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Development at the societal level is an elusive and multi-faceted concept. Theories regarding its meaning and the appropriate strategies to achieve it abound today, and it is the subject of much discussion and debate. The issue is further complicated by the fact that the actors in the development arena are many and act based on different understandings of the concept. 

The state is an important actor in the arena. Most modern states exist with some vision of facilitating welfare or a ‘better life’ for their citizens. With this view, most modern-day states take up varied ‘development measures’, which involve the making of policies and legislation to guide market forces and enable law, justice, equity, and other values which the state may consider as being essential for ‘development’ as understood by it. In many cases, the state will also be involved in concrete activities that seek to facilitate such ‘development’ (e.g. the setting up of schools and health facilities that will enable a higher level of ‘human development’). 

In most countries, however, various private (non-state) agents have also historically been involved in some or the other welfare activities or activities related to the public good. The understanding of these agents could be parallel, complementary, or even opposed to that of the state. It is therefore necessary to understand that there is a conception of ‘development’ that is essentially independent from that of the state; it may in other words be called ‘non-government’ in origin and character. 

Historically, such non-state agents have acted both individually and as organisations. Individual action has generally been in the form of either monetary charity or the creation of philanthropic institutions; however, action based on other motivations and understanding of well-being or social good have been expressed through the creation of institutions.  

Over time non-state actors have attained a level of complexity and refinement whereby the entire field of development has become almost a science, with concepts like ‘development management’ and ‘strategic planning for development’ coming into existence. Similar increase has also occurred in the complexity of institutions responsible for implementing development activities, whether they are governmental or non-government. It is therefore that we now have terms like ‘grassroot level animators’, ‘medium-level development organisations’ and ‘resource and support consultancies’. But such a proliferation of institutions, such a plethora of activities and scope, and such increase in their complexity also means a parallel increase in issues and debates centred on the credibility and effectiveness of the non-government sector in its professed field i.e. that of bettering the lot of humankind. Related are also debates whether state or non-state agents are the most suited to this field. 

This article will deal with the present scenario in the voluntary development sector in India. Beginning with a history of voluntarism in the Indian context, we then go to various definitional aspects to clarify certain prevalent jargon used by practitioners. Further, we position the present issues relating to the sector in a broad framework, before going into the detailed analysis of the various positives and negatives of the sector today. The last section of the article deals with suggestions to create a higher level of credibility for the sector in the present socio-economic and political context. 

I

History of Non-Governmental Development Agents in India

Voluntary work by non-government agents goes back a long way. Charity has always received the support of religion, in India as in other countries. The practice of donation in cash or kind as well as the establishment of charitable institutions is a practice that prevailed in India since medieval times. It was in the eighteenth and nineteenth century that the organisational form that voluntary work took, began to change. These changes were the result of exposure to other ‘first world’ or ‘modern’ societies, western education as well as a growing political awareness. Voluntary organisations in this era dealt mainly with social reforms on the one hand and political independence from British rule on the other. The achievement of independence saw still further changes in the form of organisation of voluntary action. The priority now changed from achievement of independence to the achievement of the socio-political goals of poverty removal, mass education, etc. Still later, during the late 1970s and 1980s, the form and structure of voluntary organisations became still more complex, with several types and layers of organisations emerging. The voluntary sector in the present day is a complex structured sector consisting, on one hand, of highly specialised organisations at the national and international level, and on the other hand, of small grassroots organisations working directly at the rural or urban community level. 

We will deal with each of these changes in detail in this section. It is necessary, however, to understand that the nature of voluntary action does not stand alone. It is the product of a number of factors, some of which are enumerated below:

· The social and economic context/ prevalent situation

· The accepted concept/ understanding of development and of the main drawbacks/ obstacles in achieving this state

· The role of the state in implementing this accepted concept of development

1.1.
The Relation between the State and Non-governmental Agents in Development
Civil society may be defined as organised activities by either groups or individuals either performing certain services or trying to influence and improve society as a whole, but that are not part of government or business (Jorgensen, 1996).  

Most analyses of society divide it into three major sectors: the state, the market and civic society. What are known as Voluntary organisations (VOs) or NGOs are in fact a part of this broader civic society. In this model, the role of civil society is to enable debate on the direction of social development, and make it possible to perform activities that are not normally performed either by the state or by business. However, the state, the market and civil society work in tandem and not against each other. 

Trivedy and Acharya (1996) however are opposed to this three-sector model of society. They feel that this model is ‘untenable in theory and devoid of history’. According to these authors, it is not realistic to support the ‘exclusivist’ understanding of civil society, which the three-sector model supports viz. that which is neither state nor market. The ideal principles of market – self-interest, individualism, equal status among buyers and sellers operate equally in the real life of civil society. There is competition as well as collaboration and concern over long-term development as well as shortsighted profit motive. In other words, it is possible for the parallel development of civil society and the market. Civil society is in fact in many ways driven by the market. 

Again, the rights of all actors in civil society are recognised, validated, and guaranteed by the state. There is a two-way relation between the civil society and the state. Therefore, it is not realistic to draw clear watertight compartments between the sectors. It is unreasonable to position the concepts of the state and the non-government sector in opposition to each other; rather, it is important to recognise that the state, to begin with, arose out of the need for mediating the inherent conflicts existing among groups within civil society. Hence, to define civil society in a way that ignores fundamental conflicts of interests is to betray a clear lack of understanding regarding social inequalities. 

The state in India has been seen as an actual organisation with certain interests distinct from those of the dominant classes (Vanaik, 1990, quoted in Fuller and Benei 2000). Hence, the politics and political economy of India have to be interpreted in terms of the relation between the state as an organisation, and the ruling dominant classes (the ‘ruling coalition’) in society. This understanding sees a conflict of interests where the state’s capacity to realise the principles of democracy and welfare is undermined by the power of the dominant classes. This means that the state can be permeated or penetrated by the dominant classes and their interests. 

1.2.
Stages in the development of the Voluntary Sector in India

Voluntarism has its roots deep in the history of India. We can trace its origins back at least to medieval history, when it took the form of charitable deeds done by individuals, whether state or non-government. Charity mainly took the form of establishment of schools, provision of health care facilities, and provision of patronage for students and teachers, as well as for budding poets, litterateurs and other artists. It also included provision of relief material at the time of droughts and other natural calamities. The entire period of the pre-Mughal and Mughal dynasties, as well as the ‘golden period’ of the Maurya and Gupta kings is marked by a plethora of ‘welfare activities’ performed either by the king himself or by wealthy citizens in the kingdom, with the support of the king. Mohanty and Singh (2001) state that, ‘the responsibility of assisting the individual-in-need was shared by the community and the rulers’. The medieval state was therefore also primarily conceived as a welfare state. Kautilya’s Arthashastra is in fact one of the fullest records of the perceived duties of a king of the Gupta age. This work includes duties like the digging of wells, building of roads and provision of water-houses for travellers; as also the sponsoring of worthy and needy students, artists and other productive agents of the economy. Of course, other duties like the protection of the boundaries of the kingdom against external attack, drafting legislatures as and when required and charging revenue from citizens are included. Therefore the state’s responsibilities were wide, spanning socio-cultural, welfare, economic, legal and security aspects. 

Philanthropy was also the privilege of the wealthy among the private citizens of the state. There are records of ministers of the king (in their individual capacity), rich businessmen, and sometimes even artists enjoying the patronage of the king, undertaking welfare activities for the citizens. Many of the artificial ponds and wells of those times were constructed by such private philanthropists. In some cases, charity also took the form of donation of foodgrain to the poor by such wealthy citizens. 

The analysis shows that the roles of the state and the civil society were overlapping, though that of the state was obviously broader. It is also important to understand how these roles were created by the initial understanding of socio-economic issues and therefore of development. A basic minimum level of living was considered one of the most important indicators of development, where the ‘basic minimum’ was defined by the adequate availability of primary needs. Education for the formation of human capital was also considered an important aspect of development. It is also noteworthy that religion played an important role in endorsing this concept of development and in defining the roles of the state and civil society. Both the state and civil society welfare agents were considered ‘benevolent patrons’ of the ‘poor/needy’: a clearly dichotomous understanding, dividing society into subjects (the doers) and objects (the receivers) of the development largesse. 

During the colonial period, the British government adopted a laissez faire approach to development. As a colonial power, they were obviously not concerned with the welfare of the Indian subjects; the poor were therefore left without state intervention for welfare. This was the first time perhaps that civil society came into its own (receiving no support or backing from the state) in India. One can perhaps identify two main factors for this emergence of civil society organisations – the fact that the state receded from its earlier welfare oriented role, and that the British brought along with them a host of new ideas that challenged the traditional beliefs and values ingrained in Indian society through religion. 

The exposure to western education and western secular ideas and ideals led to the initiation of a number of social reform movements in the nineteenth century. Chief among them were the Atmiya Sabha of Raja Ram Mohan Roy, which was among the first of social reform efforts, established in 1815 in Calcutta. Other important movements included the Manohar Dharm Sabha, the Hindu Dharm Sabha, etc. in the latter half of the nineteenth century came various other organisations like the Arya Samaj, the Prarthana Samaj, etc. One of the important rationales behind the establishment of these associations, apart from the exposure of their founders to western ideas, was also their apprehension regarding the eroding base of Hinduism. This era was associated also with the spread of Christianity in India through the work of missionaries, who were maintained and supported by the British government. Though they worked for the spread of the Christian faith, they undertook activities relating to health and education and gave the beneficiaries the dignity and equality that Hindu religion, with its prevailing caste differences and practice of untouchability, made impossible. Especially among the tribal and dalit communities, therefore, the Christian religion found large numbers of followers. In this context, the elite among the young generation of Hindus felt that the Hindu religion was losing ground in India. They were the people who had been exposed to western values and therefore had for the first time a vision of society and social relations that was different from that dictated by Hindu traditions. 

