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The idea for Spark MicroGrants started in 2009 when Neal Lesh was working as a Fulbright 

Scholar in Tanzania. He was trying to find a way to make more mothers go to the clinic to have 

their children, instead of going into labor at home. He said he had crafted an intricate plan with 

fellow team members that involved new technology and pre-paid cabs. The team then asked 

mothers what would make them go to the clinic. They suggested offering a gift to those who 

gave birth in the clinic, of diapers and other needed items. The gift idea worked increasing births 

at the clinic from 10 to 25 per month. Neal and his team learned from the mothers that most of 

the time they weren’t the decision makers on where to give birth, husbands or other male family 

members made the decision and they liked the incentive to get needed supplies in return for a trip 

to the clinic. The gift averaged out to be $3 per mother, a total cost of $615 for this project.  It 

was during that time in Tanzania Neal realized the power of giving the problem solving ability to 

the community itself. 

Spark MicroGrants is a standardized process of giving a community the ability to create a project 

for their own community. Spark MicoGrants currently staffs about 20 employees. The model 

suggests development efforts should be more patient, trusting and empowering and less solution 

oriented and expert driven. 

In the early stages of a Spark MicroGrants project, the community comes together, along with a 

community facilitator from Spark, for a series of meetings to find out development goals. During 

these meetings boundaries are set and the group determines a community project everyone can 

benefit from. The microgrants have a few boundaries as well, including that the money from the 

grant cannot pay for salaries. 

Over the next 5 months a plan is developed, as well as a budget. Relevant technical expertise is 

brought in when needed to make sure the plan is done correctly, things like building a 

community center or irrigation system. The community is responsible for putting the plan into 

action though. The facilitator follows up with the community during the duration of the project. 

Facilitators of Spark MicroGrants receive a stipend for two-years working with the organization. 

They receive project management and leadership training throughout their time with Spark. 

Neal emphasized that these projects take time. The community holds weekly meetings for 5 

months. Overtime they’ve noticed that the meetings begin to start on time and more people 

follow up on actions as the meetings continue. They’ve also noticed a large percentage of women 

participating. Throughout the meetings the facilitators start to see more group cohesion and 



confidence in each other to complete the project. Neal stresses not the judge the potential of a 

project from the early days.  

Why this is different 

 Sometimes typical solutions often are inappropriate in foreign counties 

 Typical aid creates dependency 

 Handoffs are hard 

The benefits 

 Empowered community 

 Good projects  

 Effective use of resources 

 Locally appropriate  

 No handoffs or ownership  

 “Get more schools per dollar” 

95% of the projects created through Spark MicroGrants are still functioning. They often see 

second projects come from a community after the first.  Spark MicroGrants believe that by 

putting the power in the people’s own hands is how you get sustainability in the long run.   

Takeaways 

 Beware of solution driven approaches or too much expertise  

 It is difficult to transfer a true sense of ownership unless ownership starts in the 

beginning  

 Each plan needs to have a sustainability aspect to it (some find grants after they launch, 

others generate income) 

        

 


