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Since the first funding of the Australian committee of the World University Service to 
send student volunteers to Indonesia in 1953, which ten years later was to become the 
Australian Volunteers Abroad program with a much broader reach, the Australian 
government has been involved in having at least some NGO work as part of the aid 
program. Until the 1970s this involvement was mainly funding volunteers and some 
humanitarian work, but from the mid-1970s the Australian government began 
providing subsidies for NGOs’ own work (which had started elsewhere in the 1960s), 
and from the mid-1980s began using NGOs to deliver the mainly community 
development elements of bilateral programs.   
 
Over much of this time there have been debates among NGOs about compromising their 
values in taking government funding, and in some of the contractual conditions that 
went with it (1970s and 1980s). At other times government and others have been 
critical of NGO being funded by government, arguing that NGOs were not as effective as 
they claimed to be, and were too ‘dependent’ on government funding (1990s and 
2000s).  These arguments have mirrored debates in the other major donor countries, 
but have not resulted in the radical changes that have occurred in the Canadian and 
New Zealand aid programs, and their now more distant relationships with NGOs.        
This paper will explore these issues, and reflect on the arguments of Jorgen Lissner 
(1977) Politics of Altruism; and Sabine Lang (2012) Civil Society, and the Public Sphere, 
and how the issues of NGOs relationships with government have changed over time.   
 
The paper will conclude with some reflections on the broader changes in the 2010s on 
government NGO relations globally, and how these may impact on NGO-government 
relations in Australia     
       


