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This article reports on an empirical study conducted in Timor-Leste that explored

the drivers, benefits, and challenges of partnerships and collaborations between

water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) and gender equality and social inclusion

(GESI) organisations as integral parts of the WASH system. The research design

was primarily qualitative and included a data-collection workshop with 30

representatives from 16 civil society organisations (CSOs) in Dili, longitudinal

research involving two rounds of semi-structured interviews over 2.5 years with

five organisations, and semi-structured interviews with an additional 18 CSOs.

We applied a framework of post-development theory, including critical localism

and working contingently. Key drivers to form partnerships were found to be the

identification of community WASH service gaps and the alignment of advocacy

agendas. Key benefits reported were increased inclusion and empowerment

outcomes and strengthened organisational knowledge and capacity. Challenges

emergewhen organisations’ key sta� change, strategiesmisalign, and financial and

administrative capabilities di�er. The study contributes practical insights into how

civil society organisations (CSOs) partner to strengthen mutual WASH and GESI

strategies and programmes and their outcomes. We recommend strengthening

the partnerships betweenWASH and GESI organisations in ways that are cognisant

of power dynamics, local priorities, and capacity needs and promote longevity

and continuity through ownership of decisions at the local level. Our findings

suggest that meaningful, reciprocal, and respectful engagement with WASH and

GESI organisations enablesWASHprogrammes to be in a better position to address

the harmful norms that drive inequitable behaviours, thus strengthening localism,

and the WASH governance system overall.
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1. Introduction

The turbulent history of Timor-Leste, encompassing

colonisation, military occupation, and domestic political

challenges, has hampered development in the water, sanitation, and

hygiene (WASH) sector. The Republica Democratica de Timor Leste

(RDTL), or the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste, achieved

independence on 20 May 2002 after 24 years of military occupation

by neighbouring Indonesia (1975–1999) and 2 years under the

administration of the United Nations (UN). The Indonesian

occupation was fiercely resisted by an independence movement,

resulting in a high death toll. Today Timor-Leste is considered

a successful, resilient democracy but one that faces post-conflict

and economic challenges (Croissant and Lorenz, 2018). One of

these challenges is the provision of clean water and sanitation, with

43% of its people not having access to basic sanitation, 15% not

having access to basic water supplies, and 72% not having access

to basic hygiene (World Health Organization (WHO) and the

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2021). The lack of

access to water, sanitation and hygiene affects the poorest and most

marginalised people, primarily in rural contexts (Troeger et al.,

2015; Neely and Walters, 2016; Clarke et al., 2021).

Safely managed WASH services are commonly sought after

and requested by those responsible for reproductive and domestic

labour, predominantly women and girls (in all their diversity).

WASH is an area of life that women and girls are often keen to

participate in because of the pressingWASH needs they experience

and their knowledge of community needs. Better access to WASH

facilities would do much to improve the lives and status of

the poorest women in Timorese society (Grant et al., 2019a).

In 2021, Timor-Leste had a female Human Development Index

(HDI) score of 0.580, in contrast with 0.633 for males, placing it

among the lowest gender-parity ranked countries (United Nations

Development Program (UNDP), 2022, p. 288). Women also have

significant knowledge about WASH needs and systems that can

be drawn on to design and implement effective and sustainable

WASH. For these reasons, WASH and Gender Equality and Social

Inclusion (GESI) advocacy and service are natural allies with civil

society organisations (CSOs) in Timor-Leste, and their partnerships

and collaborations are the focus of this study. We aim to provide

insights for Timor-Leste CSOs collaborating to advance gender

equality and build WASH systems led by Timorese people and

supported by international donors and agencies. This article reports

on an empirical study conducted in Timor-Leste (from 2018 to

2021) about selected partnerships developed across WASH and

gender equality CSOs, with an in-depth focus on partnerships

developed as part of a WaterAid-facilitated project to strengthen

the WASH system in Timor-Leste.

2. Theoretical framing of the study

Focusing on locally ledWASH and GESI CSO partnerships and

collaborations, this study draws on and contributes to the literature

and discourse about post-development theory, including critical

localism and working contingently. We have integrated feminist,

empowerment, and development theories related to conceptions of

power and empowerment into the study design and analysis process

and offer five foundational theoretical framings for this study: (i)

post-development; (ii) critical localism; (iii) contingency theory;

(iv) empowerment; and (v) CSO partnerships. Each provides a basis

and rationale for an empirical study on CSO partnerships in Timor-

Leste and is explained below with reference to partnerships and

collaborations for development outcomes.

2.1. Post-development

Post-development theorists have long critiqued the notion

of development as a Northern discourse that obscures local

knowledge, systems, and practises (Escobar, 1995a,b). Escobar

called for the development agenda to create intellectual space

for a local agency to assert itself and for the recognition

of the importance of grassroots movements (Escobar, 1992).

Practical post-development theorists place significant weight on

community-based initiatives and social movements. As Schoneberg

offers: “Post-development demands the questioning of dominant

discourses, representations, and power/knowledge nexus, and

argues that this can only be achieved by local, i.e. Southern,

movements and organisations themselves” (Schoneberg, 2017,

p. 605).

In a study on aid and development trends in Timor-Leste

in McGregor (2007) drew on the practical post-development

approach adopted by Latouche (1993), Escobar (1995a,b), and

Gibson-Graham (2005). McGregor found that post-development

theories had ‘successfully challenged many of the ways in which

we think about development but have yet to substantially influence

development practice’ in Timor-Leste (2007, p. 155). While post-

development theory questions the very desirability and centrality

of the notion of “development,” the urgent humanitarian and

sustainability challenges facing the world are undeniable. So,

what are the alternatives to conventional and Northern-led

development? In his study of development paradigms in Timor-

Leste in 2007, McGregor found that “The international and

individualised partnerships between institutions and communities

would seem to hold the biggest potential for cross-cultural support

and understanding” (2007, p. 167). Our study sought to explore one

of the dimensions of the post-development social change agenda,

which sees “local, pluralist and solidaristic initiatives [as] central,

and where connexions to place, local knowledge and the non-

human are highly valued” (Roche et al., 2020). A “localism,” to

which we now turn.

2.2. Critical localism/localisation

Externally led development interventions are often poorly

informed by local knowledge in terms of language, culture, history,

and politics. The international humanitarian and development

sector has long been criticised for ignoring local knowledge,

being top-down and Northern-driven (Escobar, 1992). Local

preferences and ways of working are often different from Western

or “Northern” ideas and the practise of development agencies

and may be overlooked by larger, better-resourced International

Non-Governmental Organisations (INGOs) (Crewe and Harrison,
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1998; Guttenbeil-Likiliki, 2020; Roche et al., 2020). Weak “local

ownership”’ and gaps between local and international priorities are

major factors explaining the failure of many externally imposed

state building interventions, such as that implemented by the UN

in Timor-Leste after the violence and destruction of the Indonesian

withdrawal in 1999 (Chopra, 2002).

