FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY – VOLUNTARY SECTOR ORGANISATIONS
By Subhash Mittal
Financial Sustainability of CSOs, while being a serious issue, is hardly discussed within the voluntary sector. Considering that CSOs are non-profit organisations, it becomes even more important to identify ways of ensuring such sustainability, but how CSOs will manage their finances or long-term sustainability is generally not on agenda. 
CSOs mainstay for financial dependence is mostly grants received from donors. These could be either foreign grants or local. While undoubtedly grants are very important in ensuring the continuance of a CSO, however the problem is that often these become as the beginning and end of life of a CSO.

A CSO is promoted by well-meaning individuals who are motivated by seeing certain ills in the society, which they feel need to be addressed. However after a while often many of the CSOs, if not all, loose focus of these objectives, as they find pulled by various projects that they need to apply for receiving grants. One reason for this attraction is that Projects do provide, even if in a limited manner, a way of meeting salaries of a number of personnel. They provide scope in expansion both in terms of numbers and reach. Hence the rush to apply for various grant projects is not unnatural. Though this often results in a situation where the CSOs apply for diverse type of projects, some which are in line with the profile of the CSOs, while others could be quite different. CSOs often argue that getting a bouquet of projects is necessary to meet their financial requirements.

While there certainly are no easy solutions, however of prime importance is that the focus of the CSOs should remain on the objectives that the CSOs were set-up for. Some of the steps that a CSO can consider for developing a Financial Sustainability plan are as follows:

· Develop an overall Business Plan (or Strategy Plan) on how it can achieve the Program objectives that it has set-out for itself. The Business Plan should be realistic. It should be for a period to 3-5 years, and preferably a rolling one. The Plan should identify type of projects that the CSO needs to undertake for meeting the objectives.
· Further it is essential that every CSO identifies its core infrastructure needs (in terms of persons & establishment), which it needs to maintain to fulfil the objectives. This would generally include salary cost of CEO, some minimal support staff and the essential project staff. This would also include costs of running an office, etc. However basic principle would be to ‘remain lean’, so that core costs can be minimised.
· The CEO of a CSO needs to work on two fronts, one for raising resources for the projects that have been identified for implementation and the other for meeting the core costs of the organisation. 

· Sources of funds for implementing projects could be from different sources, certainly grants from donor / govt. agencies would top the chart, however alternative sources also need to be scouted for. These could be in the form of individual donations, corporates, CSRs, raising of part resources from the community.
· Ideally a CSO needs to focus on how it can find ways of meeting its core costs in a perennial manner. These could be through getting a large Corpus Grant, which a CSO can invest to receive regular income. Although such grants will not be received until a donor has had a working relationship with a CSO and is convinced about the need and long-term usefulness of the CSO.

· Sometimes a donor could provide grant for investing in a building, to help a project meet at least its space requirements. Though such grants these days are becoming rare.

· Sometimes land is allotted by the government, and the CSO has to find resources to build. 

· Where resources cannot be generated for receiving corpus grant, a CSO has to consider raising resources through donations from personal sources, institutions, etc.

· Wherever it is not possible to raise sufficient amount of corpus for investment, etc. it becomes more challenging for a CSO raise funds to meet its core costs. This is the main reason for a number CSOs to start looking for grants. However as mentioned above, while grants are an easy option, it does divert attention of the CSOs from its original objectives. One option for CSOs is to identify its own strengths in terms of what it can market, in terms of its skills that its own employees may have. Several organisations generate financial resources through consultancy, working as resource agency.
· One very important source is the community itself, however often it has been taken granted that community wants things for free, very frankly this assumption and attitude needs to be revisited. One reason why so many financial organisations have entered in the field of micro-finance projects is that the repayment rate among the community is far better than in the commercial sector. In another project recently, where cataract operations were conducted, community was asked to pay 50% of the cost of the operation. Everyone paid, resulting in doubling of the operations with the same fee. 
For raising resources, while there are no easy solutions, it is not impossible, what is needed is self-belief by the voluntary sector itself that the funds whether for sustaining of CSOs or for implementing the projects can be generated. 