Another important strand in civil society in the nineteenth century was embodied in people’s movements against the colonial power. A number of classes like workers, peasants, and the press were mobilised to resist colonial oppression. The workers’ movement began with unorganised initiatives based on immediate economic concerns. An important one among these sporadic movements was the Ahmedabad textile workers’ movement organised by Gandhiji under the banner of the Ahmedabad Textile Labour Association. There were also peasant uprisings in various areas of the country. They were against issues specific to the poor in the agrarian sector, like the issues related to land revenue. An important factor about these movements was that they had limited constituency and that they dealt with short-term issues related only to the immediate interests of these groups. 

Later the nationalist struggle unified most of these movements into a coherent whole by accommodating them within the broader framework of the discourse on political sovereignty. It is important to understand these movements in their socio-political context. Colonialism formed the material, social and ideological context of the nationalist struggle. The lack of political sovereignty and its socio-economic consequences were faced by all classes of the population as the colonial regime pitted the industrial and agricultural capitalists against the workers of these sectors. The capitalist classes were also gradually drawn into the freedom movement as its interests suffered due to government imposed trade, tariff and taxation laws. Mass movements of the era against the British rule were organised under the titles of the Civil Disobedience movement, the Non-Cooperation Movement, the Rowlatt Agitation etc. 

Thus civil society action occurred in the nineteenth century both in the form of anti-state agitations as well as more neutral ‘social reform’ movements. An important aspect of the nationalist movement was that it did not remain only an idealistic people’s movement. It took on a multi-pronged approach; a number of organisations like the Harijan Sevak Sangh, Adivasi Seva Mandals, the Hindustan Talim Sangh, and the All India Spinners’ Association etc. were founded to provide the social grounding of awareness as well as the economic foundation for empowering the nationalist struggle. 

However, a long-term organisational shape was given to the freedom movement through the formation of the Indian National Congress in 1885. The initial activities of the Congress were however oriented towards opposing specific policies of the British state rather than towards a complete rejection of colonial supremacy. This agenda emerged in the beginning of the twentieth century, though it had its roots in the concept of Swarajya, a term indicating economic and political independence within the confines of the British administration. The immediate trigger point of the actual movement for freedom from British rule was the partition of Bengal in 1905, perceived as the division of the territory on religious lines. 

Events that led to the upsurge of the nationalist movement were not only restricted to those within the country but also to international events. The World War led to drastic rise in prices as well as in unemployment in India, which was forced to bear the consequences of a war that was neither its concern nor of its making. This led to disillusionment with the British regime; moreover, the war among the European powers also dismantled the myth of racial superiority. This provided fertile ground for the rising of the national movement. 

Three points bear importance regarding the nationalist movement as a movement of civil society. Firstly, the movement was not homogenous and unified; there were varying strands and ideologies within the common goal of achievement of national freedom. On one hand was the Gandhian movement of Satyagraha with non-violence; on the other hand there was a streak of militancy that was reflected in the formation of the Hindustan Republican Association in 1924. Secondly, regarding the long-term vision of a free India also there were differences of opinion; Nehru favoured the western industrialised model of development, while Gandhiji favoured the traditional model of the rural economy. This is important since it had a bearing on later civil society organisations; to this day, a strand of NGOs in India work based on Gandhian ideals of society. Lastly, ‘the public debate was not a debate for equality; its deliberations and actions were directed against the colonial state and towards the creation of a civil society’ (Tandon and Mohanty 2000).  

With the attainment of independence, of course, the primary goal of the pre-independence civil society organisations (nationalist movement) was fulfilled, and in a sense, the organisations became redundant. It is noteworthy that the former civil society organisations now took the form of political parties either in government (in the case of the Congress), or in opposition (in case of other parties), i.e. changed their category from non-government and entered the realm of the state. 

The colonial rule had shaped the form that India adopted after independence. The freedom movement has been inspired by the principles of rationality, justice, freedom and dignity of the individual. Democracy was perceived to be the answer to the aspirations of people, and the most suitable framework for true development. Equality of opportunity was also recognised to be an essential part of development. 

With an agenda of socio-economic transformation, the state assumed the role of provider, protector and regulator. It became the state’s responsibility to promote economic growth, eradicate inequality, promote social justice, and generate employment. Along with the state, other social and economic sector organisations now directed their efforts towards redressal of basic issues like poverty and economic growth. During the first phase of postcolonial history, i.e. that of nation building, the emphasis was on food production and rural development. A number of organisations worked towards this goal, though the means were different. One of the earliest was the Grow More Food Campaign (GMFC, initially started in 1943 in response to the Bengal famine) which was the first organised effort to increase food production in the country. This movement launched the Etawah Project in Uttar Pradesh in 1948, later developing into the Community development Projects, an instrument to transfer the social and economic life of the village community. 

As stated earlier, a number of the post-independence VOs were based on Gandhian ideals. One of the most noteworthy was Vinoba Bhave’s Bhoodan (gift of land) movement. Together with other types of daan (wealth, education and labour), the movement aimed at the non-violent transformation of rural society into a society based on equality of ownership. The important aspect of this movement was that the factors in question were to be ‘gifted’ by those who had them to those who did not; again following a concept of development based on benevolence and charity rather than rights. 

After independence, the social welfare and developmental responsibilities, which during the colonial period had been shifted to the voluntary sector with the withdrawal of the state from these, were shifted back to the state. The government launched a massive relief, welfare and development programme aiming at upliftment of the weaker sections of society in which the voluntary organisations now played a supplementary role. Both Gandhian Constructive Work organisations as well as voluntary organisations supporting social reforms joined hands with the government in the task of rural development and nation building. This was truly an era of state-NGO partnership, with NGOs playing a complementary role to the state. 

The number of voluntary organisations increased after independence; according to one study (only) about 11% of all voluntary organisations were established before 1951, while the rest were established after the planning period (Mohanty and Singh 2001). However, there was also a qualitative change with increased professionalism in the voluntary sector during this period. The Central Social Welfare board was established in 1953 with the primary objective of promoting voluntary organisations in development. This therefore was the first formal recognition by the Indian state of the ‘third sector’ as a development partner. It also marked the beginning of government support (through grants in aid) to NGOs. The state thus promoted decentralisation of the development process (as opposed to a top-down approach), embodied in the creation of programmes and legislations such as the National Extension Service, the National Community Development Programme, and most importantly the introduction of the Panchayati Raj system in 1958. This period also marked the beginning of the cooperative movement, formation of Farmers’ Unions and the origins of the idea of ‘networking’ within the voluntary sector. The Association of Voluntary Agencies for Rural Development (AVARD) was established in 1958, one of a new kind of organisation which enabled voluntary action across the country under a common platform. 

The mid-sixties brought more changes in the face of the voluntary sector in the country. More and more, professionally trained youth were joining the sector. On the other hand, a number of foreign NGOs also entered the field of voluntary work in India, to combat the food shortages in the drought years of 1965-67. A number of radical organisations also emerged, notable among them was the Naxalite movement, which surfaced and gained momentum in 1969-70. In the early seventies, the most important development was the launch of a movement based on a completely different foundation – the ‘Sampurna Kranti’ (total revolution) movement of Jai Prakash Narayan. This was the first post independence movement of people, which countered rather than complemented the state, based on the strength of the people (Jan Shakti) against the power of the state (Rajya Shakti). A number of political changes: the imposition of the National Emergency in 1975, the emergence, rise and fall of the Janata Party during 1976-79 left many people disillusioned with the process of politicisation. These people were looking for constructive alternatives to realise the goal of a more humane and just society. This resulted in a further growth of voluntary action. On the other hand, the state’s conception of development also underwent substantial changes, with a shifting emphasis from agricultural production and employment generation to people’s participation and empowerment. These changes were embodied in changes in nomenclature of a number of government departments like the Ministry of Welfare changing its nomenclature to the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment. 

1.3.
The Role of the State in the Development of VOs as the Third Sector

There is a perception in the literature that the advent of state welfarism and government initiatives of programmes and the establishment of Panchayati Raj Institutions as people’s institutions hindered the full promotion of voluntarism (Mohanty and Singh 2001). With the introduction of economic liberalisation policies since 1984, the state has been withdrawing slowly from active participation in the economy to a facilitator’s role. Parallel to this, there has been a shift of power from a centralised state sector to decentralisation. The Seventh Plan Document (1985-90) pronounced a greater involvement of the voluntary sector particularly in the process of rural development. Government support has been provided for rural development in successive plan periods through setups like People’s Action for Development of India - PADI - (established in 1973) and Council for the Advancement of Rural Technology (CART). These two organisations were merged into the Council for Participatory Action and Advancement of Rural Technology (CAPART) in 1986 to promote, support and assist voluntary action in rural development. Since then, there has been an unprecedented growth of voluntary organisations for rural development. 

The role of the state in post independence India has been in a major way to promote the voluntary sector as a state-parallel sector in development. However, there have also been efforts to control the proliferation of voluntary organisations. One of the functions of the government in modern society is to regulate the social, economic and political space (PRIA 1991). This is done in case of NGOs through enactment of legislations. 