In response to the critique of top-down approaches to

development, “localisation” (or “locally led”) has emerged as a

contemporary reform in the development sector. Drawing on the

work of McCulloch and Piron (2019) and Booth and Unsworth

(2014), Roche et al. define locally led development as “driven by

a group of local actors who are committed to a reform agenda and

would pursue it regardless of external support” and “who are local

in the sense of not being mere implementers of a donor agenda”

(2020, p. 137).

Although local participation has been a long-held guiding

principle for development since the 1970’s, it is elusive (Eversole,

2003). Despite progress in visions of and commitments to

localisation, implementation is “patchy at best” (Roche and

Denney, 2021, p. 23). Local partners are often utilised in a way

that reinforces existing paradigms of donor power and North over

South rather than transforming development practise (Roche and

Denney, 2021, p. 23; Guttenbeil-Likiliki, 2020). Critics of top-

down development call for critical engagement with the concept

of “local” in terms of how power is shared but also warn against

romanticising and over-validating the local level (Mac Ginty,

2015). In this vein, the localism agenda has been criticised for

proliferating partnerships with “‘local” actors that remain entirely

transactional in nature but provide a nod to wider donor trends’

(Smith, 2017, in Roche and Denney, 2021, p. 25). Critical localism,

in comparison, challenges weak attempts to engage or empower

at the local level, in some cases over-validating local norms at

the expense of more flexible and activity-oriented (rather than

place only) interpretations of the local (Mac Ginty, 2015). Broader

conceptualisations of the local include systems of beliefs and

practises that “loose communities and networks may adopt that

change over time and with circumstances” (Mac Ginty, 2015,

p. 851). By adopting a critical lens to local engagement, the

present study investigates whether or not collaborative, genuine,

and effective partnerships with local Timorese CSOs improve

and strengthen outcomes for WASH and GESI programmes and

organisations. It focuses on power, knowledge diversification, local

beliefs, and norms and practises.

2.3. Contingency theory and CSO
partnerships

Contingency theory looks at how contextual factors shape

organisational outcomes and asserts that organisational

effectiveness depends on the organisation’s ability to adapt

to its environment. Turbulent environments require organic

organisational approaches in the development sector to achieve

their aims (Sauser et al., 2009). While contingency theory has

evolved since the 1950’s, more recent applications, such as that

developed by Honig and Gulrajani (2018), offer three principles of

contingency theory. Development actors must (i) focus on better

understanding the local contexts in which they operate; (ii) adapt

or tailor development initiatives to local contexts during project

design; and (iii) change projects and programmes in line with how

contexts change (Honig and Gulrajani, 2018, p. 69–70). To be

effective, working contingently must be done in association with

the autonomy,1 motivation, and trust of people working directly

with communities and change agents. Together, these factors

provide a pathway to advancing contingent ways of working with a

focus on the individuals themselves within a context they uniquely

understand (Honig and Gulrajani, 2018, p. 74).

Honig and Gulrajani (2018) emphasise the importance of

trust, especially of field-level staff, in order to adapt to changing

local circumstances. Trust is an essential component of working

contingently, and “contingent ways of working need to be coaxed,

not commanded” (Honig and Gulrajani, 2018, p. 71). In theWASH

sector in Cambodia, localisation has been found to enhance the

effectiveness of leaders through building on existing institutional

arrangements and adapting to a variety of participants’ needs

(Nhim andMcloughlin, 2022). However, increased autonomy alone

is not a panacea. It needs to be supported carefully by tailored

feedback loops that leverage positive change (Meadows, 1999).

Honig and Gulrajani (2018) call for a fundamental rethink of where

decision-making needs to take place to achieve the changes that

development agencies aspire to, in line with the critical localism and

post-development views of development outlined above.

2.4. Gender, empowerment, and
movement building: “Power with”

CSO partnerships and social movement building are essential

for advancing gender equality and inclusion in all societies (Htun

and Weldon, 2018; MacArthur et al., 2022; Siscawati et al., 2022).

Seeking renewed possibilities for social change in gender equality

and associated issues, such as ending violence against women,

international women’s advocates have pursued partnerships with

national women’s movements (Batliwala, 2012; Horn, 2013;

Guttenbeil-Likiliki, 2020). A stronger focus on supporting local

or national women’s organisations and movements follows several

decades of feminist principles being overlooked in favour of

“women in development” programmes and the “NGO-isation of

feminist movements,” which have failed to bring about the hoped-

for changes (Batliwala, 2012, p. 17–18). The Asia Pacific Forum on

Women, Law andDevelopment, for example, emphasised that local

women’s movements grounded in local struggles and experience

are central to transforming current approaches to development.

Pressure and action by local women’s movements have the capacity

to bring about improvements on substantive issues of concern to

women within their own communities (Rajbhandari, 2014; Grant

et al., 2019b; Niner and Loney, 2019).

Empowerment theorists also see that engaging local women’s

organisations and movements is a key form of power and an

important domain of change. VeneKlasen and Miller (2002),

1 Autonomy is explained by Honig and Gulrajani (2018, p. 71) as being

greater freedom from external control and influence for both organisations

themselves and individual agents.
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Eyben et al. (2008), and Taylor and Pereznieto (2014) included

“power with” in their frameworks as one of four key aspects of

empowerment. “Power with” highlights the importance of the

process of movement building and partnerships to agitate for

rights and change social norms and conditions. As explained by

VeneKlasen and Miller in 2002 (p. 55):

“Power with” involves finding common ground among

different interests and building collective strength. Based on

mutual support, solidarity and collaboration, “power with”

multiplies individual talents and knowledge. “Power with” is a

key tenet of empowerment, by building voice and increasing

power through acting together around mutual interests.

Advocacy groups seek allies and build coalitions drawing on

the notion of “power with.”

The consideration of “power with” as a central tenet in

empowerment theory invites us to look more deeply at the

literature on coalitions and partnerships within feminist and

women’s movements, and how it might be useful for advancing not

only WASH outcomes but also gender equality outcomes through

WASH programming. We now present the relevant literature

related to partnerships as another foundational body of work that

informed the design of our present study.

2.5. CSO partnerships and the WASH
system

Partnerships, coalitions, and networks are understood to

be essential to the collective action required to address global

challenges (Roche and Kelly, 2014; Doerfel and Taylor, 2017).

Partnerships, such as those between North–South CSOs, can be

understood to be: “. . . a response to complex problems in which

partners can build on each other’s comparative advantages through

a rational division of labour. Through their complementary roles,

partners can achieve goals they could never reach by themselves”

(Elbers and Schulpen, 2013, p. 50).

