
 

Localization at a Crossroads: Turning Rhetoric into Reality  

For the past five years, I have had the privilege of serving as Project Director for USAID's 
Partnerships Incubator, where I witnessed firsthand the push for localization—a concept 
that has garnered increasing attention and action across the development landscape. 
While localization promises to shift power, resources, and decision-making to local actors, 
the reality for many local organizations, especially those in the Global South, remains 
starkly different.  

Localization is at a true crossroads but is caught between rhetoric and reality. Theoretical 
frameworks abound, but local leaders’ voices—the ones who stand to make or break this 
agenda—are too often drowned out in the flurry of ideas. Even with persistent political and 
economic challenges that may never be fully resolved, there remains an opportunity to 
make considerable progress.  

As someone deeply invested in this agenda and grateful to be in a position where I have 
been tasked to examine all the facets of the localization diamond, I believe it is time to shift 
the focus toward real solutions that position local organizations as true development 
partners.  

The Promise of Localization  

The localization agenda is clear: local actors must be trusted with more than just project 
implementation; they must be involved in strategic planning and decision-making at every 



level. This means moving from rhetoric to action, from top-down directives to shared 
leadership. As a local leadership champion, I have seen that this vision is not just 
aspirational but necessary for achieving sustainable development outcomes. But to get 
there, we need to address the gaps between the theory of localization and the realities on 
the ground.  

What’s Missing in the Localization Discourse?  

The current localization discourse often fails to address local leaders' key challenges. 
Localization cannot simply mean handing over project tasks. It must mean sharing real 
power in decision-making processes. Local organizations need a seat at the table in project 
design and shaping the broader development agenda.  

Most of the funding is still project-based and tied to strict donor-imposed criteria. Local 
organizations need core funding that allows them to develop their capacities on their own 
terms, build sustainable systems, and focus on long-term impact rather than meeting 
short-term project goals.  

Many local organizations are overburdened by the complex compliance requirements 
imposed by donors. This stifles innovation and creates an environment where international 
partners are better positioned to manage funds. Adjustments to streamline compliance 
processes, making it easier for local organizations to access funds and focus on 
development impact would be a welcomed change for local organizations.  

Localization efforts can be turbocharged by leveraging technology. From blockchain for 
financial transparency to AI-driven tools for monitoring and evaluation, local organizations 
should have access to innovative solutions that allow them to leapfrog traditional 
development models and improve efficiency.  

Actionable Steps for USAID and Donors  

Technical assistance should no longer be something imposed on local organizations. Local 
leaders to define their own capacity-building priorities and creating peer-learning networks 
where local actors share their knowledge and strategies so that they are technically and 
structurally prepared to implement USAID-funded projects effectively.  

Local actors must be included in the strategic planning processes that shape national and 
regional development agendas. Establishing local advisory boards for USAID projects is 
one way to ensure that local voices are embedded in every stage of project planning and 
implementation.   



Stepped-up efforts should be made to foster context-specific new ideas and solutions, 
encourage cross-sector collaboration, and allow local organizations to innovate without 
the restrictions of traditional grant mechanisms.  

It’s also time to implement real metrics that track power shifts. How many local 
organizations are involved in strategic decisions? What percentage of funding goes to 
unrestricted, core funding? How often are local-led evaluations being conducted? These 
metrics will provide transparency and accountability in the localization process.  

Simplify donor compliance and reporting requirements for smaller local organizations, 
reducing bureaucratic overhead. Use technology solutions like mobile reporting platforms 
to minimize the burden and enable organizations to focus more on impact rather than 
administration.  

A Message to Donors: How to Strengthen Localization  

I believe there is a tremendous opportunity to advance the localization agenda. We can 
collectively achieve better, more sustainable development outcomes by fostering more 
authentic partnerships with local organizations that possess deep-rooted knowledge and 
expertise about the communities they serve. By trusting them with greater decision-making 
authority, we can ensure that development solutions are more relevant and impactful. 
Donors can create structures that allow local actors to take the lead, not only in project 
execution but in shaping the strategic direction of a project.  

Long-term, flexible funding is essential for building resilient local organizations. Donors can 
help local organizations invest in capacity, innovation, and sustainability by supporting 
core operations—not just project-specific grants. This shift will allow local organizations to 
grow and adapt to changing needs, ensuring that development efforts have a lasting 
impact.  

Rather than viewing local leadership through the lens of risk, let’s reframe it as an 
opportunity to drive innovation, sustainability, and growth. Donors can support local 
organizations by encouraging learning, experimentation, and adaptation, with a focus on 
building trust and mutual accountability.  

Localization is our way forward. It requires bold decisions, real partnership, and trust. It’s 
time to move beyond the ivory tower localization theories and debates on the definition of 
localization and listen to those on the ground. Let’s make localization more than just a 
policy—let’s make it a standard practice.  



How can development organizations like USAID ensure that local leaders are heard and 
empowered to drive decision-making and shape development outcomes? What challenges 
and opportunities do you see in this shift toward true localization?  

#Localization #Development #LocalLeadership #Innovation #USAID #DevelopmentImpact 
#Sustainability  

  

Strengthening Transformative and Equitable Partnerships (STEP) Project Director at 
Panagora Group, Dr. Donna Vincent Roa, is a certified prompt engineer, an internationally 
accredited business communicator (ABC), and a certified development project manager 
(CDPM®). Dr. Roa previously served as Project Director for USAID's Partnerships Incubator, 
a transformative pilot initiative funded by USAID designed to revolutionize how the Agency 
engages with local and nontraditional partners and to foster long-term sustainable change 
through innovative tools, training, and capacity-building programs that enhance the 
capabilities of partner organizations. Donna also served as Chief of Party for the Securing 
Water for Food (SWFF) Technical Assistance Facility—an incubator-accelerator where she 
catalyzed social impact entrepreneurship with 40 water-ag innovators operating in 35 
countries.  

Globally recognized as a champion for innovation, water, sustainability, and the 
environment, Dr. Roa, who is also a voice actor, holds a doctorate in international 
communication from the University of Southern Mississippi and has written numerous 
industry articles, over 100 LinkedIn articles, and four books, including The Value of Water: A 
Compendium of Essays by Smart CEOs, and Five Knocks, a contemporary social issue 
novel focusing on China’s One Child Policy. She is working on her fifth book, Color Catalog: 
Voice Actor Workbook, scheduled for early fall. She also hosts the Chief of Party to Chief of 
Party: Success in Your First 90 Days podcast on Spotify, Apple Music, Amazon Music, 
Buzzsprout, and other online hosting platforms.  

 