The first set of such laws relates to registration or incorporation. NGOs are generally registered as either Trusts or Societies, and Acts relating to registration under both these categories were initially formulated in the British rule. However, these Acts have been changed with time, and with each change, the restrictions have increased. There is more and more stress on ‘playing by the rules of the game’ as dictated by the state. In a way, the independence of the ‘third sector’ is controlled by the state, and its definition of development becomes more guided by the state’s understanding. 

The other way in which the state chooses to control the functioning of the sector is through financial legislations. One of the most important Acts in this area in India is the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act (1976). This Act was created during the height of the Emergency to control the flow of foreign funds to voluntary organisations. This Act initially made it necessary for all voluntary organisations receiving foreign contributions to make a six-monthly report of their incomes and expenditures to the government. In 1985, this Act was made more restrictive, requiring old VOs to seek registration with the Ministry of Internal Security and to provide statements of receipts and utilisation with audited accounts. Thus, the state has been in the role of both promoter and controller of the voluntary sector in India. It is because of the efforts of the state that the voluntary sector has developed in both qualitative and quantitative terms.

1.4.
Role of Foreign Funding in the Development of VOs 

Another important element in the development of the voluntary sector has been the financial assistance from international donor agencies. Current donor practice is preoccupied with the role of VOs in development. The origins of donor intervention can be traced to the 1980s when the apparent success of small-scale intervention by development NGOs and of PRA techniques, was accompanied by the concern that the reduction of government expenditure and subsidies was inimical to poverty reduction in the absence of broad based or sustainable development. However this is not to say that external funding had no role before the 1980s. One of the most important civil society organisations – viz. the people’s movement organised by Jai Prakash Narayan – in the period 1972-1978 also received foreign funding. The important difference between the pre-1980s and the post-1980s is in the regulation of funding. Before 1980 the level of government control on foreign funding was insignificant. After the JP movement, governments in India became wary of the potential damage that such mass movements could create for the state and its instruments. With this experience, a number of new laws were formulated for the control of the voluntary sector especially in the area of foreign funding. 

The 1980s was also the era of democratisation and government reform, with an increasing emphasis on accountability and openness among governments, as well as respect for human rights. Several historical events contributed to this: the ending of the Cold War, the demise of the Soviet Union and the political transitions of Latin America, Eastern Europe and the Sub-Saharan Africa.  There was a larger constituency of support for these ideas from countries undergoing transition from authoritarian rule. 

The early documents of donor agencies hardly record a mention of VOs, or even of the concept of civil society. Policy matters were considered the exclusive domain of national governments and the possible of providing support to an alternative or complementary instrument was not considered. It was in the early 1990s that this idea first originated. Evidence of donor interest in alternative forms of governance is seen in the USAID policy document on ‘Democracy and Governance’. This document for the first time mentioned the ‘development of a pluralistic civil society…..diverse interests…. counterweight to the government’. The OECD guidelines on ‘Participatory Development and Good Governance’ published in 1995 dealt with 4 core elements: participation, democratisation, good governance and respect for human rights. There is a growing recognition that rebuilding state capacity has to be matched by initiatives designed to strengthen civic associations which would enable increased accountability on the part of the state mechanism. It is understood that grants for social and economic development would also have political implications by strengthening of people’s participation. Within the realm of foreign funding also, the role of NGO funders has increased relative to that of international donor agencies. NGOs have become crucial operational partners with multilateral and bilateral agencies in their projects and programmes, and an integral part of the process of setting development agendas worldwide. Indeed the NGO channel in aid has become so important that, in certain instances, assistance through it surpasses the traditional channels for aid. In 1994 for instance, $8 billion of public development aid was channelled through NGOs, surpassing the volume of the combined UN system ($6 billion). The European Union for instance does not intervene directly on the ground, but rather channels its assistance through a great number of NGOs. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the growing recognition and support from the government and international donor agencies and the changing paradigm of development towards people’s participation have all contributed towards a growing voluntary sector. However, international donor agencies also single out particular types of organisations to provide support – trade unions, business/ professional organisations representing journalists and lawyers, women’s federations, etc. which are considered to be VOs get international support. On the other hand organisations representing disadvantaged/ marginalised groups (small farmers, landless labourers, in the case of India Dalit and tribal communities) do not receive as much attention from donors, partly because they are rural based and less visible. 

The voluntary sector in India has grown more professional and has attained the true status of a distinct third sector. Although there is no complete survey of the total number of VOs and NGOs working in the country, one estimate is that there are about 1,000,00 out of which only about 25000-30000 are active. The largest number is in Mharashtra, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal. However, the size of the sector compared to both, the size of the other two sectors, as well as to the needs of the people, is small. One estimate is that only 3-5% of the 0.75 million villages in the country are covered by voluntary sector organisations. There are about 21000 organisations registered under the Societies Act since its inception in 1999. Apart from this another 6000 are registered under the Prior Permission category. There are numerous organisations are unregistered and work on a small scale, and these are also unevenly distributed over the country.

Apart from the fact that the contribution of international donors is not equally distributed across regions and communities, other fundamental questions also arise in the context of the growing role of international NGOs on the direction of development in Third World countries: Is the world witnessing a global associational revolution spearheaded by development non-governmental organisations? Is the relationship between states and societies being fundamentally redefined, even in remote, rural corners of the world? What role does the mushrooming of development NGOs play in this political-ideological process? What about NGO staff? Are they angels of mercy, government-paid development diplomats, propagandists for a triumphant West, or instruments in a coming clash between civilizations?

II

A CLASSIFICATION OF THE VARIOUS TYPES OF CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS

The terminology used for the various civil society organisations rather ambiguous. Terms like ‘non-government organisation’ ‘voluntary organisation’ and ‘civil society organisation’ are used almost interchangeably.  Clarity in categorisation is important in the light of various types of criticism levelled at civil society organisations and the various suggestions made for their improvement. Both these must be understood in terms of what may be reasonably understood to be the mandate of such organisations. Richard Holloway provides a detailed clarification of concepts related to civil society (Holloway, at transparency.org/iacc/8th_iacc/papers/holloway.html). He has the following to say (quoting the UNDP) about civil society and CSOs: 
Civil society is, together with the State and the market, one of the three "spheres" that interface in the making of democratic societies. Civil society is the sphere in which social movements become organised. The organisations of civil society, which represent many diverse and sometimes contradictory social interests, are shaped to fit their social base, constituency, thematic orientations, and types of activities.

Therefore, according to the author, the concept of ‘CSOs’ has nothing to do with welfare or humanism. In fact, the Neo-Nazi groups in Germany are fully CSOs according to this definition. The second term ‘non-government organisation’ is also too loose to provide any specific meaning. It is so broad as to include diverse organisations like a business, a poetry society, a football team, a co-operative, a charity, as well as a people’s movement. The acronym ‘NGO’ or ‘NGDO’ is however used, as the author says, ‘to separate the welfare or development organisation from the singing club’. 

The World Bank defines NGOs as 

"the myriad of organisations, some of them formally constituted, and some of them informal that are largely independent of government and that are characterised primarily by humanitarian or co-operative, rather than commercial, objectives, and that generally seek to relieve suffering, promote the interests of the poor, protect the environment, provide basic social services, or undertake community development." 

An NGO still depends, as does the more general civil society organisation, on the free association of citizens joined together for some joint action based upon shared values, but in the case of the NGO they are useful humanitarian welfare and developmental values.

An important distinction is also drawn between the two types of NGOs viz. mutual benefit organisations and public benefit organisations. Mutual benefit organisations are those whose purpose is to improve the living standards of its members, and not to benefit society in general. They include cooperatives, community based self-improvement organisations, self-help organisations of particular minorities (e.g. the disabled), professional associations (e.g. teachers, dentists, accountants), trade unions, or Chambers of Commerce. These are the organisations that are also generally classified under the head of ‘people’s organisations’, because they belong in the very direct sense of the term, to the people who run/ own it. In case of bigger organisations the owners would have to hire skilled manpower and experts, but the guiding force still remains with the people. 

The term NGO is the most suitable for (and most generally used for) the second type of organisation – the public benefit organisation. This is the organisation that publicly states that it exists for the benefit of a particular oppressed class or community in society e.g. the poor, Scheduled Castes/ Tribes, the disabled, street children, etc. The beneficiaries in this case are distinct from the staff or members of the organisation. This type of organisation is also sometimes known as a VO since controlling or managing such an organisation is purely voluntary, without any intended benefit (apart from sometimes a salary). 

However, another understanding makes a distinction between the terms NGO and VO (Mohanty and Singh 2001). According to this definition, ‘voluntary organisations are non-profit and non-partisan organisations… independent of the government and are characterised by humanitarian or cooperative…. objectives’. The authors use the United Nations definition of NGOs, which is ‘any international organisation that is not established by intergovernmental agreement…. including organisations which accept members designated by governmental authorities, provided that such membership does not interfere with the organisation’s free expression of views.’ 