Well-managed civil society partnerships can yield a range of

benefits, including access to the political process, organisational

legitimacy, and tangible and intangible resources (O’Brien and

Evans, 2016). However, these benefits can only be realised if

the power dynamics between the partners are addressed and

considered meaningfully. A study on power dynamics between

Northern and Southern women’s movements and organisations

found that Global North organisations often lacked contextual

and cultural understanding of the focus country and communities

and tended to follow their own agendas with little input from

local organisations (Guttenbeil-Likiliki, 2020). It found that

“elite feminism” tended to favour well-established organisations.

Global South organisations faced uncertain financial and other

sustainability factors when accountability and transparency were

viewed as one way, and dependency and donor-and-beneficiary

dynamics were perpetuated (Guttenbeil-Likiliki, 2020, p. 13).

Similarly, a study of Northern and Southern NGO partnerships

in Ghana, India, and Nicaragua found that Northern NGOs

unilaterally set the rules of the partnerships even though informal

rules allowed for more flexibility (Elbers and Schulpen, 2013,

p. 48). These studies reveal the pitfalls of many North–South

partnerships that reinforce existing power dynamics and the

importance of evolving flexible partnerships and a broadening of

the types of partnerships to include supporting local networks

and coalitions. Until now, research has not been conducted on

the bilateral partnerships formed between WASH and gender-

focused organisations (North–South or local partnerships), which

this study seeks to redress.

The growing complexity of the development landscape calls

for “multiple perspectives and collective action” to address wicked

problems such as human rights violations and climate change

(Roche and Kelly, 2014, p. 60). “Traditional” aid relationships

and projects need to shift towards critical localism agendas by

engaging local CSOs to encourage policy agendas that focus

on empowerment and voice, support domestic policy processes

that reduce inequality, and build broader support for inclusive

policy interventions (Roche and Kelly, 2014, p. 61). Networks and

coalitions are considered a potentially effective means to support

a localisation agenda: “NGOs will need to move beyond unique

partnerships as bilateral relationships with a single “partner”

or counterpart, but rather become simultaneously engaged with

multiple actors through networks, coalitions and alliances” (Roche

and Kelly, 2014, p. 61). Smith et al. (2016) also recognise that NGOs

have catalysed progress in global health governance due in part to

their relative independence, links to populations most affected, and

a range of functions that they undertake, including building diverse

coalitions and advocacy roles.

A number of studies have explored the emergence and success,

or otherwise, of civil society coalitions related to driving social

justice issues (Mizrahi and Rosenthal, 2001). Coalitions are more

likely to change gender norms when formed in response to local

events and critical junctures; are locally driven and owned; share

a common purpose and values; and have adaptive and regularly

renegotiated distributed leadership (Fletcher et al., 2016; Spark

and Lee, 2018). In her review of how leaders collectively influence

institutions, Nazneen (2019) found that the way in which coalitions

can bring about positive change is influenced by their sources

of material wealth, their collective strength, and their ideational

collective power (i.e., ability to shape ideas and build legitimacy).

2.5.1. Rights-holder organisations: Part of the
WASH system

WASH system strengthening is increasingly a focus for

international civil society organisations and local WASH actors, as

opposed to working purely at a project and infrastructure level in

many contexts. Valcourt et al. (2020, p. 2) define aWASH system as

“a collection of all the factors and their interactions which influence

WASH service delivery within a given contextual, institutional or

geopolitical boundary.” A focus on the system, and its interrelated

parts, stems from evidence pointing to a high level of WASH

project failure when human behaviours and system sustainability,

as well as the complex relationships and varied actors that make up

the WASH sector, are not adequately considered (Moriarty et al.,

2013; Neely, 2019; Grant et al., 2020; Hollander et al., 2020; Valcourt

et al., 2020; Huggett et al., 2022, p. 17–28).
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FIGURE 1

WASH system actors.

Partnering with diverse rights-holder organisations (RHOs)

has become part of a broader trend within the rural water

sector in low- and middle-income countries in an attempt to

move away from infrastructure-focused models towards more

integrated service delivery models. Service delivery models

are conscious of the combined effect of a range of factors

and how a range of governance and behavioural factors affect

WASH delivery and success, including gender equality and

social inclusion (GEDSI) (Huggett et al., 2022; Water for

Women, 2022). WASH system strengthening is understood

to involve working with, supporting, and strengthening the

institutions and actors that are part of the broader WASH

system, as well as the relationships between them (Jenkins

et al., 2019; Nhim and Mcloughlin, 2022, p. 1–12). While the

WASH system includes water utilities, government agencies,

and CSOs, other actors are increasingly recognised as integral

to the system, such as RHOs, including women’s organisations,

organisations for people with disabilities, and sexual and

gender minorities organisations (Figure 1). As these actors

work together in a range of ways, various support systems,

or “building blocks,”2 are needed to facilitate their optimal

functioning and interrelationships (Huston and Moriarty,

2018). Systems approaches are considered ways to not only

tackle the complexity of WASH systems and address systemic

failures but also to promote inclusion. Kimbugwea et al. (2022,

p. 69) argue that adopting a system approach underpinned

by human rights principles can advance progress towards

inclusive and sustainable WASH for all. A range of tools and

approaches has been developed within the WASH sector to guide

practitioners and policymakers in how to consider and influence

the many interconnected factors that make up the WASH system

2 Building blocks may include policy and legislation, regulation and

accountability, finance, monitoring, planning, infrastructure, water resource

management, and learning and adaptation (Huston and Moriarty, 2018).

(Casey and Crichton-Smith, 2020; Valcourt et al., 2020). However,

guidance to support partnerships between RHOs and WASH

actors is nascent.

3. The Timor-Leste context: WASH and
GESI CSOs

3.1. The WASH system in Timor-Leste

WASH services are delivered by a range of actors in Timor-

Leste, including government agencies, water utilities, CSOs, and

small-scale private sector actors (Willetts and Murta, 2015).

Efforts to strengthen the WASH system in Timor-Leste have been

undertaken by CSOs (such as the INGOWaterAid) looking to work

with, influence, and engage theWASH system as a whole, including

several levels of government (from the national to the suco or

village level), utilities, businesses and local CSOs. Efforts have also

been made by a range of WASH actors to improve gender-equality

outcomes, shift gender norms, and empower women and girls in

the development and delivery of water and sanitation programmes

(Grant et al., 2019a; Huggett et al., 2022).

While governments are regarded as “rights duty bearers”

globally (Carrard et al., 2020), they often fail to ensure

delivery of effective WASH services, especially in challenging

contexts such as those with disparate communities, mountainous

terrains, and populations who do not have a high degree

of disposable income. The local government bodies across 14

municipalities3 in Timor-Leste are highly diverse and home

to different ethnolinguistic groups. These municipalities are

further divided into 67 posto (administrative posts, formally

sub-districts) and 442 localities or suku led by local councils

headed by a xefe (chief). Local governance is a “hybrid” and

complex form, embracing both newly introduced democratic

processes and customary and ritual lisan practises (Cummins,

2010).

