities will not negotiate a 

NICRA with USAID. Electing to charge the de minimis rate can, therefore, put them in a difficult 

position to recover future costs if they are not aware of this provision. In fact, USAID advises that the 

de minimis rate “should not be used as the substitute by an organization that has an indirect cost rate 

simply because they have no NICRA. In this instance, the organization’s proposed rate should be 

reviewed for propriety and honored if adequately supported.” To do no harm, Mission staff and prime 

IPs should proceed cautiously when educating new and existing partners on the pros and cons of 

electing to charge de minimis. If the local entity can support an alternative, higher rate, it is only fair to 

apply the same standard for the local entity as other IPs without a NICRA that have had their higher 

rates accepted. 

 

MAXIMIZE AWARD PERIODS OF PERFORMANCE 

 

Respondents also point to the negative impact short project timelines have on resources for activity 

implementation, staff retention, and cost recovery. To address this, USAID can extend periods of 

performance to a maximum of three years for FAAs, which is the preferred grant mechanism for new 

partners, particularly those developing their institutional capacity to potentially receive larger cost-

reimbursement awards in the future. The timeline for FAAs can extend to a maximum of five years if 

structured as a renewal award. This process is more administratively burdensome but offers additional 

flexibility on timelines, which may be advantageous for some grantees. For USAID activities with GUC 

and subgrant components, the period of performance of the prime award should be long enough to 

offer flexibility for longer subgrant periods of performance.  

 

IMPLEMENT PARALLEL INSTITUTIONAL STRENGTHENING ACTIVITIES 

 

Respondents also request funding for capacity-strengthening support in addition to their core operations 

and project-specific activities. In certain cases, including line items in award budgets for staff, training may 

be viable if the training is tailored specifically to USAID programming objectives. The mentor-mentee 

relationships described in Section 5.2 also support this institutional strengthening objective. One 

additional option is for the Mission to award one or more institutional strengthening activities modeled 

similarly to those managed by other USAID Missions. For example, USAID’s Leading Organizational 

Capacity and Localization Development (USAID LOCAL) Activity in Zambia runs in parallel to other 

USAID activities. It supports local partners in analyzing their organizational challenges and skills gaps, co-

designing capacity-strengthening plans, implementing customized capacity-strengthening activities that 
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support these plans, and continuously monitoring and adapting to lessons learned in the process. In 

Ghana, capacity-strengthening plans can include training in methods for full indirect cost recovery in 

addition to compliance with USAID rules and regulations. Given the extensive time and focus capacity-

strengthening requires, implementing a parallel activity intently focused on this purpose can ease the 

burden on other prime IPs, allowing them to focus on grant management and technical assistance related 

specifically to the program objectives of their activities. 

 

5.4 SIMPLIFY PROCESSES FOR PARTNERS WITHIN CURRENT 

RULES 
 

Complex rules and regulations guide USAID’s pre-solicitation, pre-award, and post-award processes. 

The strongest USAID IPs sometimes overapply these rules, using compliant but overly burdensome 

templates and processes to solicit applications and manage awards. This can delay program 

implementation and deter local organizations from working with USAID. ADS 303 and USAID’s Private 

Sector Collaboration Pathway (PSCP) APS offer flexibility that can help the Mission and prime IPs find 

efficiencies within USAID’s existing regulatory framework and make funding more accessible and easier 

to manage for local partners. 

 

LEVERAGE RESTRICTED ELIGIBILITY CONDITIONS FOR NEW PARTNERS 

 

Section 5.2 referred to the pre-approved ADS 303 restricted eligibility conditions that allow USAID and 

prime IPs to issue grants to local entities without competition when the cumulative value is at or below 

the SAT or the award helps USAID increase its partner base. This is an excellent option for co-creating 

activities with new partners. For example, two respondents managing a USAID activity explain that they 

begin each relationship with a new partner by co-creating a work plan and theory of change with the 

applicant instead of requesting a concept or full application. This simplifies and expedites the pre-award 

process and conditions the new partner to think practically and develop activities that align with 

USAID’s objectives. USAID and prime IPs can also apply this approach using NOFOs issued to potential 

applicants via limited or full and open competition. For example, instead of requesting a concept or full 

application, they can request applicants to submit an expression of interest (EOI) that includes basic 

details about their organization (to support initial vetting) and propose a brief idea for a concept (in a 

few paragraphs), estimated timeline, and topline budget amount. USAID or IP staff can then evaluate 

EOIs on a pass/fail basis in terms of their alignment with program objectives and then immediately move 

forward to co-creation with selected applicants. 