However, in practice, the broad definition holds that every organisation that operates in civil society is an NGO. NGOs include people’s organisations like professional associations, community groups, labour and trade organisations, peasant and women’s organisations, youth clubs, etc. including educational, cultural and religious institutions. Therefore the term NGO is used to denote a range of organisations which may be non-governmental, semi-governmental, voluntary (social welfare) or non-voluntary (mutual benefit), formal or non-formal, as well as non-profit or profit oriented. NGOs are registered under specific Acts depending on the nature of their activities. On the other hand, VOs are registered under the Indian Societies Registration Act or the Charitable and Endowment Trust Act, which denote a specific part of the range of activities that NGOs may undertake, which may be covered under many more Acts. Again small grassroots organisations that are not officially registered are also considered grassroot VOs. Registered VOs constitute a small proportion of NGOs. NGO is therefore a broader concept than VO. 

The above discussion indicates that there is no single universally acceptable categorisation of ‘third sector’ organisations. Criteria for classification have been constructed, but the sheer variation of organisational functions, as well as legal requirements of registration etc. creates too daunting a task to make any watertight compartmentalisation possible. This vagueness of definition is one of the major lacunae in the functioning of such organisations. However in what follows we attempt to classify VOs on the basis of their most important feature viz. their ideological convictions. 

2.1. Organisations with a religious/ ideological background

Within the voluntary sector there are organisations that function on the basis of religious convictions. Voluntary organisations set up by Christian missionary institutions are an important part of these. There are also religion based voluntary organisations established by sects of other religions, like the various philanthropic organisations connected to the Swami Sacchidananda and Swaminarayan sects as well as various Islamic, Jain and Sikh organisations. Another set of organisations that would fall within this category are Gandhian organisations, which function based on deep ideological convictions of self-help and non-violence. Most of these are service delivery organisations having the aim of running clinics, hospitals and schools in rural and urban areas. Many of them also run training and self-help centres like Ashrams and handicraft centres. 

The most important feature of these organisations is that they are completely non-political in nature. Their approach is completely based on philanthropy and a welfare or service orientation to development rather than a rights approach. 

2.2. Organisations with a Leftist leaning and/ or political affiliations

The section of the voluntary sector that believes that development cannot be achieved through the welfare orientation or through development programmes. These organisations have a Marxist orientation of society and base their activities on the understanding that true development can only be achieved by changing of social structures, which can happen only through political mobilisation of people around relevant issues. Organisations that are based on this line of thinking include the Mazdoor Kisan Sangarsh Samiti, Kashtakari Sangathana, as well as others like Vidhayak Sansad. Apart from these organisations that are involved in direct action there are also other organisations that are more involved in support activities, such as the National Centre for Advocacy Studies (NCAS). 

2.3. Non-political organisations

Other voluntary organisations, which fall between these two categories, include those that are not based on any religious or ideological leanings, but neither are they involved in political mobilisation. These are service delivery organisaations of the type of Child Relief and You (CRY), Centre for Health Education, Training and Nutritional Awareness (CHETNA), etc. International NGOs like CARE also have their own branches in India viz. CARE-India, which works on providing a service like reproductive health training and awareness. In this category also are another type of organisations that provide support rather than direct action. Their main activities include grassroots training, action research, etc. A number of them are also involved in conducting professional training programmes for personnel of VOs. Such organisations include Unnati, PRIA, CED etc. The clear mandate of these organisations is to provide resource support to voluntary action, by empowering grassroots groups and NGO personnel to become more proficient agents of social change, and by making data available on relevant development issues through action research. However these organisaitons avoid direct confrontation with the state and/ or any political mobilisation of the poor.

III

The Achievements and Issues of the Third Sector

3.1.
Achievements 

NGOs are often presented as an important sub-set of civil society, and are generally thought of as being on the side of morality and virtue: they are thought of as naturally occupying the moral high ground (in contrast to governments and businesses). In India, NGOs have entered every area of development intervention, from poverty alleviation to health, education, advocacy and watershed management. Achievements of NGOs are noteworthy – for a sector entirely dependent on funding to cover about 35000-37000 villages in a country as vast as India is not a small achievement. This is only the recorded coverage; if we consider the informal, unregistered or traditional voluntary organisations functioning all over the country, the area covered must surely be higher. NGOs have the capacity to reach people and communities that the state with its entire apparatus cannot reach; this is because NGOs can speak the people’s language, both literally and figuratively. 

The greatest reason for the effectiveness of the NGO sector in empowerment and development is its motivation. The varying motivations of the state, the market and the voluntary sector are explained through the metaphor of the Prince, the Merchants and the Citizens (Holloway, at transparency.org/iacc/8th_iacc/papers/holloway.html). The Prince (the state) is motivated by the desire to govern or rule. Its resources are state property, and the laws and the taxes which it can enforce by coercion and control (backed up if necessary by the use of violence). The Merchant (the market) is motivated by making a profit, and its resources are private property that it trades and exchanges. The Third Sector (Citizens, or Civil Society) are motivated by the desire of people in association to work together to change things, and its resources are the time, energy and resources of its members; or the time, energy and resources that are gifted to it by others who share their values and their commitment to action based on those values. In India, the 1980s and 1990s have also seen a vast increase in the level of professionalism and the availability of financial resources for the voluntary sector. Therefore, it stands to reason that the voluntary sector, which such an excellent set of motivation, highly professionalized staff and management systems and adequate financial backing, should be the most effective as an agent of development. 

The achievements of the voluntary sector in India are many. The voluntary sector has not only acted as an agent of direct action and development on its own, but also as a facilitator or catalyst for the state to take up a number of developmental activities which were initially not given adequate importance. 

(a)
New issues:

The voluntary sector has been a space where there is constant innovation in terms of new ideas as well as new technologies. The most important issues that were highlighted by the voluntary sector in India are the issues of environment and gender. Watershed management was an innovation of the Satguru Foundation in Gujarat, which served as a pioneer and inculcated this idea in the understanding of welfare, so strongly that it has now been adopted not only by other VOs but also by the state. It is now impossible to think of any development project without thinking in terms of ‘sustainable development’ within which is subsumed the idea of environment protection through watershed development. 

Another important area where the voluntary sector took the lead was the issue of women’s empowerment and gender equality. These issues were first highlighted through the Shramshakti reports in the early 1980s. Moreover the establishment of SEWA (Self Employed Women’s Association) with the goal of economic independence for women through the establishment of credit cooperatives took off as a new idea. Today the government promotes self help groups through various credit and other incentives, with the same aim. Thus micro-credit, a concept that has become synonymous with empowerment today, was initiated by the voluntary sector in India. 

The Panchayati Raj concept of today also has its roots in the Gandhian concept of village economies. Today development of Panchayati Raj Institutions is a part of the development targets of many VOs. The government established the Constitutional Amendment no. 73 and passed the Panchayati Raj Act following this. At the international level to for the first time the Human Development Report of 1993 gave credit to voluntary organisations in terms of outreach to people. The concept of self-governance has received legitimacy through the international community; in India’s context, this refers to the panchayati Raj Act, which, as seen above, was initiated by the voluntary sector. 

(b)
Voluntary sector in service delivery

The voluntary sector in India has been at the forefront of various services that were new and important for welfare. As seen above the area of watershed management was initiated by the voluntary sector. To this day, the setting up and maintenance of hand pumps for water supply is efficiently undertaken by VOs in many villages. In the area of health, the distribution of ORS (oral rehydration salts) was started by the voluntary sector for combating dehydration among infants in rural areas. The immunization regime against polio and other diseases was also introduced in rural areas of India for the first time by the voluntary sector. In the area of health care again, leprosy eradication and its treatment has been adequately covered by the voluntary sector. Private trusts and philanthropic institutions have set up separate hospitals and institutions to research as well as treat leprosy. In the area of education, the concept of Anganwadi crèches was also initiated by the voluntary sector. This has now been institutionalised and adopted by the government. 

The common point among all these programmes and activities is that they all fall under the purview of service delivery. This is the area where the voluntary sector is the most efficient. Doubts have been raised about the efficacy of the sector in promoting people’s movements or taking up political issues, but in the area of service delivery, there is no doubt that the sector has the capacity to identify the issues (people’s needs) as well as excellent outreach.

3.2.
Challenges before the voluntary sector

It is perhaps this spirit of free thinking that is also, however, the most important limitation in the functioning of the NGO sector. As discussed earlier, civil society is a space in which social movements are organised. These are diverse and sometimes mutually contradictory, depending on the context and circumstances of their evolution. This clearly indicates that in a vast and socio-economically diverse country like India, the ideologies and values of the various NGOs are varied and there are often clashes of interests. Gandhian organisations exist alongside leftist organisations and people’s movements for advocacy. Environment protection groups exist alongside organisations working for gender and caste equality, and alongside training and research institutes. Each of these has a different style of functioning and a different ideology. There is no single direction to development as perceived by all these diverse organisations as is found in the case of the state; this is natural because there is no single agency guiding them. 

This diversity and the conflicts resulting from it may be considered a result of the very nature of the third sector. However, the sector also suffers from other drawbacks and inefficiencies in functioning. It is opportune and timely to look at this subject today. The amounts of funds that have been received by NGOs in the last ten years have increased exponentially, and the sector is much more high profile than ever before. Increasingly this sector has also attained power to challenge the state in its development policies. 

This situation has caused two results. On the one hand, the increased lure of funds and power has attracted charlatans and frauds into the sector. On the other hand, governments all over the world have begun to see the sector as a powerful adversary and have begun somewhat of a slander campaign against them. Increasingly, the formers of public opinion in the South are bad-mouthing NGOs assuming that they are self-serving and slippery, and requiring them to prove that they are not; while there are enough "expose" stories in the press in the North about questionable practices of NGOs for there to be a sizeable number of people prepared to believe the worst of the voluntary sector. 