Local demand and donor focus on improved WASH services

have resulted in CSOs and governments focusing more on

inclusive programming, with the aim of achieving health and

wellbeing outcomes for all members of the community. CSOs

support and amplify women’s and diverse perspectives, and their

advocacy and engagement with government helps to hold to

account those responsible for providing safely managed WASH

and sanitation services. For these reasons, international and local

CSOs, such as WaterAid in Timor-Leste, along with community

and women’s organisations, have become a key part of the

ecosystem to deliver and work with governments to provideWASH

services in Timor-Leste. Increasingly, CSOs see the benefits of

collaboration between themselves and other organisations working

on social justice issues for the intertwined and mutually beneficial

goals of strengthened WASH and GESI (Water for Women,

2022).

3 Including 12 municipalities and the Special Administrative Region of

Oecusse Ambeno (RAEOA). As of January 2022, there were 14 municipalities.
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3.2. GESI and civil society movements in
Timor-Leste

The 2002 Constitution of Timor-Leste formalised equality

between women and men in law. At the time, there was broad

general support for gender equality, but in everyday reality, there

are significant differences between the status of men, women, and

non-binary gender expressions (Niner, 2018b; Niner and Nguyen,

2022). While many East Timorese in contemporary society believe

women’s and men’s roles are balanced, from a political-economy or

feminist-analysis perspective, gender relations remain inequitable

(Niner, 2018a). Disparities in economic indicators are reflected in

women’s low substantive political participation in the labour force,

the high rates of violence against women, and unequal education

outcomes at higher levels for women and girls (Wild et al., 2022).

In documenting three key phases of civil society development

in Timor-Leste, Wigglesworth (2013) explained that the political

crisis of 2006–08 precipitated an analysis of Western development

models and gave rise to activists promoting traditional practises and

culture through development models that engaged better with local

communities (p. 70). However, the way in which gender issues has

been incorporated into these new approaches is still emerging.

Timor-Leste has an active women’s movement comprising

a coalition of local women’s CSOs and key female leaders and

parliamentarians, many of whom played significant roles in the

independence movement. The kernel of an East Timorese women’s

movement was created in the early 1970’s with the establishment

of the Popular Organisation of Timorese Women (OPMT) as part

of FRETILIN, the Revolutionary Front for an Independent East

Timor, which was opposed to colonial rule. Women are proud of

the roles they played in the struggle for self-determination. As their

role is yet to be fully recognised, the women’s movement continues

to advocate for this recognition (Niner and Nguyen, 2022).

After the end of the Indonesian occupation, East Timorese

women continued to provide the bulk of care for their families

and communities under the most difficult of conditions while

also building up a strong movement for women’s rights that drew

upon the networks and alliances established during the occupation

period (Wigglesworth, 2013). The first National Congress of the

Women of Timor-Leste, held in June 2000, established Rede Feto,

the mainstream umbrella organisation for the women’s movement,

and developed a Platform of Action for East Timorese Women.

Held every four years, the Congress has provided a road map

for action (Rede Feto, 2007). An admirable list of achievements

includes gendermainstreaming policies, a gender quota resulting in

39% of women in the national parliament, a progressive domestic

violence law, and the bolsa da mae social protection programme

for mothers.

However, in Timor-Leste, strict binary gender roles undermine

human development and equality goals. There is much anecdotal

evidence of violent discrimination against LGBTQI+ people, who

do not conform to these expected roles (Niner, 2022). Solidarity

extended by Rede Feto in publishing a report documenting such

abuses was a watershed moment for the LGBTQI+ movement

in contesting conservative gender relations and values of the

wider society. The movement advocated for the acceptance of

and respect for the human rights of LGBTQI+ peoples through

successful alliance building with other progressive social forces in

society. In support of Gay Pride celebrations, the Prime Minister

and President urged Timorese to create an inclusive nation and

accept people with all sexual orientations, gender identities, and

expressions (SOGIE); other senior politicians declared similar

support (Niner, 2022). This illustrates the importance and role of

CSO partnerships and coalitions in support of mutual agendas such

as WASH and GESI.

As presented above, literature is available on the importance

and role of CSO bilateral partnerships and coalitions in support of

localist and contingent ways of working and the dynamics of the

women’s and LGBTIQ+ movements in Timor-Leste. Yet, little has

been written on theWASH sector in Timor-Leste academically and

nothing, until now, on the burgeoning relationships between the

WASH sector and the women’s and LGBTIQ+movements.

4. Materials and methods

Our research design was primarily qualitative. It included three

key data collection components: (i) a data collection workshop

with 30 CSO representatives from 16 organisations in Dili to

inform the research design and participants as well as collect data

on drivers, benefits and challenges of CSO partnerships, (ii) a

longitudinal research component using semi-structured interview

guides over 2.5 years with two rounds of primarily in-person

interviews with WaterAid Timor-Leste and four of their local

GESI partners (iii) semi-structured interviews with another 18 civil

society organisations. Participating organisations included local

WASH organisations (n = 2), international WASH organisations

(n = 3), local GESI organisations (n = 17), and international GESI

organisations (n = 1). International organisations were defined as

those that had offices and headquarters in another country, while

local organisations were defined as born or based in Timor-Leste.

Combining all participant types, 23 organisations were interviewed

for the predominantly qualitative study. Our sample size was

informed by Hagaman and Wutich (2017, p. 36), who found that

∼20–40 interviews were needed to reach data saturation for all

metathemes across data sets.

The organisations WaterAid Timor-Leste partnered with and

that were involved in the longitudinal component of the study

included three local organisations and one INGO:

A. Dili-based CSO focusing on supporting women and girls in

engineering (local organisation).

B. Community development andWASHCSO based inManufahi

with eight staff (local organisation).

C. International CSO with a focus on gender equality

(international CSO).

D. Women’s organisation established since the Indonesian

occupation and comprising five staff. Women in the

organisation were part of the Independence movement

(local organisation).

Participating organisations were purposefully sampled,

drawing on the knowledge of the Timorese research team, WASH,

and gender equality CSOs. Inclusion criteria included local and

international organisations working on (a) GESI issues or (b)

WASH issues. We used a single semi-quantitative interview

template for the longitudinal study to capture changes in the
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partnership dynamics over time. Questions were asked about the

purpose, nature, and development of the partnership between

the organisations. Drawing from the literature (as outlined

above), our questions related to power dynamics, decision-making

processes, values, and typologies of partnerships. A major change

occurred in 2020 with the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, which

led to significant adjustments in programmes, less travel, and

changes in some staff members in a number of organisations.

However, despite these challenges, we conducted interviews in

person in Dili, Liquisa, and Manufahi Timor-Leste, with a small

number by phone when meeting in person was not possible. We

conducted online joint analytical processes and joint development

of recommendations for policy and practise with primary research

partners (described below).