 

MODEL NOFOS OFF THE PSCP APS WHEN ENGAGING PRIVATE SECTOR ACTORS 

 

USAID’s more bureaucratic grants process can clash with private sector rules of the game and deter 

private sector actors from engaging with the Agency. The PSCP APS helps address this by deploying a 

similar approach to the above EOI example. Before submission of a concept and engaging in co-creation, 

the EOI helps USAID and potential applicants identify shared and complementary interests. The 

Mission’s economic growth team can learn from the experiences of the Ghana Trade and Investment 

Activity and West Africa Trade and Investment Hub regarding their alignment with the PSCP APS and 

determine where efficiencies can be found in the grants process to further incentivize private sector 

actors to see shared value in engaging with USAID. 
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The PSCP approach may also help the Mission identify shared and common interests with Ghanaian 

companies implementing CSR initiatives. One goal of these conversations may be to identify ways to 

integrate CSR initiatives with donor harmonization discussions and government development plans at 

the national and sub-district levels. This can help address requests from respondents to bring more 

structure to activities funded through CSR in communities across Ghana. 

 

ENSURE CORRECT USE OF FAAS THROUGH FOCUSED TRAINING 

 

A few respondents report a need to pre-finance activities under FAAs they receive from USAID IPs. 

Others request opportunities to receive funds in tranches to allow them to demonstrate progress and 

address USAID’s risk concerns. The FAA mechanism is designed to address these concerns, implying 

(though not confirming) incorrect use of the mechanism by some IPs. To address the pre-financing 

concern, the payment amount and MOV for the initial milestone should be structured to ensure 

sufficient cash flow for the grantee to proceed with implementation without an advance. To address risk 

concerns, milestone schedules should be structured in a way that allows enough time between 

milestones for the grantee to demonstrate progress. Too many milestones increase administrative 

burden and slow down implementation, while too few milestones increase risk. Lastly, institutional 

strengthening measures can be built into milestone MOV. For example, in parallel to activity-related 

MOV, a milestone can require a grantee to develop a new internal policy (e.g., finance policy), ideally 

developed with support from the prime IP managing the grant or parallel USAID institutional 

strengthening activity.  

 

To ensure correct use of the FAA mechanism, the Mission can deliver training from compliance experts 

to USAID Mission and IP staff in milestone development and FAA management. When IPs submit grant 

packages to USAID for review, technical officers can also ensure that milestone schedules sufficiently 

address liquidity concerns and set up the grantee for success. This will also help address USAID OIG 

concerns about FAA management in general.  

 

5.5 ENGAGE NON-TRADITIONAL ACTORS IN LESS FORMAL SETTINGS 

 

Respondents believe USAID’s pre-solicitation and pre-award processes favor established partners and 

are too rigid for lower capacity and non-traditional local actors (e.g., traditional authorities, grassroots 

movements, FBOs, and informal associations). They perceive USAID’s risk aversion as a significant 

barrier to engaging these actors, which play a central role in shaping the local context even though they 

are often too informal to receive USAID funds or even identify USAID funding opportunities. Below are 

ways the Mission can engage them to participate in program design and implementation beyond USAID’s 

formal processes for soliciting information. 

 

 

 

 

OBTAIN INPUT THROUGH LISTENING SESSIONS 
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Listening session participants for this study in Tamale appreciated the opportunity to meet with the 

research team and share their insights on USAID’s localization agenda. The Mission can continue with 

this approach as it designs new activities and evaluates existing and completed activities. Requests for 

information are helpful tools to gain input from established USAID IPs with experience designing and 

implementing activities in Ghana and similar contexts. However, they are insufficient tools to obtain 

critical input from actors at the community level directly affected by USAID’s development 

interventions. The database (submitted as a separate deliverable) can help the Mission identify these 

actors and rotate between different listening session participants to ensure balanced participation. 

