Toronto, Thursday, January 25, 2004
Report to the 3rd Annual General Meeting

Nile Basin Society
16-25 January 2004

Part (1): Lessons learnt and the way forward
By: Nabil El-Khodari, Founder and CEO
Dear valued member:

In spite of all the successes mentioned in the first part of this report, there are also some downsides. This is expected and as long as we learn from them, it is perfectly normal. As I am about to hand over the responsibility to a new CEO, the following is meant to confer my personal experience and to suggest the ways forward that I believe the organization should take. However, everyone is entitled to own mistakes; only those who do not work do not make them. I also believe that the new CEO will come with a new direction and new energy to the organization.

Lessons learnt:

1. Organizational:

The position of the Secretary General has always been a problem since day one of the history of this organization. I have my share in the blame of this. A SG is needed who would actually be as effective and active as the CEO (usually by the way the CEO means Chief Executive Officer in business; however in NGO environment it sands for Chief Elected Officer). I have always been eager to have that position filled by a Nile Basin citizen with no real check on his background or activity and usually also through appointment. May be we have not to be restricted by this and fill the position by a member of the board who can serve the position best, with no regard to ‘nationality’. 
Hung board of directors was the second major hindrance to taking actions. Either a quorum could not be achieved or decisions were postponed (indefinitely). That is why I do suggest the following:
1. There is no need to appoint too many board members, as establishment of quorum may be difficult. We only need committed members with a great sense of involvement and a good dependable Internet connection as well as aware of the importance of checking their e-mails on daily basis, even if away from office/home. 

2. An apology for not sharing in a board meeting because of personal issues or travel must be accompanied by a proxy to another board member at all times so as the board can function under whatever circumstances. In this regard, measures to increase trust between board members are of great importance. We must overcome the mistrust and second-guessing between board members if we are to succeed in addressing that major obstacle between Nile countries. Unfortunately, the only way to achieve that is face-to-face meetings and continuous contact by telephone rather than just by the impersonal e-mail.

3. The BD must pass a resolution giving the Executive Directors all the powers of the boards, if the board fails to meet due to lack of quorum within a specified period of time.
4. The board members must understand their duties. They are not responsible for the day to day operations of the organization. They are responsible for ensuring that these operations are in line with the goals and mission of the organization and for approving financial commitments and finalizing commitments to be made by the organization particularly financially and that any funds are used wisely mainly towards the project it is intended for with the minimum overhead (administrative costs and salaries).
Lack of funding will remain the major crippling factor for the organization to achieve its goals. Personal funding is no more acceptable. In this regard it is important to note that we cannot pose ‘membership fees’ on our members though is acceptable in developed world and is a good measure of ‘commitment’ due to the obvious economic conditions in Nile Basin countries. Furthermore, it has been more difficult to enforce membership fees for members from countries other than the Nile Basin and Canada nor on our affiliates, in particular business affiliates as our by-laws specify. So, sources of continuous funding must be sought. Projects are of course the major such source. We must have excellent proposal writers and we have to build relations with funding agencies. Sponsorship of our newsletter or even web site advertising should also be considered. It is important to realize that there are forces working against us getting funded. However, I believe if we look hard enough and for unusual sources of funding we will eventually get funded. The other issue about funding is to ensure that whoever provides it does aim to support our aims, objectives and practices rather than ‘controlling’ them, In this regard, I recommend that we do not seek funding from the ‘partners’ of the NBI/NBD.
Working with Nile Basin governments of course is the ideal line of action for an NGO like ours. The idea is to work with not for. Two successive Ugandan Ministers of Water, Land and Environment welcomed working with the NBS. However, when it came to a real project; the “Nile Basin Regional Communication Center” proposed, there was enthusiasm at first that gradually waned. 
Our UNESCO Nile Basin HELP proposal was also opened to governments and research institutions, particularly the East African Community. Again, the same cycle happened.

I believe that our organization have a more favorable environment in East African Community countries, particularly Kenya and Tanzania. Not only because we support their demand for a new just and equitable legal agreement regarding sharing the Nile, but also because of the relative democracy there; as compared to the ENSAP block. Kenya in particular is promising, due to the recent change of leadership there and the strong anti-corruption movement by NGOs.
2. Communications:

The Nile Basin Society’s communications will remain be subject to sabotage. Who is trying to sabotage our communications is not the issue; whoever the source of the attacks on the CEO’s computer and our servers is highly professional and persistent. 

For our servers, the move to cheaper hosting alternatives proved to be a mistake. However, this has been addressed, though the move to the new, more secure server has not been done yet due to my different duties and generally ill-health. 

The other part of the solution is that each NBS member must take the initiative and start posting analyses and opinions on the discussion board. They can easily attack one source, but they cannot devote the resources or time to attack several sources. We all have to be ‘security-oriented’ and protect ourselves as much as possible by using firewalls, intrusion detection and spy-ware/Trojan removal software. In addition, regular maintenance of the computers and frequent backups are essential.
I would suggest to the new board that personal communication between the board members should be encrypted. 

Another danger is ‘direct’ spying on our activities. As we all know, a report prepared by Alfred Balinda and his colleagues from Markere University, that I have not been able to read and thus was forced to write a new one, was leaked to the NBD who published it as part of its WWF report. Fortunately, the report was flawed in some areas and the NBD was forced to change the text after the audio records were posted on http://nilebasin.com/wwf. 

This is why I suggested that board members representing NBS affiliates should actually be members of the newly established “Advisory Board”. Being a NBS affiliate granted an opportunity for representatives of affiliate organizations to be automatically added to the board, with no scrutiny. For example, Alfred Balinda has never re-filled the new application form as required for all members. Only affiliate members should be added to our board of directors if they reciprocated the privilege. The measure was meant to assure them that we do not have ‘hidden agendas’ and I now believe we are entitled to the same.
The Way Forward:

The NBS must always be an example for local NGOs in the way it is run. This includes transparency, democracy and accountability. We should not be tempted to respond to the mean attacks by similar tactics.
Establishment of a local presence would remain the highest priority, as it gives us the chance to work with local governments and communities. It is also essential as it would mean more easy access to funding.

It has been established that we cannot work with the NBD. We should not be pushed or lured to work with them. In fact, I was offered a lucrative salary to work for the NBD, even without having to move out of Canada. This proposal came apart after I exposed the unfair practices used in selection of the facilitator.
If not working in NBI projects (with or without the NBD) what should be our role? I believe that we are playing an important role by monitoring both organizations. This role will expand when NBI projects begin to take place in the form of giving a voice to local communities affected by such projects and by raising awareness about the expected environmental consequences of such projects. In this regard, our HELP proposal would give us needed capacity-building and expertise of a wide-range of academic institutions and other river basins.

In short, we should build on our proved successes. Acting as a communication ‘agency’ for the many projects that are taking place in the Nile Basin, as the Challenge Program, which the ILRI project is only one component of the Nile Basin projects would be a feasible way to secure funding in the short-term, at least enough to cover our expenses. However, we also need to develop our capacity in translation to local languages. I believe that we can do that depending on our large membership base in addition to continuing to use the UN Volunteers.

At no point should we sacrifice our principles or independency for funding.

With that report, and with the transfer of power to our new CEO, I believe I have done my job as the founder of the Nile Basin Society. I hope that the new CEO will also do the same when the time comes and not try to adhere to the position, whatever successes he may be able to achieve. I would have suggested that the CEO position should be ‘rotating’ in nature, except that I know first hand how difficult it is to find a suitable candidate.

Sincerely,

Nabil El-Khodari

Founder, NBS