Notes during interviews were taken in Tetum and transcribed

in summary into English, potentially losing some of the details

and nuances of the conversations between researchers and

interviewees. The English notes were then used as the basis for the

analysis, though Timorese researchers were involved in coding and

sensemaking processes to ensure the reliability of interpretations.

The quality of the transcriptions of notes taken in Tetum which

were transcribed and summarised in English was assured through

timely reviews of notes, feedback, and regular phone conversations

with Timorese researchers, so that any gaps were picked up early

and transcripts could be improved. Given telecommunications

issues in Timor-Leste, Whattsapp phone calls were most useful for

these regular check ins and discussions about transcripts.

The analysis of the types of partnerships drew on a framework

we adapted from Winterford (2017), who drew from Moore

and Skinner (2010). It described a spectrum of collaborations

from “independent,” where organisations operate separately with

minimal interaction, to “collaborative,” where organisations are

highly committed in a longer-term and formalised partnership, as

described below:

• Independent: Organisations operate independently.

• Cooperative: Organisations remain independent but

network and share information; low commitment; informal

arrangements (no memorandum of understanding or

contracts in place, for example).

• Coordinated: Some joint planning is conducted between

organisations; project-based coordination; memorandums of

understanding (MOUs) or contracts may be in place.

• Collaborative: Organisations share culture, visions, values,

and resources; joint planning is undertaken; a high level of

commitment by both parties is demonstrated; the partnership

is formalised through agreements, contracts and the like.

Analysis was also informed by an inductive and deductive

thematic coding undertaken in Dedoose and coding was conducted

primarily by the Timorese research team members with quality

assurance and contributions from the lead research team members

to ensure reliability and trustworthiness. A codebook was

developed by four data analysts, and was inductive and deductive,

based on the research questions. Researchers also conducted

thematic analysis (by hand) with the translated transcripts, in order

to validate findings emerging from the Dedoose coding process.

While COVID-19 travel restrictions limited the Australian research

lead’s ability to engage in person with the Timorese research team,

we managed this through a series of online workshops and co-

analysis processes with 10 members of the broader research team

in Timor-Leste.

Deductive coding and thematic analysis was conducted with the

transcripts to and informed by the research questions:

(RQ 1) What are the drivers, benefits, and challenges of

engagement between WASH sector CSOs and gender

equality and women’s rights organisations?

(RQ 2) How can CSOs partner more effectively to maximise

WASH, gender equality and inclusion outcomes in the

context of a localisation agenda?

We provided all interviewees with information sheets outlining

the purpose of the research and how the information they shared

would be used and ensuring confidentiality. Interviewees were

provided with this information sheet in hard copy and it was

emailed to them prior to the interview. A consent formwas read out

by the interviewer at the start of the interview and participants were

given the option to stop at any point without providing a reason, as

well as withdrawing from the research process at any time. Consent

was provided by way of interviewees signing the consent form

provided. Ethics approval for this research was obtained (approval

number UTS HREC REF NO. 2015000270).

5. Results

The following results stem from interviews with women’s

and WASH organisations that were both local and international

and from all the interviews conducted across the study (n = 23).

Interviewees provided insights into the types of collaborations

underway between WASH and GESI organisations and the

drivers, benefits, and challenges of collaboration between

organisations of different sizes and types pursuing interrelated but

different objectives.

5.1. Types of collaborations between WASH
and GESI organisations

Collaborations took various forms, including programme

implementation, contractual relationships, knowledge and

information sharing, and informal networking. Partnerships

between WASH and GESI CSOs were found to be driven by

organisations wishing to strengthen the WASH system overall

in Timor-Leste and achieve tangible gender equality outcomes,

especially for women and girls. Of those interviewed for the project

(n = 23), 14 were in some type of WASH–GESI partnership or

engagement, and 9 others expressed an interest in collaborating

in the future, though to varying degrees; 8 organisations reported

having a formal partnership agreement in place (MOUs, funding

arrangements, or contracts).

Two organisations described national-level forums in which

WASH and GESI organisations shared information and discussed

ideas together, such as the Forum Be’e Mos (Clean Water Forum),

led by the National Directorate of Water and Sanitation Services
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FIGURE 2

CSO interviewees involved in WASH and GESI partnerships identifying where their partnerships sit against a spectrum, adapted from Winterford

(2017) and based on the work of Moore and Skinner (2010).

(DNSAS), and the WASH and gender discussion forum led by the

women’s CSO, Fokupers.

Most organisations (5 out of 9) who were already partnering or

connecting across WASH and GESI organisations described their

current partnership as “cooperative,” and the others (4 out of 9)

described it as “coordinated,” according to the spectrum used in

this research (Figure 2). Most of the organisations interviewed for

the longitudinal component of the study (3 out of 5) described

their partnership as collaborative or between coordinated and

collaborative, as shown in Figure 2.

The research did not point to any model being more successful

than the others. However, interviewees did express an interest

in moving towards more “collaborative” types of partnerships

characterised by a shared organisational culture, visions, values,

and resources; joint planning and delivery of some services; and a

high level of commitment from partners.

5.2. Drivers for partnerships

Partnerships between WASH and GESI organisations were

shown to have been driven by a range of factors, including mutual

agendas, observed community WASH needs, and commitments to

inclusive practises. The most notable driver was “complementary

agendas” due to the understood intersection between WASH

and GESI objectives. Six GESI organisations that worked closely

with communities were motivated to cooperate with WASH

organisations as a result of the urgent and unfulfilled WASH-

related needs that they saw and heard about in communities,

particularly for women and girls. Responding to gaps in services

was a key driver for collaboration, with organisations reporting

they had undertaken partnerships to address gaps in government

services, including combining resources and funds to meet

community needs in remote villages.

The perceived mutual benefits reported by WASH and GESI

interviewees were: increased economic empowerment through

WASH both directly for women’s business opportunities (e.g.,

water to produce coconut oil and vegetables) and indirectly

by improving people’s health and hence their productivity; less

violence towards women and LGBTIQ+ people, who face bullying

while trying to meet their daily WASH needs; improved family

harmony by reducing tension around WASH-related work and

roles, including decreasing gender-based violence through a better

understanding of gender equality concepts at the community level

and safer WASH access.

Mutual advocacy agendas were also expressed as key drivers

for collaborations between organisations and across the sectors.

For example, interviewees reported that they wished to utilise

connected advocacy agendas to share WASH information at the

community level (through and by local leaders) and to lobby

the government at the national level to improve WASH services.

Interviewees also saw that partnerships helped to improve the

sustainability of WASH project outcomes through empowering

women, shifting harmful gender norms, and improving the

responsiveness of WASH services to people’s real needs.