 

INNOVATE APPROACHES TO MARKET RESEARCH TO ENGAGE NEW PARTNERS 

 

Building on this national-level LLA, the Mission can commission more focused stakeholder analyses, 

political economy analyses, and systems mapping exercises in target sectors and regions to support 

market research and add to the list of organizations in the Mission’s database. For example, stakeholder 

power analysis is an applied political economy analysis tool that helps identify local actors with varying 

degrees of influence and stake in a planned or ongoing development intervention. It also analyzes the 

incentives of these actors to determine who will champion or spoil USAID’s development objectives. At 

a minimum, such analyses can help the Mission analyze and ground activities in the local context and 

avoid unforced errors. Beyond this, they can help the Mission identify the right local actors to work with 

at the right time and identify new influential non-traditional partners that the Mission or a prime IP can 

support through the formal grants process.  

 

5.6 CONTEXTUALIZE HOW LOCALIZATION IS DEFINED IN GHANA 

 

Listening sessions and targeted market research can also help the Mission develop a strategy for 

branding localization for a Ghanaian audience. One suggestion from the research team is to summarize 

localization in a slogan that is relatable to all Ghanaians, or that can be tailored to the cultural and 

linguistic nuances of each region. USAID’s global definition, including the direct funding and locally led 

development indicators, would help elaborate on the meaning of the slogan.  

 

5.7 MITIGATE AGAINST UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF LOCALIZATION 

 

Pressure to achieve the 25 percent direct funding target should be weighed against the potential harm 

this can have on Ghana’s development sector. The survey data imply that the existing absorption 

capacity of established local partners may range from $250,000 to $500,000 per year. To maintain 

current spending levels, this would require the Mission to increase its portfolio size by an estimated 3:1 

to 6:1 ratio. This can negatively affect activity implementation (e.g., through increased compliance risks) 

and/or result in unintentional shifts in power away from community-based actors toward national-level 

elites due to brain drain and a concentration of awards to more national-level local organizations. 

Inserting special conditions in award documents and adopting other mitigation and capacity-

strengthening measures that align with USAID’s risk appetite statement can help address compliance 

risks. However, certain risks (e.g., brain drain) are more difficult to address through special conditions 

and should also factor into award decisions. For example, each transaction (direct award) to a local 

partner will require experienced staff to lead that activity. To meet recruitment needs, respondents 

express concern that local direct awardees will poach leaders/talented staff from other local 
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organizations to fill these positions. This can increase projectization of aid and cause CBOs and lower-

capacity local actors to lose power to national NGOs over the development agenda if the number of 

direct awards required to meet the 25 percent target is too high. 

 

5.8 EXPAND ON CAPACITY-STRENGTHENING ACTIVITIES THAT SUPPORT G2G 

ASSISTANCE 

 

The team offers the following starting points for recommendations to support G2G assistance. 

 

FOSTER MENTOR-MENTEE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN NATIONAL AND LOCAL ENTITIES 

 

To address bottlenecks in G2G funding flows, USAID can support national line ministries to deliver 

capacity-strengthening activities to local entities through an approach modeled off the USAID LOCAL 

Activity in Zambia. If a ministry lacks sufficient capacity to serve as a mentor, a prime IP can engage line 

ministries and local entities in capacity-strengthening activities together. Though USAID LOCAL works 

with non-government partners, a similar capacity-strengthening approach can be deployed to analyze 

organizational challenges and skills gaps related to the GoG’s Integrated Public Financial Management 

Information System. The prime can then co-design, implement, and continuously monitor and adapt 

capacity-strengthening plans. 

 

ENGAGE GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS IN LISTENING SESSIONS AND TRAINING 

 

USAID can engage government officials in listening sessions and training, particularly at the sub-district 

level, to identify barriers and opportunities related to G2G assistance, develop their skills in areas that 

support both their own and USAID’s activities, and obtain their input on the design of new USAID 

activities in their jurisdictions. This can help ensure that activities align with work plans approved by 

local assemblies and adapt to local capacity constraints, meeting governments where they are. 

 

FOSTER THE DEVELOPMENT OF SECTOR WORKING GROUPS 

 

To help champion open government principles, USAID can support the development of sector working 

groups led by national or local governments. This can help USAID diplomatically and tactfully work 

together with the GoG to identify actors in various sectors that are best positioned to support activities 

that align with USAID and GoG priorities. 