In this situation, the real intended beneficiaries of the sector, viz. the poor and the vulnerable, are left waiting. It is necessary therefore to understand the reality of the situation, not for apportioning of blame but because it is important for the NGO sector to look at both internal and external factors responsible for inefficiencies in its functioning. 

(a)
‘Corruption’ within the NGO sector – what does it mean? 

‘Corruption’ is a term generally used to denote ‘behaviour on the part of officials in the public sector, whether politicians or civil servants, in which they improperly and unlawfully enrich themselves, or those close to them, by the misuse of public power entrusted to them’ (Transparency International, quoted by Holloway at transparency.org/iacc/8th_iacc/papers/holloway.html). While corruption is said to occur to a greater extent within business, bureaucratic and political circles, and the third sector is assumed to be a victim rather than the perpetrator, says the author, we also need to admit that the voluntary sector is as much a product of society and therefore equally likely to fall prey to corruption within itself. Activists are thought to be above such base instincts as greed found in business and politics. However, both NGOs and their personnel have to play by the rules of the game prevalent in society. Organisational survival is every organisation’s goal, and one that leads to the pressure to secure funds. This is as true for NGOs as it is for corporate businesses. Furthermore, NGO people cannot suddenly rise out and above the social milieu, in what one author on non-governmental corruption describes as ‘a sudden moment of transfiguration’.
The definition given above of course applies only to the state and its bureaucrats, but the author has modified it to apply to the voluntary sector as well. Corruption within NGOs and civil society organisations is of two kinds - the simple pocketing of public or private money, on the one hand - but also the misrepresentation of themselves as independent when they are not, on the other. Another form of corruption is the establishment of ‘family businesses’ in the voluntary sector, with various members of the same family holding important posts in the same organisation and drawing large salaries. Therefore, corruption within the NGO sector is defined as "behaviour for personal gain, or for the benefit of another person or organisation on the part of people who claim to represent an independent, not for profit, public benefit organisation”.

(b)
Availability of funding and the proliferation of ‘VOs/ NGOs’
As we have seen before, funding to the VO sector has reached massive proportions. Especially in the 1980s and the 1990s, the number of international NGOs and foreign funders ready to sponsor development programmes and human rights campaigns within the Southern countries has increased drastically. Indeed the NGO channel in aid has become so important that, in certain instances, assistance through it surpasses the traditional channels for Aid. A study on funding available for Southern development projects has found that in 1994, $8 billion of public development aid was channelled through NGOs, surpassing the volume of the combined UN system ($6 billion) (The Comparative Research Programme on NGOs, University of Bergen, available at ngo1/vf.uib.no/sfu/NGO.htm). Taking both these sources together, the total funding to Southern NGOs comes to $ 14 billion (this is in 1994; the amount has definitely increased since then). A number of unscrupulous individuals and organisations have therefore cropped up to take advantage of this massive funding available from less-than-cautious funders. 

The ideal situation for a local civil society organisation, of course, would be to start their operations in a small way, learning from experience, and in time, with a clearer understanding of what can be done with what resources, to identify the possibility of larger resources, and make representation to professional funding agencies either local or external. Such a scenario has a local NGO basing itself in some local constituency, learning from doing, and, after a period of learning, seeking larger resources. What actually happens, however, is the formation of an NGO swiftly being followed by an application for funds to a foreign donor, leaving out the involvement of a local constituency. How and why has this happened? 

In the 1990s, with the downfall of the USSR and the transition of a number of Eastern European and African countries to multi-party democracy, there was a change in the donors’ outlook to supporting Southern nations. Their preference changed from support to governments of the Southern countries (in whom they had lost faith) to supporting their VOs. There were also a few success stories (Grameen Bank and BRAC in Bangladesh) that encouraged the flow of such funds. But in most cases the countries to which such funds were directed had no proven history of NGO work, and in many cases there was not even any clear understanding of what NGOs were (some of the African countries faced this situation). From the point of view of the Southern countries, it was a simple case of market forces. Money was suddenly easily available and so they took it, whether it was required for the same purpose for which it was being offered, or not. Many organisations sprang up which had simply learned to speak the correct language and get funds which were then used not for the real beneficiaries but for the staff (‘owners’) of the ‘NGOs’. Membership in large national NGOs is seen in many Southern countries as a means of wealth and power, and positions in this sector are highly coveted and not available without the right ‘contacts’. 

(c)
The role of the bureaucracy and corruption in the NGO sector

One of the reasons why foreign funding has increased so drastically is that in many countries, the national governments perceive the NGO sector as a threat to their existence rather than as a partner in their objectives of development, and therefore there is very little government support to their own NGOs. In India, however, the situation is the opposite. The state has in fact tried to support the NGO sector through the provision of its own funding departments. The Council for Advancement of Peoples' Action and Rural Technology (CAPART) was established to route government funds to NGOs, while government departments, state governments and District Rural Development Agencies were encouraged to work with NGOs. This soon led to a flood of government funding and in some cases, led to corruption on both sides - with lots of "NGOs" sprouting up to mop up government funds. So what has happened in case of foreign funders has also happened in case of government funds – money is money after all, whether it comes from domestic or foreign sources is not an issue for those who want to use NGOs for making an income for themselves. 

In India it is also important to understand that the system itself encourages the voluntary sector to be corrupt. The intricacies of law in India and the size and complicated nature of the bureaucracy makes it extremely difficult for a motivated person or organisation to function efficiently. To take an example, salaries fixed by the government for local level employees, say, Anganwadi workers, are ridiculously low. The implementation of these anganwadi schemes is then handed over by the government to an NGO. However, the NGO cannot find anganwadi workers who are ready to work for such low salaries. Therefore, they draw the salary of the worker from other sources within the project, say from the salary of another worker, whose post then remains vacant. Thus, funds earmarked for one activity are channelised into another; this may be considered one form of corruption. 

At various stages in the life of an organisation the state in India constantly puts various hurdles in the way of the clean, efficieant functioning. It is well known that the Ministry of External Affairs, which handles the FCRA for VOs is riddled with corruption. It is extremely difficult for an organisation to get an FCRA certificate without paying bribes to various lower staff as well as middle level bureaucrats. CAPART is another institution which promotes corruption by raisning queries in the work of VOs that use funds from this agency. Most credible VOs in fact prefer to get funds from sources other than CAPART because of the blatant corruption in this organisation. 

Blatant bribery within the bureaucracy also leads to corruption in the voluntary sector. The Rajiv Gandhi government after 1980-85 started making available massive amounts of money to the NGO sector. The amount earmarked for the voluntary sector by the government rose from Rs. 150 crores in the Seventh Plan to Rs. 21000 crores at present. This has turned people into contractors and thieves, who enter the sector to make a fast buck. Earlier it was only those who were genuinely interested in the voluntary sector, but since money is now available, it is easy to start an organisation. 

(d)
State suppression or need for control? 

What then is the answer? One opinion is that the state must play a role of controller and guide to such NGOs. A number of laws have been enacted in India, ostensibly to control the misuse of funds by fraudulent organisations. Chief among these is the Foreign Contributions Regulation Act. There was also a recent proposal to set up a Model Code of Conduct for NGOs in the country. Laws such as these are however perceived by the NGO sector itself as ‘draconian means of state control’ and ‘obstacles to the freedom of expression of civil society organisations’. The debate on the pages of ‘the Hindu’ on the proposed Code of Conduct (see the Hindu, various articles by Sooryamurthi, Balaraman and Ravindran, and A.G. Noorani, Oct. and Nov. 1998 and Jan. and Dec. 1999) speaks vociferously on this issue. Opponents of such state controls are quick to point out that the state is not genuine in its stated agenda of controlling fraudulent NGOs. 

There is no doubt that the state uses its power to make sure that NGOs who speak out against it are weeded out or their finances stopped. India has witnessed such restrictive legislations in the times of restrictive governments. During the National Emergency, for example, the government enacted the FCRA to control the flow of foreign money to NGOs. In more recent years, the BJP government’s attempts to control foreign funding and to question the activities of some NGOs were both met with protests from the sector. The institution of the famous Kudal Commission of inquiry into the functioning of a number of organisations during 1982-87 has become notorious as a case of state interference into the voluntary sector. The work of the Commission has been described as a ‘political vendetta exercise…..harassment of these voluntary organisations….obstruction to their receipt and utilisation of funds and periodic mischievous reporting in the press to tarnish the image of these and other voluntary organisations in the country’ (PRIA 1991). During the tenure of the BJP government, the attempt was made to exercise controls over specific types of NGOs, especially those run by Christian missionaries and other minority organisations. Attempts were made through invoking the FCRA to prevent these organisations from receiving foreign funding, and show-cause notices served in respect to certain anti-government stands taken by some of them. The ostensible reason given was that many such organisations used foreign funds to undertake anti national activities, some of them even promoting terrorism. 

The availability of resources from the state (through grants-in-aid provided via the various schemes like IRDP, DWCRA etc canalised through CAPART) is unique and useful on the one hand, but on the other hand, it also has been controlling, limiting and dependence creating on the other. Funds are provided for charity, welfare and development projects (in a very narrow sense) and not for activities related to empowerment and people’s struggles. Again, the ‘carrot and stick’ approach adopted in government finance encourages a specific type of development model – that which is encouraged by the state – and discourages dissent. Funds are provided in plenty to those who ‘toe the line’ while organisations who stray from the path of government-dictated development projects have their funds suddenly cut off. 