5.3. Benefits of partnerships

Regarding the drivers for collaboration, interviewees identified

at least 14 distinct benefits of WASH and GESI partnerships,

relating to three main areas: (1) increasing participation and

inclusion of women in WASH programmes and related decisions,

(2) mutual learning and capacity building, advocacy opportunities

and connexions with government, and (3) shifts in gender norms

(changing perceptions of roles and responsibilities related to

WASH) (Table 1). Organisations within existing WASH and GESI

partnerships reported positive power dynamics between CSOs,

positive working relationships (including good communication

styles and organisational policies), and the supportive nature of

networks and bilateral partnerships in Timor-Leste.

One national GESI organisation described the tangible benefits

its members gained from the collaboration with a WASH

organisation thus: “Some of our members in seven districts have

already accessed clean water. For example, in one community, the

water arrived at their house. That is the result of working together

between [WASH organisation and GESI organisation].” Two GESI

organisations described their positive working relationships with a

larger WASH CSO: “We have a good working relationship because

if there are some issues or a problem occurs, we try to resolve it

[together].” The interviewee explained that this relationship began

on a relatively equal footing: “they [the WASH CSO] did not

Frontiers inWater 08 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frwa.2023.1047955
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/water
https://www.frontiersin.org


Grant et al. 10.3389/frwa.2023.1047955

TABLE 1 Benefits reported by CSO interviewees (n = 23) of partnerships

between WASH and GESI organisations.

Increased participation and inclusion

Increased participation

of marginalised groups

An increase in participation of women and

people with disabilities in the decision-making

and delivery of WASH services.

Increased access Securing WASH rights for people with

disabilities by elevating their needs to relevant

parties (e.g., Government and WASH

organisations).

Increased knowledge and

services

Increased information about and access to

WASH services for women and people with

disabilities.

Mutual learning and capacity building

Increased equality within

partner organisations

An increased value of equality within the partner

organisations and programme communities.

Mutual learning Positive outcomes for mutual learning and

developing capacity (for both WASH and GESI

organisations about each other’s areas of

expertise), including new methods and

approaches to apply locally.

Government

collaboration

Opportunities for collaboration on advocacy

activities, particularly to influence national

actors and government agencies who oversee

and influence WASH systems.

Partnership scope

increased

Increased scope of areas of work for the

partnership organisations–for example, new

WASH skills or deeper gender equality

knowledge to apply in WASH programming.

Capacity development Capacity development for women’s

organisations enabling them to represent and

discuss WASH issues with other WASH system

actors (e.g., government actors and agencies).

Strengthened response to

Gender Based Violence

(GBV)

Strengthened WASH sub-national and local

system responses to GBV through a referral

network.

Shifts in gender norms, perceptions and responses

Norms change around

WASH roles

Partnership activities led to a positive change in

the community’s perspective of WASH tasks and

work, which it now sees as both women’s and

men’s work.

Enhanced capacity to

achieve strategic plan

Making important contributions to achieving

each organisation’s strategic plan.

Increased data collection

capabilities

Partnerships support organisations to obtain

data on the effectiveness of activities focused on

gender equality and changing gender norms

around WASH services.

Increased networks Increased professional networks and new

organisational connexions were developed

leading to more effective programmes and

improved sustainability of services.

Contribution to a

stronger and more

resilient WASH system

A contribution to promoting equality and

democratic decision-making processes in

partnerships in Timor-Leste.

come and dictate what they wanted. Instead, they came here to

present to us about their project related to disabled people and

that they wanted to work with us . . . we made a plan together

with them and they support us with money, and we implemented

our plan.”

A benefit of one partnership was the increased connexion

between WASH partners and government actors at several levels.

These CSO-government relations were facilitated by capacity-

building initiatives for women’s organisations so that they

could confidently represent WASH issues themselves, thereby

increasing their capacity to talk with government agencies and

representatives. As one interviewee reported: “their activities

have influence at the national level. They did different types of

advocacies about decision-making with consideration of women’s

suffering regarding sanitation and hygiene.” In this case, the

disproportionate challenges women face to use toilets instead of

openly defecating, including increased risk of rape and violence, as

well as to manage menstruation, were explained to political leaders

and decision-makers. Advocacy benefits from the collaboration in

one case resulted in GESI partners providing their suggestions on

the state budget related to sanitation and hygiene, as noted by one

interviewee: “Women’s groups speak out about WASH problems

in the communities. I think the big change is that this community

aspiration reached the Parliament. They also had ameeting with the

women’s parliament group [GMPTL].”

5.4. Challenges of partnerships

Establishing and maintaining partnerships between

distinct organisations (and between individuals) requires

continuous attention and improvement, facilitated through

good communication and trust. This study looked closely at

bilateral partnerships rather than coalitions; consequently, the

lessons learned focus on partnerships between WASH and GESI

organisations, though they could be considered beyond these

particular types of relationships. Interviewees reported 14 distinct

challenges (Table 2), broadly related to three main factors: (1)

organisational barriers that prevented realisation of outcomes;

(2) weak links in the WASH system; (3) power dynamics and

relationships. These are elaborated below.

Organisational barriers included a misalignment of

organisational strategy, priorities, and geographical focus;

limited human resources practises, organisational capacity, and

facilities, particularly within smaller CSOs; and changes in staff,

which broke continuity and caused delays in the partnership and

project activities.

Weak links in the WASH system were reported to be related to

misperceptions of who was responsible for WASH and therefore

a reticence to get involved if it was perceived to be outside

the domain of the CSO; transactional relationships and insecure

funding leading to short-term projects rather than longer-term

movement building; some functional barriers around providing

funds into partner bank accounts; and power imbalances related

to organisational capacity and size, leaving some smaller CSOs

feeling vulnerable.

There were reports of a lack of openness to collaborate due

to hidden agendas and personal or political interests. Others

identified the challenge of partnering or collaborating outside

what is perceived to be an organisation’s specific area of focus.

Interviewees mentioned a tendency to collaborate with others in

the same sector and where there were shared values and visions
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TABLE 2 Challenges reported by CSO interviewees (n = 23) of

partnerships between WASH and GESI organisations.

Organisational barriers

Misaligned strategy Misalignment of organisational strategy, priorities,

and geographical focus.

Human resources

limitations

Limited human resources (in one or both

organisations), different organisational capacity,

financial base and facilities.

Staff changes Changes in staff break continuity and cause delays

in the partnership and project activities.

Confidence and

technical knowledge

Lack of confidence about “WASH literacy,”

including a fear of the technical aspects of WASH

(grounded in engineering and plumbing thinking

and practice).

Practicalities of sharing

resources

Practical challenges related to making payments to

staff and getting funds into organisations’ bank

accounts.

Weak links in the WASH system

Misperceptions Misperceptions of who is responsible for WASH

in a given area —for example government,

community, or CSO.

Transactional

approaches

Transactional relationships, “projectisation,” and

insecure funding can lead to one-off projects

rather than development of a broader and

longer-term movement.

