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NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANISATIONS (NGOs)
iN INDIA: OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES

D. Rajasekhar*

ABSTRACT

Non-Governmental Organisations, by virtue of being small in size, flevble.
innovative and participatory are widely considered to be more successlul in
reaching the poor, and in poverty alleviation.  This paper. based on the review
ol existing studies and the suthor’s research experience with a large number of
NGOs in India, aims at discussion on definition, types (Section 2). evolution
{Section 3}, advantages (Section 4} and weaknesses (Section 3} of NGOs.
The discussion on evolution of NGOs shows that the perspectives of NGOs
widened from charity and welfare 1o development. and to sustainable
development and empoverment.  This has been influenced by the policies of
donor agencies and the Indian government. After discussing funding sources
{Section €), this paper argues that the NGOs need to play a dynamic role in the
context of liberalisation poficies, improved credibility and legitimacy for NGOs.
etc., (Section 7). Further, this paper goes on to discuss a viable strategy lor
NGOs (Section 8).

1. Introduction

NGOs became prominent after independence, especially after the
1970s, partly because of the limited success of the earlier development policies
of the government. Even after half-a-century of development efforts initiated
by the state. the problems of the largest concentration of the poor, hunger.
malnutrition, unemployment, gender inequality, itliteracy, etc., continue to plague
Indian society. An important contributing factor to this was the absence of
invoivernent of the people for whom the pragrammes were meant. The need
for micro-level institutions to involve the people in formulation, implementation
and monitoring of the programmes is. therefore. stressed in several quarters.
Development practitioners, government officials and foreign donors consider
that NGOs, by virtue of being small-scale, flexible, innovative and participatory,
are more successful in reaching the poor and in poverty alleviation.

The term "NGOs' specifies the organisations undertaking voluntary social action.
The term is negative as it seeks to give a meaning that NGOs possess the
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characteristics/Teatures not possessed by the government, and undertake
activities otherwise normally not undertaken by the government. Murthy and
Rao (1997} note that four characteristics make NGOs as distinct organisations:
voluntary formation, working towards development and amelioration of suffering,
working with non-self serving aims and relative independence. They note that
NGOs are voluntarily formed in the sense that there is no compulsion from
government or others which leads to their formation. There is also an clement
of sacrifice as the stafl, especially at leadership levels. work at salaries below
what they can draw in the government or the private sector. This, however,
may not apply to funding agencies or to professional NGOs where salaries of
the staff are relatively higher. Further, with considerable resources flowing in
from the government and external donors, many persons are attracted to this
sector, and one does not always see voluntarism. Murthy and Rao (1997)
note that NGOs are development-oriented in the sense that they are concerned
with improving the condition and position of the oppressed/disadvantaged
sections of society, as opposed to other goals like entertainment, promotion of
religion, etc. Working with non-self serving aims is a characteristic of a particular
type of NGOs in Indiz, the number of which is fast declining. Hence. this is
contestable. Finally, they are relatively independent from the government in
the sense that their policies are determined by their Board of Directors or
Trustees. However, the NGOs usually have to work within the parameters of
government legisiation and policies formulated for NGOs. Relative
independence is a contestable characteristic as the NGOs depend on internal
donors and government for their existence, and they are more accountable to
donors (Rajasckhar, 1998). NGOs can be, therefore, defined as those
organisations which facilitate the implementation of development projects for
the poor without necessarily sceking profit from such an implementation.

2. Types of NGOs and Their Functions

NGOs can be classified under four broad categories: operational or
grassroots NGOs. support NGOs, network NGOs and funding NGOs. Tie
functions are:

Operational or Grassroots NGOs

Grassroots NGOs directly work with the appressed sections of society.
Some NGOs are big. while some are small. The grassroots NGOs could be
cither local based, working in a single and small project location, or working in
multiple project areas in different districts, states and regions. covering a larger
population. As the approach and orientation of grassroots NGOs also differ,
the following distinctions can be made among them:
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Charity and welfare NGOs are involved in charity (giving food,
clothing, medicine, alms in cash and kind, etc.). welfare (providing facilities for
education, health, drinking water, etc.), relief (responding to natural calamities
like floods, drought, earthquakes and man-made calamitics like refugee influx,
ravages of war. etc.) and rehabilitation (undertaking the work in areas struck by
calamities and starting activities durable in nature). A large number of church-
based NGOs operating in south and north east India still have the charity and
welfare components in their programmes.