However, civil society, the space in which such organisations function, is defined precisely as the space for dialogue and debate, and it is not for the state to impose its own agenda of survival on VOs. Even in a democratic country like India, the state and its restrictive apparatus form one of the important obstacles facing the NGO sector today. 

Since state control and regulation is likely to be self serving and an obstacle for people’s voices, other solutions suggested by analysts of corruption in NGOs include the formation of self-regulating bodies that set standards and sanctions, the improvement of a legal and regulatory environment, and increased professionalism of donors. Specific questions of donor competence in regulating the funds given to NGOs, the lack of donor transparency in their funding and recording procedures and the complicity of donors in encouraging corruption in the NGO field by turning a blind eye for the sake of the ‘immediate cause’ need to be raised. 

(e)
Values vs. professionalism

It is true that NGOs are expected to play the role of ‘conscience keepers of society’; however, this should not be taken to mean that they cannot function as professional institutions. In most cases, however, voluntary sector work has been highly romanticised and NGO workers are taken to be angels on a mission rather than committed professionals in the field of development. 

The flip side of this statement is however that there has in fact been a certain erosion of values in the VO sector, where salary and perks and the spouting of ‘development jargon’ become a bigger concern than enabling people to become independent of support and able to fight their own battles. Both these aspects should be understood in their historical contexts. 

The transformation of the voluntary sector into greater professionalism has been termed as a change ‘from volunteerism to professional voluntarism’ (Mahajan 1997 at indianngos.com/ngosection/articles.htm). The change occurred during the 1970s and 1980s due to two main reasons: geographical expansion in the coverage area of a number of NGOs, and the origin of a more specialised technical type of intervention. One of the first specialised NGOs established during this time was the Mysore Resttlement and Development Agency (MYRADA), to rehabilitate Tibetan refugees. Many NGOs such as ASSEFA, AWARE, Seva Mandir and Gram Vikas, began to expand their work to multiple districts and states. New NGOs came to be established by people with higher educational and professional backgrounds, who wished to explore alternatives in social action. Many support NGOs with technical specialisation came up, such as 
· Action for Food Production (AFPRO), for water resources and animal husbandry 
· Bhartiya Agro Industries Foundation (BAIF), for cattle/ rural development 
· Voluntary Health Association of India (VHAI) for primary health 
· Society for Promotion of Wasteland Development (SPWD) for afforestation 

· PRADAN for providing technical and management assistance to voluntary agencies 

· Society for Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) for training and research
Since the work of these NGOs was specialised and sometimes technical, it was necessary to employ staff who were professionally qualified, and this would require remuneration that was much higher than any hitherto paid in the NGO sector. In response to this need of the voluntary sector a number of institutes came up which provided specialised training for young professionals who wished to join the voluntary sector. The Institute of Rural Management came up at Anand and along with some schools of social work established earlier, such as the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Bombay and the Xavier Institute of Social Service, Ranchi, it provided a steady supply of young professionals to the voluntary sector. Even the government's CAPART adopted a scheme to induct young professionals. Together with employment of professional staff, other systems of functioning in the voluntary sector also became more formalised. 

The response to such professionalisation from within the voluntary sector was polarised. There was a group of people who felt that professionalisation of the sector would make it lose its voluntary spirit. Such people considered self-abnegation and "sacrifice" as the hallmarks of voluntary action. They could not accept the concept of well-dressed professionals from cosmopolitan backgrounds providing specialised inputs to the organisation in return for a good salary. The young professionals joining the sector since the mid 1980s found it difficult to be accepted in many NGOs. Thus, some gravitated to funding agencies, or became development consultants, trainers or "policy advocates", while many others established and continue to work at the grassroots for many years. 

The culture of professionalism is also however used by spurious NGOs to further their own cause and not that of the people. Holloway (ibid.) quotes Fowler from the book ‘Striking a Balance’ in terming this type of NGO as a BRINGO (Briefcase NGO – an NGO which is nothing more than a briefcase containing a well-written proposal). Defenders of professionalism will say that the professional and competent develop worker who is receiving a salary and benefits pertinent to his/her experience and competence, is likely to do a better job than a person long on commitment, but perhaps short on professionalism. This may objectively be true, but contrasts with the basic principle of NGOs that they are value driven, not driven by the desire for personal income. It is in such areas that NGOs start to overlap with the motivations of the business world. 

The historical context of voluntary action in India is important in this regard. In earlier times, two types of people entered the voluntary sector viz.  religious people, ascetics and holy men, and people from very affluent backgrounds. For both these categories of people the sector was a source not of livelihood but of service to humanity. They involved themselves in it as workers for a cause for humanity. However with the expansion of the sector working educated people of the middle income groups have been increasingly involved in it. They earn a modest living out of the sector, though less than that which they would have earned from work elsewhere. The controversy centred around commitment does not recognise the contribution of this class, since free charity work is an option only for the first two categories and not for the last one. 

The contrast is not whether the person should or should not be paid an appropriate wage, but whether the basis for the person's involvement is one of principle or one of selfishness. It is not entirely logical to assume that the well-paid professional is automatically lacking in commitment because she earns a good salary. An important indicator for the effectiveness of ‘professionalism’ in a VO would be the ratio of funds that is spent on people and on serving the organisation (through infrastructure, salaries, administration etc.). Another way of looking at it would be through the level of difference in wages of the topmost and bottom most employees in the organisation. An organisation that truly believes in equity should first promote equity among its own staff. High payment to well-qualified staff is not a problem, if it is accompanied by intra-organisational equity and the largest part of its funds spent on the empowerment of people and not on the organisation itself. 
(f)
Systems, monitoring and governance

The World Bank has defined governance in respect to country government as follows: 

…the traditions and institutions by which authority in a country is exercised for the common good. This includes (i) the process by which those in authority are selected, monitored and replaced, (ii) the capacity of the government to effectively manage its resources and implement sound policies, and (iii) the respect of citizens and the state for the institutions that govern economic and social interactions among them.

In respect to NGOs therefore governance would refer to the functioning of the Board that ‘owns’ the organisation. One definition of governance is the legal authority of a board to establish policies that will affect the life and work of the organization while holding the board accountable for the outcome of such decisions (BoardSource, quoted in indianngos.com). Issues of governance relate to the selection and term of the Board; the capacity of the Board to formulate effective policies to enable the organisation to achieve its objectives, and adequate monitoring mechanisms to see to it that the goals are fulfilled; and effective channels of communication between the various members of the organisation and the Board. 

Governance as an NGO issue has come to the forefront as NGOs have become more complex and as their areas of operation have become diverse. Good governance should have the qualities of being equitable, transparent and participatory (Sanjay Patra, interview, at indianngos.com/interviews/sanjaypatra/fullinterview.htm). Participation is a value that is stressed by NGOs in their work and therefore it is most important that this value should be inculcated within the organisations also. This is where an active Board and shared decision-making become most important. 

An issue which has been partly dealt with earlier, and which is related to governance, is the issue of accountability. Accountability in an NGO context refers to ‘the total responsibility or answerability of an organisation to the government, the donors and the community of beneficiaries… but at the same time (the organisation should) resist excessive control by any of them’ (VANI 1999). Accountability can be vastly improved through systematic and regular monitoring of the organisation’s functioning, preferably with inputs from external parties and involving not only financial but also social audit of the organisation. These monitoring techniques become doubly important in the light of organisations which, as we have previously discussed, are set up to benefit their staff and not the declared beneficiaries. Most medium level and large NGOs in India have clearly defined accountability structures. Unfortunately not all of them have clearly defined measures or indicators whereby such accountability can be monitored. External evaluation is not accepted by all NGOs. The smaller grassroot level NGOs do not have accountability structures that are clearly articulated. 

Transparency is another important issue related to effective functioning as well as effective governance in NGOs. ‘For an organisation to be transparent in its functioning it has to prepare a document and make it available to others about who they are, what they do and how they do it’ (VANI 1999). For this, it is important first of all for the organisation to be extremely clear about its own agenda, including its strategy. In many cases, while a general "developmental" vision is commonly held, activities are performed without differentiation, without any sense of strategy. Rather than improving and developing a particular methodology or strategic intervention, NGOs try to correct every "wrong”, respond to every need, work with every NGOs, CBOs, community enterprises, attempt to facilitate organisation development and engage in any kind of training activity. They involve themselves with extensive lobbying and advocacy work and attempt to provide specialist input in a variety of fields. Many of these activities are unrelated to each other; at least so far as staff understand them. Activities are not prioritised and no strategic choices are made for the staff to relate to and articulate. As the staff remain vague, their communication of the organisation’s work and strategy also remains vague when it is communicated to the beneficiaries. Thus, though an official ‘mission statement’ may be available and annual reports and audit statements may be circulated to the funders and even to other NGOs, the beneficiaries often remain clueless about what the organisation actually intends to do. This also means that they do not have the means whereby they can agree or disagree with what is being done. 

(g)
Politicisation of the voluntary sector

The term ‘politicisation’ today conjures up a very negative image of corruption and misuse of public resources for private purposes. However politics and politicisation can also have a very positive connotation of the mobilisation of people towards an issue or need, a consolidation of power for people’s entitlements. 