Power dynamics and relationship aspects

Short-term funding

models

Unequal power dynamics related to the

donor/recipient dynamic, how the financial

arrangements are structured, and funding

insecurity, leaving some smaller CSOs vulnerable.

Staying in one’s lane The challenge of partnering or collaborating

outside of an organisation’s specific area of focus

was particularly noted by GESI organisations.

They suggested there is a tendency to collaborate

with others in the same sector where there are

existing shared topics, values, and visions.

Time The challenge of finding time to collaborate,

particularly with a new partner and a new sector.

Concerns about

sustainability

Financial viability of WASH services and the role

of government in ongoing delivery of services.

Communication issues Irregular meetings and infrequent

communication. Different opinions about whose

role it is to initiate contact and communications.

COVID-19 challenges Reduced budgets and communication challenges

due to COVID-19 pandemic and restricted travel.

Hidden agendas A lack of openness to collaboration due to hidden

agendas and personal or political interests.

and difficulty finding the time to collaborate, particularly with a

new partner or sector. Communication challenges also arose due

to irregular meetings and infrequent contact, and sometimes there

was confusion about who needed to initiate the communication.

Funding dynamics, financial sustainability, and operational

issues (related to accessing bank accounts) were identified as

challenges in some WASH–GESI partnerships. For example, One

GESI CSO reported that it faced considerable funding insecurity:

“We don’t have a permanent donor.” A WASH organisation felt

that CSOs needed support to become more financially sustainable:

“. . . if all are based on projects, they cannot sustain themselves.

We need to think about this so that CSOs can be self-sustaining

and developed.” Another funding-related challenge was noted in

terms of how proficient organisations are at writing proposals.

One GESI organisation explained that funding often goes to those

who can prepare the required proposals rather than those who are

best placed to do the work. This disadvantaged smaller, local-level

organisations in Timor-Leste: “There are a lot of requirements from

the funding agency, and people do not have good skills to prepare

the proposal.”

Recommendations for supporting more effective

collaboration included:

• Strengthening joint planning processes.

• WASH and GESI training.

• Ensuring both partners understood and could use data

available on access to and quality of WASH.

• Ensuring both partners understood gender-norms issues.

Other suggestions included targeting funding at the existing

priorities of gender equality CSOs and for organisations to focus

on their internal capacity. Regular, open communication between

partners was emphasised as vital, including partnership check-in

processes, addressing staff changes (which may involve rebuilding

relationships), and emphasising the importance of individuals for

partnership continuity and growth.

6. Discussion

We now reflect on the research findings with reference to

the theoretical perspectives presented above, including a focus on

women’s empowerment through collective action, localism, post-

development thinking, and contingency theory. We make two

key points in relation to the results and the literature presented.

Firstly, bilateral partnerships between international and local

organisations yield mutual benefits and strengthen local-level civil

society. Such partnerships support contingent ways of working

in terms of building trust and autonomy at the local level. We

also found evidence that partnerships between rights-holder and

WASH organisations strengthened the WASH system, thereby

contributing to a transition to post-development WASH services

(beyond WASH projects/programmes run by INGOs). Secondly,

uneven power dynamics exist in some cases and must be navigated

carefully for working contingently and realising localism agendas.

Each of these two key findings is discussed in turn below.

6.1. Mutual benefits of working
contingently to strengthen the WASH
system

The benefits of development partnerships are well-documented

and have become common and expected modalities for aid donors

and practitioners (Roche and Kelly, 2014). CSO partnerships

literature is validated by the present study on WASH and GESI

partnerships in Timor-Leste, especially in terms of O’Brien’s
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observations that genuine and mutually beneficial partnerships

can yield a range of benefits, including identity reinforcement,

access to the political process, organisational legitimacy, and

access to tangible and intangible resources (O’Brien and Evans,

2016). The three main themes of benefits (Table 1) that WASH

and GESI organisations identified in their partnerships related to

(i) increasing participation and inclusion, mutual learning, and

capacity building, (ii) advocacy opportunities and connexions with

government, and (iii) shift in gender norms, perceptions, and

responses. The collective action, partnership arrangements, and

focus on system strengthening driven by WaterAid and their

direct partners can also be seen as an example of “power with”

(VeneKlasen and Miller, 2002, p. 55) in that they found common

ground among different interests and built collective strength.

The benefits reported by CSOs in partnerships (particularly the

longitudinal component) were found to be related to strengthening

collective action, local-level pluralist governance, networks, and

partnerships with heightened advocacy power and influence.

Larger international CSOs, such as WaterAid, tend to support

Honig and Gulrajani’s (2018) call for more contingent ways of

working grounded in a deeper understanding of the local context,

greater trust and autonomy of local actors, and adaptive ways

of working. Yet, working contingently can only happen if the

local partners are empowered (and supported in ways that are

meaningful to them) and power dynamics are addressed at the

start of and during the partnership. In our study, organisations

reported that their partnership was founded on positive and flexible

working relationships, communication styles, and organisational

policies. This seems to indicate some of the characteristics that

Honig andGulrajani (2018) discuss in terms of increased autonomy

and trust at the field level as essential components of contingent

ways of working.

The partnerships in Timor-Leste at the centre of this study

provide another example of working and changing aspects of the

WASH system and supports Huggett et al. (2022, p. 38) finding that

“integrating GEDSI within system-strengthening programming

provides useful opportunities and leverage points for addressing

systemic barriers to inclusion and empowerment.” Our study also

supports the finding of Kimbugwea et al. (2022) that system

approaches (when underpinned by human rights principles) can

advance inclusion outcomes in WASH programmes. The authors’

SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats)

regarding how a WASH programme in Cambodia and Uganda

engaged with WASH system building blocks (2022, p. 75) found

weaknesses in consultation and participation with women and

marginalised groups, as well as limited understanding and space

to discuss human rights to water and sanitation. Partnerships

with RHOs are one way to help address these weaknesses and

thereby increase the confidence and involvement of women and

CSOs representing marginalised groups. Similarly, the benefits

reported by the CSOs interviewed for our study included: increased

participation of women and people with disabilities in the decision-

making and delivery of WASH services; secured WASH rights for

people with disabilities by elevating their needs to relevant parties

(government and WASH organisations); increased information

about and access to WASH services for women and people with

disabilities (Table 1).