Development NGOs may be involved in providing (facilitating the
provision) development services such as credit, seeds. fertilisers, technical
know-how, ctc. Such NGOs concentrate on the development of the soclo-
economic environment of human beings.

Soctal action groups focus on mobilising marginalised sections around
specific issues which chailenge the distribution of power and resources in 2
society. These NGOs are involved in raising the consciousness of the people.
awakening, organising, recording of priorities to suit social justice. redesming
the past and opening doors lor opportunities to the oppressed and the exploited.
Young India Project (YIP), in Penugonda, AP, has been involved in mobilising
the agricultural labourers (through dharnas, protest marches. elc.) since 1981
for the effective implementation of land reforms, the introduction of Employment
Guarantee Act and to obtain government programmes (Narcndra Bedi [999).

Empowerment NGOs combine development activities with issue-
based struggles. They may be involved in the provision of services such as
savings and credit; but, they utilise such activities for social, economic, politicat
and cultural empowerment of the poor. MYRADA utilises credit management
groups, and watershed programmes not only to bring development among the
oppressed communities but also for social and political empowerment
(Fernandez, 1996). Similarly, Grama, located in Chitradurga district of
Karnataka, undertakes savings and credit activity as an entry point. but provides
education to the people that they are working with, enabling them to obtain
resources from the government and to enter into gram panchayats. and
mobilising them around Issues such as anti-arrack, etc.

The main difference between social action groups and empowerment
NGOs is that the former do not normally undertake development activities as
they believe in addressing the root causes of poverty. On the other hand, the
empowerment NGOs undertzke development activities because the people
cannot undertake the struggles on ‘empty stomachs’. They believe that
empawerment of the people is an essential pre-requisite for development.
Hence, they strive hard to enabie the people to become free from all the
exploitative structures.



The approaches followed by the charity, welfare and development
NGOs are related to the delivery system. As the activities undertaken by the
first two types of NGOs are non-controversial and do not lead to clash of
interests in the countryside, the government too extends full support to NGOs
working in these areas. However, activities undertaken by the last two types of
NGOs, namely. organisation of the people belonging to the disadvantaged
groups, bringing in social and political consciousness among them. enabling
them to realise and assert their rights. etc.. are basically related to the
* development of the identified communities and the approach to development
is political. Hence, their activities are often politicised.

With the increased government funding for anti-poverty programmes
through NGOs and the growing legitimacy of NGOs. many government officials
. and political leaders have joined the fray, often by floating their own NGOs.
Grassroots NGOs now undertake a host of activities including environmental
projects, dryland development, savings and credit programmes, schemes for
income generation, health and education projects, the formation of agricultural
tabour unions, etc.

Support NGOs

Support NGOs provide services that would strengthen the capacities
of grassroots NGOs. Panchayat Raj Institutions. cooperatives and others to
function more effectively through training programmes and by bringing out
pertodicals. Examples of this type of NGOs are SOSVA. SEARCH. etc. Some
do not engage in grasstoots action while others do have field projects. but
grassroots action is not their primary task (Murthy and Rao. 1997).

Umbrella or Network NGOs

Network NGOs [such as FEVORD-K (Federation of Voluntary
Organisations in Karnataka)] are formal associations or informal groups of
grassroots and/or support NGOs which meet periodically on particular concerns.
They act as a forum to share experiences, carry out joint development
endeavours as well as engage in lobbying and advocacy. The participation of
network NGOs in lobbying and advocacy is, however, a recent phenomenan,

Funding NGOs

The primary activity of these NGOs is funding grassroots NGOs,
support NGOs or people's organisations. Most funding NGOs in India generate
a major part of their resources from foreign sources. though there is an effort
by some to raise funds from within India. The organisations such as CRY,
Dorabji Tata Trust, Aga Khan Foundation, in India provide funds to NGOs.
Foreign NGOs like NOVIB {Netherlands International Development
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Cooperation). ActionAid, Oxfam, etc.. with headquarters in the developed
western countries, mobilise resources from both the public and government in
their respective countries to help grassroots NGOs in their efforts to initiate
and implement pro-poor rural development activities. Foreign NGOs do have
field/country offices here. Some bilateral agencies such as German Development
Corporation (GTZ), DANIDA and, Canadian International Development Agency
(CIDA) do provide funding support to NGOs: but, these cannot be called as
NGOs.