In India just after independence, politicians were a committed lot and there was a close collaboration between the voluntary sector and various political parties. In fact before independence most of the political leaders – including Gandhiji and Rabindranath Tagore – were involved in voluntary action, and there was no demarcation between the two. However, as corruption entered Indian politics, especially during the 1970s and 1980s, there was a decline in the respect for politicians in the eyes of the public. Slowly politicians began to serve their self interest more than the interest of the public, and the task of welfare and development fell more and more on the voluntary sector. Over time more and more voluntary activists took to political action. 

The important point is not that voluntary activists take part in electoral politics, but the reason why they do so. If their motivation is to serve the interests of the people, then it is not divergent from the aims of voluntary action. However if the motivation is to serve their own self interests then it is objectionable. Voluntary activists who enter politics are not always seen as good Samaritans seeking social upliftment but as self-seeking opportunists smitten by their lust for political power who are willing to put their organisational interests at stake to contest and win elections. Such people are viewed with suspicion by the civil society, and also by their employees. Moreover the entry a of single activist into party politics gives a bad name to the organisation, and the entry of a few individuals into party politics gives the entire sector a bad name, in the eyes of both the public and the funding agencies.

What is necessary therefore is not that voluntary activists do not join politics but rather those activists who wish to join should make their motivations very clearly known to the public and immediately withdraw from their organisations. They should also maintain their values and ideals and a secular and grassroots oriented approach to work. A very important thing is transparency in the source and their use of their campaign funds (VANI 2000).

Another type of political involvement of the voluntary sector is indirect. VOs which have a political orientation play an active role on lobbying and pressurising the government without actually entering electoral politics. According to VANI (2000)such organisations have the mandate of facilitating free and fair elections, educating the electorate, and creating leaders from among the people through empowerment and training. They should support independent candidates to send out a message of promoting healthier democracy, and should make sure that they do not favour one party over another, only enable the people to recognise the true interests of the various candidates and make a free choice. 

The reform of politics in the present day is possible only when good people move into politics. Therefore it is not right to stand against the politicisation of VOs or of voluntary activists. It is important however that these people take a clear stand as politicians and do not mix politics with their organisational work. Moreover it is also necessary for such people to maintain the same integrity after they join politics as they have in voluntary action. People such as Gandhiji and Jai Prakash Narayan were of unquestioned integrity. However present day voluntary activists who enter full time politics have a record of getting corrupted. 

3.3. Issues of Debatable nature in the Voluntary Sector

(a)
Increased specialisation and complexity in the sector

With time, NGOs in India (as in other parts of the world) have become more and more specialised. Many NGOs came into existence to fulfil specialised technical functions (see below). However apart from functional specialisation another important development is the origin of a new breed of ‘consultancy organisations’. These NGOs provide training and research inputs to other NGOs. They may not interact with the people directly, but they do provide inputs which are extremely important. 

The initiation of this type of organisation created a complex set of forward and backward linkages within the voluntary sector. The older type or NGOs that had contact with the people directly, with no need to relate to any other organisation. However, we now have complex inter-organisational linkages. This chain may be explained through the following diagram: 


[image: image1]
While a two way relation does exist between the consultancy organisation and the NGO on the one hand, and the NGO and the individuals/ people’s organisations on the other, there is no direct linkage between the consultancy organisation and the people. Does this mean that the consultancy (resource and support) organisation does not have adequate information about the realities at the grassroots level? Most consultancy NGOs claim that it is not so. Firstly, they have professional staff that are trained in the field and well versed in the theoretical and practical aspects of grassroots reality. Secondly, these organisations receive adequate inputs through the mediation of the NGO to whom they provide training or other inputs. This helps them to build their data and research base. 

Another important development in the NGO sector is the origin of ‘network organisations’. Networks have evolved because of multiple needs. With the increasing level of specialisation, each NGO depends on another to provide specific inputs e.g. legal expertise, technical expertise, training etc. apart from this, networks are also established for discussion and policy formulation within the NGO sector, as well as to serve as pressure groups. 

This last point deserves mention. In a situation where the voluntary sector is often engaged in negotiations with the state, it is not possible for most NGOs to be completely independent of state funding (see below). Moreover, the state also controls the NGO sector through the enactment of a number of legislatures that restrict the functioning of NGOs. The state will always exist and remain an important actor in the area of development, so there is no point wishing it away. In addition, it is an important provider of funds. In such a situation, networks can provide pressure group that pushes the government to change its stand. The government will not change its policy with the request of one NGO; however, the sheer numbers of an entire network pressurise the government to change its stand. Networking is therefore the most important for advocacy organisations. 

(b)
Corporate social responsibility

This is an important issue in the Voluntary sector today because it is the ‘human’ face of the corporates that is in question. With economic growth in India a number of large industrial establishments have started taking an interest in ‘social work’ of one sort or the other. Many corporate houses like Reliance, HPCL, ONGC etc. have taken up various development projects in the villages or areas where thy have their plants. Some organisations have even set up their own NGOs to undertake various development projects in the area. A number of the petrochemical units in Baroda for example have set up NGOs as offshoots that take up specific development issues of the people of the surrounding areas. A third type of manifestation is the involvement of staff of corporates in small welfare oriented activities which are conducted by independent NGOs that receive funds from these corporates. 

There are debates surrounding such involvement of the corporate houses in what has been seen as essentially an NGO field. The role of corporates has always been viewed with suspicion since they are in a way seen as the cause, or at least the promoters, of the disempowerment or inequity in the region in the first place. 

However, it is precisely for this reason that it is important to recognise that corporate houses do have a social responsibility to fulfil. Actually, the responsibility of corporates is of three types: environmental, social and ethical. Environmental responsibility is in the creation and use of clean technology that is pollution free. Ethical responsibility includes such issues as child/ boned labour, payment of minimum wages and the observation of other such labour standards. Other issues in ethical responsibility include the prevention of sexual harassment and gender equity in the workplace. 

The environmental and ethical responsibilities are part of the production process of the unit, the technology involved and the labour standards used. The social responsibility however goes beyond this to doing something extra for society or contributing to society. For example, most factory workers in cities live in slums with no proper facilities in terms of hygiene, schooling and healthcare. Some industries have taken up the responsibility of providing these to their workers to improve their quality of life. This actually provides benefits both to the workers as well as to the company, since the worker who is better off in terms of quality of life will also be a more productive worker. Therefore the company is adding to its own human resources while making life easier for the workers. 

There is nothing wrong with accepting such activities undertaken by companies for their employees. They are in fact taking over from the state, and making it possible for VOs to concentrate on other unreached areas. The point to remember here is only that the work should have a real effect on the life of the people, and should not be a cosmetic effort to salve the conscience of the higher level employees of the company. The sponsoring of VO projects by companies is sometimes an activity of this nature. The company sponsors VO projects on condition that their staff will be involved as volunteers in some of the activities. So the highly paid staff of the company, who have no leisure time for activities, get to salve their consciences by involving themselves in ‘social work’ activities that they know nothing of, and sometimes do more harm than good, while the company itself uses this activity to get tax breaks form the government. It is this type of activity that is morally questionable. 

IV

Strategies for Increased Efficiency and the Future of the NGO Sector

The NGO sector as we have seen is a sector where alternative visions of development have space to flourish and organisations function with a view to make possible a model of society which is not implemented by the state. The sector functions on the basis of high ideals and values of equality and social justice. Due to the commitment and dedication of its staff and the idealism of its vision, this sector has succeeded in making a difference in the lives of a large number of the vulnerable people of the Southern countries, reaching villages and communities here the state could not reach. It has also made available specialised services and inputs to enable better use of natural resources and increase production, employment and incomes. 

The sector, however, is essentially not-for-profit and therefore remains dependent on the state and the market for resources. It functions with the help of funding, national and international. This has created pressures and the issue of organisational survival remains in the forefront, especially for small, struggling NGOs. In many cases, this has resulted in compromises in principles and values. On the other hand, the freely available funds have attracted many dishonest people to the sector, establishing organisations that end up benefiting its staff members rather than the poor to whom they claim allegiance. Lastly, in some cases, even though the NGOs that are honest and principled, over-professionalisation and consequent distancing from the grassroots is a problem. All these have created issues of credibility for the sector. 

The primary challenge of the 21st century then is to build the strength of civil society organisations. People's organisations at all levels need to be strengthened and enabled so that they can together act as strong civil society institutions. NGOs themselves need to become more democratically governed, participatory and accountable. They also need to be more thorough and professional in their chosen fields of work, be it grassroots action or policy advocacy. 

Would increasing state regulation be the answer? Regulation, yes, but not by the state. State restrictions and controls on the way the sector functions have always been viewed with doubt, and the state in India has been known to pursue its own political agenda by suppressing the voices of dissent from the third sector. Therefore, the state cannot be seen as a guiding force for establishing the credibility of the NGO sector. 

If the 21st century has to avoid the folly of the reassertion of the state in response to the excesses of the market, the strength of the VOs needs to be built up, as a balancing force between the state and market institutions. The way out of this blame game is to create a system of norms and controls by which NGOs can formulate their policies, and which would serve as guiding principles in effective functioning. Credibility Alliance is one network of NGOs that has taken upon itself the task of defining a set of minimum and desirable norms as well as good practices for NGOs to follow. Members of this alliance agree to adhere to these norms and follow these practices. In the words of Credibility Alliance itself, ‘A self-regulatory framework built by us from WITHIN the sector, that allows for the establishment of norms, their promotion and adoption, and certification that organizations meet these norms, would go a long way to restoring confidence of society in the voluntary sector, and give us a RIGHTFUL position to critique the other sectors. It would also pre-empt the imposition of a framework from outside.’ Such attempts would definitely enable NGOs to regain their credibility, which has been eroded due to both internal and external factors. 