As pointed out by O’Brien and Evans (2016) and Guttenbeil-

Likiliki (2020), the power dynamics between partners must be

addressed and considered meaningfully before the benefits of

partnerships can be realised. Our study supported this finding,

concluding that power dynamics must be openly understood,

discussed, and navigated in WASH and GESI partnerships. In

addition to power dynamics being challenging for local and

international CSOs to manage between themselves, organisational

barriers (related to communications, staff continuity, and

administrative coordination) and weak links in the WASH

system (contested views of who is responsible for WASH and

therefore reticence to get involved) were also identified as

considerable challenges to well-functioning partnerships. As

found in previous studies on North–South CSO partnerships,

we observed challenging dynamics related to smaller local

organisations’ dependency on larger international ones. These

dynamics indicate that the nature of development funding and

associated power relations makes attempts to promote more

locally led development difficult in practise. Yet, through the

partnership models employed amongst organisations in this

study, local-level organisations’ capacity and independence

were enhanced, indicating that, in future, these partnerships

may contribute to notions of plurality and solidarity. This

trajectory is supported by McGregor’s study, which concluded that

“Although some parts of the development architecture reviewed

are flawed from a post-development perspective, particularly

programmes that are broad in scale or have pre-determined

project outputs and timelines, other initiatives, such as community

or institutional partnerships and small grants programmes,

have much to contribute to post-development futures. They are

potentially flexible, community-focused, supportive of alternative

sociopolitical spaces” (2007, p. 168).

6.2. Navigating uneven power dynamics

Our study offers insights into the extent to which a post-

development and localist agenda is being pursued through CSO

partnerships in the WASH and GESI sectors. We drew on

the work of scholars who identified the shortcomings of top-

down and Northern-driven development agendas (Crewe and

Harrison, 1998; Guttenbeil-Likiliki, 2020; Roche et al., 2020) but

also those who call for a nuanced perspective when it comes to

championing the “local” (Mac Ginty, 2015). While emphasising the

centrality of Southern movements and organisations (Schoneberg,

2017, p. 605), Schoneberg’s description of post-development

theory questions dominant discourses related to the power and

knowledge nexus. The design of our study supported Escobar’s

call for the development agenda to create intellectual space

for local agencies to assert themselves (also a central tenet of

contingency theory), and for the recognition of the importance

of grassroots movements (Escobar, 1992). Nonetheless, we found

that the relationship between most WASH and GEDSI CSOs

largely reinforced dominant partnership models (i.e., larger donor

organisations partnering with smaller local organisations). These

models were characterised by larger CSOs (primarily consisting of

Timorese staff and backed internationally) engaged with smaller

more grassroots organisations that, in turn, depended on the

larger CSOs for funding and support. The concerns raised by

some smaller local CSOs about their own sustainability and that
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of their partnership (as a result of shorter-term project-oriented

engagement) point to the dependence of these partnerships on

funding from one of the partners. The question that begs an answer

is the degree to which a genuinely locally led agenda is being

pursued, given McCulloch and Piron’s (2019) claim that localism

requires a commitment to reform regardless of the existence of

external support.

The challenges experienced within the CSO partnerships in

this study point to the challenges of working contingently. Power

dynamics are often hard to shift, especially when there are

financial and North–South organisational power and financial

differences. To this end, several organisations reported having

some unequal power dynamics related to funding insecurity, which

left some smaller CSOs vulnerable. These challenges in terms

of partner organisations’ size and capacity were also reflected

in the Siscawati et al. (2022) study that looked at partnerships

between similar actors in Indonesia. The Indonesian study revealed

similar issues related to organisations having different sizes and

structures, which may or may not align with those of their

partners, as well as mismatched or limited financial resources

and sustainability (Siscawati et al., 2022, p. 14). The challenges

related to power dynamics shared by CSOs in our study had

similarities with those found by Guttenbeil-Likiliki (2020) in

terms of some elements of the dependency mentioned above

(donor–beneficiary dynamics) and uncertain financial and other

sustainability factors. However, our study did not find that the

WASH and gender organisations connected to Global North

organisations lacked contextual and cultural understanding of

the focus country and communities, largely because the staff

carrying out programmes in Timor-Leste for these organisations

were predominantly Timorese. Our study also did not find

that the partnerships pursued by WASH organisations favoured

those from elite feminist organisations. Rather, the partnerships

WaterAid developed with GESI organisations were largely nascent

or grassroots organisations, which were the focus of this study.

Despite the challenges in partnerships and the power dynamics

that sometimes underpin them, our study found that having strong

and diverse partnerships with not only WASH organisations but

also RHOs, such as women’s organisations, organisations for people

with disabilities, and sexual and gender minorities organisations,

supports working contingently and contributes to a localist agenda.

This is done by and through local-level organisations bringing their

understanding of the local contexts in which they operate, helping

to adapt or tailor development initiatives to their contexts, building

social movements in support of gender equality (“power with”), and

strengthening the multifaceted WASH system overall.

7. Conclusion

Forming genuine and mutually advantageous partnerships

with local civil society organisations within the WASH sector

and beyond is a key aspect of strengthening the WASH system

and furthers critical localism, decolonising, and post-development

agendas. The findings of this study support and validate the

approach taken by international organisations such as WaterAid

to build strategic partnerships and collaborations with diverse local

rights-holder organisations, including those championing gender

equality and inclusion. The interest shown by participants in this

study to foster partnerships that are “collaborative” in nature

requires a high level of commitment from partners and is in line

with key tenets of localism and working contingently. Collaborative

partnerships, in this sense, are conscious of where power is situated,

whose agendas are being pursued, where trust is being fostered, and

locally informed ways of working and communicating together.

Rights-holder organisations are important parts of the overall

WASH System—a system made up of a range of organisations

and actors, complex relationships, and the people who depend on

and use water and sanitation services. The roles of rights-holder

organisations assessed in this study with WASH organisations

could be considered beyond bilateral CSO partnerships, and with

other WASH providers (such as utilities and private sector actors)

to advance GEDSI and pro-poor outcomes and strengthen the

interrelated WASH system. There is also a need to look beyond

bilateral partnerships and towards coalitional relationships and

their potential to advance mutually beneficial outcomes with

consideration of the transactional costs. Further, diversity of

partnerships with other parts of civil society (e.g., youth, climate,

ethnic minorities), as well as other types of actors (government and

private sector), could support deeper and more transformational

approaches to WASH programming.

Given the practical and advocacy benefits identified by

interviewees in this study resulting from WASH and GESI

partnerships, it is recommended that further research delves into

what particularly enabled them to advocate for improved WASH

services with government agencies, and which strategies were most

successful. A case study approach via longitudinal monitoring and

evaluation processes, process tracing or contribution analysis could

be particularly useful for examining these reported benefits and

impact pathways.

This research revealed a range of nuanced drivers, benefits,

and challenges within the partnerships studied and found mutual

benefits concerning advocacy efforts and aligned agendas for

WASH and GESI capacity development. It also revealed that

WASH–gender equality CSO partnerships in Timor-Leste are

providing opportunities to hear more directly from community

members and reach the most marginalised.

8. Limitations

COVID-19 hindered the research process by limiting our

movement and access to interviewees. Some interviews and co-

analysis workshops had to be conducted online, which was not ideal

given the internet and phone challenges in Timor-Leste.
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