3 A Brief History of NGOs in India

Historically. individuals and associations helped the poor and destitutes
during the crisis. For instance. kitchens were set up by the rich and affluent
during famines to provide food to the famished and destitutes. During the
pre-independence period. social reformers initiated and sustained movements
against certain types of social practices such as “sati’, “bride-price’ and ‘widow
re-marriages’  The Christian Missionaries did considerable work relating to
charitv. welfare and provision of services. and also established educational
inslitutions. hospitals, and other charitable institutions for the poor. In their
zeal to recruit converts. the Missionaries brought educational and health services
to the poor even in remote rural areas. In the early 20th century. the freedom
fighters and other socially concerned individuals undertook the task of social
reconstuction. Of all these. Mahatma Gandhi's massive 'construction work’
programme of rwral development, which sent thousands of volunteers to work
amongst the rural poor in the wreas of education, health and employment,
proved to be the most crucial. It played a major role to influence the direction
of the voluntary sector in later years, and shifted the focus of voluntarism from
issue-based action lo political content aimed at nation-building,.

After independence. a change in the perception on development and
also the role of NGOs in rural development took place. In E950s and |1 960s,
it was assumed that the economic growth through state investment was the
answer to poverty. This was to be accompanied by welfare programmes for the
groups of poor, the poorest and women, which were thought to be incapable
of participating in programmes aimed at economic growth. The Ministries of
Agriculture and Rural Development initiated community development efforts
in rural areas to enable the people to participate in economic growth
programmes. On the other hand, the responsibility of the welfare programmes
was vested with Social Welfare Ministries of the State governments. NGOs
were approached by national governments and aid agencies to assist in the
implementation of these community Development and Welfare programmes,
especially in rural areas. Many of the NGOs active in the independence
movement were involved in the implementation of Community Development



Programmes. Christian aid agencies supported the work of Missionaries involved
in welfare activities with a focus on health and education, especially in South
India and the tribal areas of central and eastern India.

During the 1960s, it was found that economic growth. combined
with welfare activities at the micro-leve!, were not adequate to alleviate poverty.
Hence, the Indian government initiated Small and Marginal farmer Development
Programmes with a view to alleviate poverty. Indian NGOs were called upon
by the government to ‘entist support of the local population for these
programmes and help out in their implementation”. This was in addition to
their involvement in welfare programmes and vocational training (Murthy and
Rao 1997).

During this period, alternative perspectives on development and the
role of NGOs were also emerging. A large number of people with liberal and
radical ideology were attracted to the Marxist analysis on the fundamental
causes of poverty and exploitation. which were understood to be the class
nature of society with the rich exploiting the poor. They, therefore. rejected
the development models followed by the government on the grounds that they
mainly addressed the symptoms rather than the root causes of poverty.
Thereflore. a large number of young people and a section of intelligentsia with
a Marxist perspective sought to organise the poor and exploited in rural areas
(Bhat, 1999).

The period of the late | 960s and early | 970s also witnessed the rise
of the Naxalite movement in various parts of India. The movement criticised
the way in which the government implemented the land reform programme.
The Lohiaites and Gandhians came together under Jayaprakash Narayan and
launched a totai revolution movement. Emergency was clamped all over the
country.  These developments paved the way for the emergence of NGOs
working around issue-based struggles (often referred to as sociai action groups)
in different parts of the country (Stephen, 1990). These social action groups
focused upon issues such as price rise. emergency rule, corruption, deficiencies
in the implementation of land reforms and inability to enforce minimum wages.

By the mid 1970s. the impact of Marxism was felt on the Church.
With the advent of liberation theology. there was a split in the Church-based
institetions.  Further, the Janata Party’s rise to power in {977 raised hopes
among lhe poor as well as the social action groups. This hope was soon
belied. As a result, the social action groups lost faith in the ability of the
formal political processes to bring about transformation in the society. In the
early 1 980s, it was felt there is a need for people’s participation, conscientisation
and empowerment in poverty alleviation, as well as the need to take note of the
diversity among, the poor on the basis of class. caste, gender and ethnicity
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(PRIA 1991}). Thus, the post-emergency period witnessed the people coming
out of the Church. and also the Left. Gandhian and Lohiate movements getting
converged as far as the development at the grassroots level was concerned.
They locused on awareness and conscientisation with the objective of mobilising
the poar to influence the social. economic and political structure.  Although
many social action groups did not want to carry on the mobilisational work
with the external (foreign) support. development and charity NGOs were availing
external funds.