Transparency and good governance are not enough to make civil society organisations effective, however. We hypothesise that the following resources are crucial for the survival and growth of VOs: 
· Inspiration 
· Leadership 
· Funding 
· Linkages
· Institution building
4.1.
Inspiration

The primary resource for voluntary action for collective good is inspiration. In the earlier days, it used to emanate from religion. In the nineteenth century, voluntary action found inspiration beyond religion - due to the rise of various ideologies. The western liberal tradition fostered voluntary action to a great deal. Part of this had to do with a suspicion of the state as an instrument of welfare. It began with the establishment of the colonies in America where small groups and communities had to work for themselves to set up new lives. On the other hand the communist ideology that developed in Russia also started out with the notion of cooperative communal work, though it was under the aegis of a centralised state. Therefore the communist states, in spite of being based on the ideals of equality, justice and freedom, quickly became state-centric and discouraged voluntary action or any form of dissent. In India, the Gandhian ideology was a major source of inspiration, with its combination of concern for the poor (sarvodaya) with a new ethic for public conduct based on non-violent assertion of the truth (satyagraha), eventually aiming at a utopian world of tiny, self-reliant village republics (gram swarajya).
The remarkable feature of the late twentieth century is the absence of ideology and ideologues. Even though the dominant paradigm is western style material consumption, it would be incorrect to infer that this is the driving ideology of the current times. There is no clear vision of a society that should be – as there was in the traditional religious and newer socio-political ideologies. While social movements do persist, they remain at the periphery and many of them are branded or even truly transform into terrorist groupings. Thus, the task in front of VOs is to create systematic opportunities for young people to establish a wider worldview, taking into account the problems of poverty, environmental degradation, and the violation of human rights. Out of this exposure, inspiration will emerge, which may not be religious but will be perhaps ideological with a new rational ideology based on equality and justice. Voluntary work is based on the foundation of idealism, a dream, a worldview, which is sadly lacking and without which no movement can survive. 

4.2 Leadership

Voluntary action is triggered by individuals, usually by those who feel strongly about some or the other social condition. Such people are leaders in social movements and the ones who see a dream, have a worldview and have the capacity to inspire others to follow it. 

The voluntary sector has contradictory opinions on the matter of leadership. On one hand, many of the leaders of previous social movements have originated from the upper echelons of society, people with a good educational background who belong to the socio-economic elite. These people, in the course of their lives, have seen injustice and tried to change it. However, within the voluntary sector there is an increasing opinion that only the deprived can understand the deprived, and only they can provide the leadership and vision. There is nothing contradictory about the elite origins of the leaders of social change. At the same time one must recognise that the social structure enables only the elite to avail opportunities required to be adequately equipped for social action in today's complex world. Capacities and talent are equally distributed in all sections of society, irrespective of social background and educational opportunities. 

Thus, the crucial point for NGOs is to make the best use of leaders wherever they can find them. The elite who have the capacity of leading the voluntary sector in many cases do not start their careers in this sector; they spend a portion of their lives in government or market-based institutions. It is during this time that they realise that there is a need in a particular area of social change, and then take the initiative for it. It is important that we do not label such people as being ‘tainted with the profit motive’ and that we accept their capacity as potential leaders in the voluntary sector. They may be invited as Board members in voluntary organisations, as advisors or as visiting faculty in training programmes where their special management skills may provide useful insights. It is likely that this exposure to a different world from their corporate or bureaucratic ones will trigger the leadership potential and inspire them to enter the voluntary sector full time. 

While it is easy to look for people with leadership potential in the best universities and academic institutions, a special effort must also be made to recognise leadership in local communities and give them the opportunity to make themselves equipped to lead the voluntary sector as change agents. It is the leader who will truly provide organisations with a vision. Therefore, the motto should be to make use of leadership talent wherever it is found. 

4.3.
Funding

The sources of funding are taken by many to be a label of the organisation’s credibility or legitimacy. For some, accepting funds from government is not acceptable, as it is seen to reduce autonomy. For others, accepting foreign funds is a sure sign of "working at the behest of foreign masters". Accepting funds from corporate business houses is seen as ‘becoming agents of capitalist institutions’. On the other hand, if an organisation tries to raise its own funds through small economic activities like selling cards or organising events, they are seen as ‘making profits’. 

What then is the most accepted or acceptable way of fund raising? The simple answer to this is – there is none. There can be no simple ‘rule of the thumb’ as to which party is an acceptable funder and will not create problems of principle for the organisation. One point however has to be noted. Until now, almost all funding of NGOs has been external. There is need to raise funds as far as possible from the target communities with whom the organisation is working. SEWA in Ahmedabad is one institution that has raised the largest proportion of its lending funds for its micro-finance activities from within the community itself. The Sarva Jana Seva Kosh is another example of such community self-financing. Even in the matter of rural housing, drinking water and sanitation, poor communities are willing to pay provided the facilities are designed to be relevant to them. Gram Vikas in the remote tribal villages of Orissa, has motivated people to establish village corpus funds to maintain common drinking water and sanitation facilities.

Thus organisations should set up a sytem of recycling community funds for use within the community. Funds required for administrative purposes, as well as for large infrastructural and/ or training purposes may of course be drawn from external sources. Regarding the legitimacy of such external sources, one may say that diversifying the sources of funding (after first identifying which ones are reliable and analysing the various strings attached to each of them) will prevent the organisation from being immobilised by pressures or conditionalities from the government or international donors.

4.4.
Linkages

Right from inception and during various stages in its life, the voluntary organisation, like the individual, needs to establish useful relationships with various departments and agencies, which will enable it to function effectively. Such relationships are also called ‘linkages’. 

Registration – the birth of the VO – requires it to follow the procedures required by the law. In India, registering under the Trust Act or the Societies Act means a lot of bureaucratic red tape. Issues like foreign funding, expansion of activities, etc. require even more red tape. This is a most daunting task for most NGOs. To get over this they must lose their idealistic superiority which prevents them from putting their issues in front of the government departments with whom they must interact. At other stages in their lives, they must also interact effectively with other non-NGO agents (government departments and corporate houses) to learn from them how to become efficient in administration and develop standards of performance and methods of measurement. A simple cost-benefit exercise becomes a major task for NGOs, while it is a daily job for most businesses. NGOs need to get off their ideological high horses and admit that there is a lot to learn from the other ‘not-so-socially-aware’ organisations.  

4.5.
Institution building

One of the most crucial requirements for VOs in the future is their role in building up institutions. Within the voluntary sector today there is a debate regarding the relevance of the voluntary sector in development. As we have seen earlier, where the voluntary sector is the most efficient is in the area of service provision, be it in healthcare or education, or a myriad other services that the state is unable to provide. However, the crucial issue is whether VOs can be equally effective in people’s empowerment. Many activists are of the opinion that the VO cannot be an instrument in promoting people’s organisations. Most of them feel that VOs who claim to do this are simply involved in promoting their own image. However, a number of VOs have in fact succeeded in doing precisely this. The Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Samiti as well as the Narmada Bahcao Andolan are cases that clearly prove that VOs can be efficient promoters of people’s movements. It is important to recognise that without effective promotion of people’s organisations real empowerment is not possible. NGOs in themselves are a spent force and can only effectively deliver services. In the area of empowerment therefore institution building is crucial. 

4.6.
What then is the crucial job of NGOs in the 21st century? 

Voluntary Organisations have to articulate and work towards a positive normative vision: that of widespread, reasonably equitable social welfare, which is sustainable for the coming generations: a normative vision that will ensure a safe and clean habitat, with a minimum level of health, education, economic opportunity, social status, political representation and cultural self-expression for all. While this is precisely what their mission statements are all about, there is a lot of ‘undoing the damage’ that these organisations also have to do to achieve this goal. 

VOs have the responsibility of redoing the good that has been undone by the state in its misplaced attempts at ensuring ‘welfare’. They will have to set ‘norms’ or standards that are different from those so far taught by the government, and sometimes by NGOs themselves. Our hard-working farmers have been taught, for the cause of increasing agricultural output, that it is fine to pay nothing or next to nothing for electricity and canal water, and get fertilisers and credit at a price below cost. In the name of protecting them from the whims of politicians, Article 311 of our Constitution gives our public service employees job security, so they have learnt that salary is their right for coming to office, and that to work they need either overtime payments or gratification from clients. Everybody has been taught, in the name of workers' rights, to resort to strikes if any of their colleagues is disciplined by the management. The private sector has not been far behind. With few exceptions, it has tried, in the name of cost-efficiency, to produce goods without concern for worker safety or environmental pollution. In the cause of "getting the job done", it has learnt to illegally gratify inspectors, regulators and politicians. VOs have their own problems too. There are many cases of misuse of resources for personal work, and numerous examples of waste and inefficiency.

This is not to say that VOs should stand against subsidies and affirmative action such as reservation. Such support is required for the vulnerable communities to enable them to stand on their own feet and become capable of facing the market. However they should not become permanent crutches, as the state has made them in the hope of catching votes. VOs have a leading role to play in this regard. This partly stems out of the fact that they are neither driven by the profit motive of market institutions, nor by the power motive of state institutions. 
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� Much of the data on this section has been developed from an interview with Purvi Dass of PRIA. 
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