ICONGO Circular-2 (February/2007)-The time has come to RIGHTeveryWRONG- Sharing some questions posed to us by various people over the months.

Dear Friends, Members and Supporters,

Greetings. March has been an eventful month for the ICONGO collective. We had a successful curtain raiser conclave and awards function on 9th & 10th March and the collective vision and mission was announced and much appreciated by all present which included veteran statesmen, seasoned and conscientious bureaucrats, socially inclined corporate captains, dedicated NGO leaders and development workers, activists, students, peace missionaries, children, homemakers, media professionals & filmmakers, women achievers and homemakers who have fought for justice and other socially conscious citizens. (A report on the conclave is attached) and we are now gathering steam for the 26th of November 2006 which we as citizens took a pledge to recognise as the National People’s social justice and action day. 
Prior to announcing our vision  some people had felt our mission is terrifyingly and nobly utopian but much needed but now they feel it is very achievable if we all come together as ONE to RIGHTY every WRONG. Further to our last circular, we shall try to answer a few more questions that people asked us in the past and throw light on our raison de etre as the ICONGO collective.
Q. What is the reason to form the ICONGO collective and what is the reason for existence?
A. We shall answer this question with some questions. What is fundraising all about? Fundraising is not about just getting money and because fundraisers only pursue money the NGO sector has lost credibility and trust with the people. Research shows that the people at large have no faith in the NGO sector and feel that the NGO sector is highly inefficient, unaccountable with high administration costs including issues of money laundering and scamming with funds were cited in the research conducted for Sampradaan by AC Nielsen.
And rightly so as fundraising organisations have been successful in raising moneys initially with showing the child’s face and evoking emotion. However the same child’s face has become questionable with people who have sponsored children in the past as they feel the money has not been utilized properly. The DFID funded book “Towards a better world” says Child sponsorships as a fundraising tool has been effective but because of mismanagement and high administration cost is losing out. Today any fundraiser only thinks of how to tweak the child sponsorship model, create price points (and that’s the creative limitation) and get the money somehow. That’s not fundraising. Fundraising is about telling people and sensitizing the to the larger issue with holistic understanding that the person needs to get involved not just as a sponsor but a friend, supporter, advocate and long term mentor for the child, the community and the cause holistically. That’s what fundraising is about, not just getting the money and this something fundraisers and fundraising organisations must remember for long term sustainable development. We can passionately and unabashedly write about this and take stands as even with pressure from the international board while at ActionAid, I refused to do child sponsorship as a fundraising tool as I did not believe it and research shows that people who have been supporter have surely also lost faith in this. 
So what did we do? We promoted face to face fundraising and invested our time and efforts there with the joy of giving as a tool where by using a powerful film we sensitised people to issues of communities who are absolutely marginalised. It was an eye opener for people sitting in their plush offices and getting introduced to communities like dalit musahars, tribals who they had never heard about. It was a sensitization to tell them that one persons sex worker is another persons mother and that sex workers children are children too and have the right to a life of dignity. We used media and the face to face fundraising model was pioneered by us in the right manner to get people involved with our cause. In the USA and Europe Fundraising is a culture and its all about involving people and that’s what we wanted to do with Karm Mitra. 
So why form ICONGO? At that time various NGOs and their consultants started approaching us to help them with their fundraising strategy. They asked us who our consultants were. We said we do not have any consultants as we had put this together by ourselves and had developed the entire strategy on our own sans any highly paid consultants who charge exorbitant fees. So various international and national organisations asked us to review their fundraising strategy and help them to implement it. While reviewing strategies we realised that mostly consultants had done a cut and paste job with most strategies and there was no out of the box thinking for creating an involved supporter base. In furtherance with our commitment to share our model and ideas if the face to face fundraising model and Karm Mitra worked we after consulting over 200 people from NGOs, Government, Corporate and Media sector realised that there was a need to work as a collective not only to create a supporter base for a common cause but also to help re-establish the faith of the people in the few credible NGOs who worked efficiently for the cause even though the bad apples may be outnumbering the good ones in the sector. The idea was to form a collective that works selflessly towards creating involvement of  Indian citizen supporters who want to get involved but do not know how and also whom to trust. And that the reason we positioned ICONGO as a catalytic facilitator that works selflessly for credible member NGOs by advising people whom they can get involved with to address the cause they are passionate about be it children, communities, animals, environment or whatever the cause dear to their heart.