The need to improve the life situation of the poor made the activists
from different backgrounds to talk of development by the mid-1980s. The
fragmented and compartmentalised development models which stili had charity
and welfare components were replaced by integrated development models.
The gender justice, environmental concerns and human rights were understood
as part and parcel of structural aspects of the society which together with
class, caste and ethnicity were rzsponsible for the exploitation of the marginalised
sections within the society. The priorities and agenda of donor agencies also
influenced the development perspective and programmes at the grassroots
level (Bhat, 1999: Rajasekhar, 1998).

These trends contributed to the emergence of two distinct types of
grassroots NGOs.  Development NGOs sought to work around concrete
sectoral activities televant to different poverty groups in the countryside
{agriculture. watershed, environment, off-farm and non-farm income generation
activilies, health, fiteracy, etc.}. Although the charity and weifare NGOs were
undertaking these activities. the crucial difference was that development NGOs
sought to adopt participatory and innovative approaches. The other type of
NGOs that came into existence was empowerment NGOs which formed
organisations for different poverty groups in the countryside and strengthened
their efforts to address the root causes of poverty such as class. caste system,
lack of access to the markets and so on. The main difference between social
action groups and empowerment NGOs was that the latter were not transient,
did not focus on a single issue, and were not averse Lo accepting foreign
funding. Thus. by the late 1980s there were four different grassroots NGOs
which often co-existed in the same locality: welfare NGOs. development NGOs.
empowerment NGOs and social action groups. While the first two types of the
groups often entered into collaboration with the government (Sen, 1999). the
last two often conlronted state policies, legislations and praclices. Support
and network NGOs also emerged during the late 1980s to lend capacity
enhancement support to grassroots NGOs and create a platform for NGOs to
meet. share experiences and carrv oul coordinated action (Murthy and Rao,
1997).



The development NGOs were called upon by international aid
agencies and the Indian government to supplement the government’s micro-
level poverty alleviation and basic needs programme in spheres where
development NGQs were perceived to have comparative advantages. For the
first time, the Planning Commission included a separate sub-section on
‘Involvement of Voluntary Agencies® in the seventh Five Year Plan document
(1985-1990) under the chapter on Rural Development and Poverty Alleviation
Programmes. Plan expenditure of Rs100- 150 crores was earmarked towards
the collaboration between the government and NGOs. To channel these
resources for NGOs involved in poverty alleviation and rural development
programmes, the Council for Advancement of People’s Action and Rural
Technology (CAPART) was established in 1986. This agency was also entrusted
with the responsibility of providing support to the NGOs.

By 1990s, NGOs have become popular with government and aid
agencies in response to certain developments in econornic and political thinking
(Edwards and Hulme, 1995 and 1996). The development policy of the World
Bank, bilateral and multi-lateral agencies. and aid transfers from them. have
come to be dominated by what is referred to as ‘New Policy Agenda’. which
gives a prominent role to the NGOs in poverty alleviation and the development
of civil society (Robinson, 1993). The agenda has two clements: economic
and political.

The economic agenda, followed in India since 1991, sees the markets
and private sector as efficient to produce the goods, services and achicve
rapid economic growth. Liberalisation, globalisation and privatisation of the
cconomy are the key elements of this agenda. Economic growth is considered
as a key strategy for poverty alleviation. However, the stratcgy proposcd to
achicve economic growth is different from the one promoted in the 1970s. it
is market-led rather than state-led. export-oriented rather than import-
substitution oriented, labour intensive rather than capital intensive, and women
inclusive rather than women exclusive. The aid agencies prescribed that the
Indian government should gradually reduce its role in service provision and
development, and teave this task to the NGOs as these are seen as cost-
cifective and efficient service providers.

4. Advantages of NGOs

It is widely recognised that NGOs, in general, have several potential
advantages. But. as the following discussion reveals, the potential is more in
certain types of NGOs:
More actor-oriented

NGOs, cspecially empowerment NGOs, tends to take up need-based
activities. Through studies relating to situation and nceds of the people. they
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seek to find out answers to the [ollowing auestions: Who are the poor? Why
are they poor? What is Lo be done to alleviate poverty? The rigour with which
these studies are carried out may vary: but. a starting point in the case of most
of these NGOs is to articulate and address the problems of the poor and the
marginalised communities such as women, dalits and adivasis in their project
area. Onc might argue that with NGOs being more accountable to donor
agencies, would NGO development projects really be actor-oriented.  Whilc
not ruling out pre-conceived agenda in the development projects. one can
state that the emerging tendency is to become mare actor-oriented among
empowerment and development NGOs.