Good so how would ICONGO do it? The idea was and is to creatively use media for outreach and build ICONGO as the hallmark of trust for the few good players in the sector. Also the plan was to create collective infrastructure like a common face to face fundraising agency network,  special discounted media rate card for appeals, retail shops, recognition programs and awards, high profile media conclaves and campaigns to mainstream social issues and other out of the box (and this is the key) ideas to get citizens involved as supporters. We at ICONGO believe the mantra of “Philanthropy for social justice which is getting people involved holistically with the cause by making them passionate about it as once this is the done the funds are incidental and shall follow but the core has to be the cause. Thus we on the insistence of various organisations formed ICONGO and to create the infrastructure needed seed funding and thus a business model was developed where we created 4 categories of membership and asked for corpus fees and one resource person who would work with the collective part time to drive the respective organisations fundraising strategy and the collective vision that would benefit one and all organisations. However along the way we realised that most of the credible organisations that we wanted as members could not invest the corpus fee as they had no funds to invest and thus to avoid disparity we also returned the corpus fees that various members had invested. The task was looking difficult now as we needed to find the moneys to get the vision started and we are proud to state that after 2 years of relentless efforts we are finding the money and now getting geared to launch the vision and create the infrastructure. However it would be a great help if every member gave one resource person who would loosely work for the collective while actually driving the organisations fundraising strategy. 
In the US and Europe most educational and medical institutes, hospitals who do the biggest fundraising call their fundraisers development professionals. Fundraising to reiterate again is not about money at all. It’s about sustainable development, that’s what fundraising is about and why they call it development in their titles. Retail fundraising is about gathering a critical mass of individual supporters as they become the voice and the spirit of the campaign for the cause. It is important for one and all organisations to have a individual supporter base for the cause as if that is lacking there is no sustainability and the organisation shall forever be chasing grants and taking the cause for granted by being complacent about the outreach for the cause. This is the philosophy that well managed charities follow overseas and should become a culture here too. 
So where are we going from here? The vision and mission as the ICONGO collective has been well received and appreciated now. We have created some cutting edge models and have some great out of the box ideas. In fact ideating and doing the unconventional by breaking the mould is proving to be our strength. Various ICONGO member organisations have asked us to create their fundraising strategy (and we are working with them sans the exorbitant fees that consultants would have charged) and are asking us to employ people who would work with ICONGO to run with their strategy while also driving the collective vision. UN bodies have asked for our support and idea for creating campaigns and outreach programs. Companies are asking us for ideas for cause related marketing and CSR programs. So well begun is the job half done. But there are miles to go and we are all set to move into the next gear now and drive this as a collective.
Hope this explains the finer nuances and the philosophy of fundraising. It is imperative to work as a collective and restore the faith and trust of potential supporters who view the NGO sector with mistrust currently. NGOS is not a 4 letter word and though we have various mercenary high profile organisations who are only pursuing the money and spoiling it for the whole sector, the few good organisations (no matter how small or little known but doing excellent work on the ground) are enough to bring about a change and restore the faith of the people in the sector. After all we are doing good work on the ground and that needs to be mainstreamed with the public and the citizens who want to get involved.
We hope to and shall make great progress for the collective in the months to come with your continued support, blessings and solidarity and would like your proactive support and one resource person to work partly for the collective vision.
Thanking you with warm regards

Team ICONGO.

Various details may be found on www.icongo.in and www.righteverywrong.net 