Flexible in methods and practices

Empowerment NGOs and social action groups exhibit a high degree of
flexibility in their lunctioning, methods and practices because they lend Lo be
local and small. The geographical area of the NGOs tends to be small. A
survey of 16 NGOs in Karnataka revealed that the number of villages covcred
by seven NGOs ranged between 30 and 50, and the number covered by four
ranged between 50 1o 100 villages. Most of the NGOs worked in one or two
taluks in a district (Rajasckhar, 1998). The available studies also suggest that
this is a widespread phenomenon (Farrington. et al, [9293: Rajasekhar, 2000).
Such a small geographical area enables the NGOs ta be flexible in methods
and practices ol formulation, implementation and monitoring of the programmes.
rurther, style of working can easily be changed to suit the needs and aspirations
of the community with which they are working, and changing rural conditions.
Being small (in terms of stafl). NGOs lace less problems of lack of coordination
convergence that restrict the government departments. NGOs can respond
swiftly and efficiently to local demands. Being locally based. they are aware of
the local environment and are responsive to it.

Adopt innovative and participatory approaches

The programmes of development and empowerment NGOs tend to be
innovative and emphasise on participatory approaches. The innovative credit
programme of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh is implemented by alf the
countries including the developed West {notably, USA and Canada). This
programme is replicated on a large scale across the globe. Similarly. the Credit
Management Programme of MYRADA influenced many NGOs to start similar
programmes in their project areas. This programme also influenced the
NABARD to introduce Bank-SHG (Self Help Group) linkage programme on a
pilot basis. and now all over the country. NGOs (such as MYRADA, Centre
for Appropriate Technology (CAT), Nagercoil, Tamil Nadu) also developed
innovative approaches in relation to watershed, appropriate technology and



dryland development. For instance, CAT has prepared a boat which used
much less energy than the conventional boats. Similarly, bio-gas was prepared
by using the stems of bananas in the project area of RASTA in the Waynad
district of Kerala.

NGOs are constantly designing innovative participatory approaches
to elicit and enable the people 1o participate in the programmes. The initial
ideas relating to methods like Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), Participatory

. Learning and Action {PLA} weie obtained by researches {notably from Robert
Chambers) from the project areas of NGOs. After some development of these
ideas. the NGOs again successiuily adopted them and cantributed to their
further development. Because of these techniques and other people-centered
practices. communities actively participate in the programmes and this

« .contributed to the development activities being relevant to the people’s needs
and aspirations. The participation of the people also contributed to the reduction
in costs,

Relative independence

With autonomous governing boards, the development programmes of
empowerment and development NGOs enjoy relative independence. Under
the government programmes, the benefits meant for the poor are largely
appropriated by the non-poor because of the control of local power structures.
Since the people lend to participate in NGO programmes, the methods and
practices in formulation and implementation of NGO development pragrammes.
the selection of the community and provision of services are relatively
independent of the local power structures. The evidence on the autonomy of
NGO programmes vis-a-vis external donors is, however, mixed (Rajasekhar,
1998).

Effective in developrient work

The NGO development programmes are relatively more succesful to reach
the poor and in poverty alleviation. Between 80 to 100 per cent of the
beneficiaries are poor as compared to only 60 to 70 per cent in the government
programmes {Murthy and Rao, 1997). The development and empowerment
NGOs have succeeded in: (1) breaking the isolation of the poor: (i) enhancing
the produciivity of assets and labour: (i) improving marketing opportunities
for the procduce such as milk, handicrafts. ete; and (iv) enhancing access to
food. health, education and drinking water. But, in the case of some of the
development NGOs, the benefits reach only those poor with some initial
endowment base. The NGOs are. however. not very successful to enable the
poorest among the poor with very little endowment base to begin with, to
expand the means to overcome poverty (Murthy and Rao, 1297).
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Comparative advantages

Unlike the government agencies. the NGOs tend to be highly
motivated and are prepared to accept hardship as a challenge rather than as a
punishment. A comparative study between programmes for small farmers
initiated by the government through IRDP and NGO in Mangaiore district in
Karnataka found better results in the NGO programme through the proper
problem identification, designing of suitable and sustainable packages, proper
appraisal and implementation of the project. meticulous follow-up. continuous
training of the beneficiaries. relentless coordination work at all levels (Kothai,
1994). Another comparative study on self-employment programmes for rural
youth initiated by the government depariments. NGOs. privale organisations,
and Grassroots Organisations (GROs) in four districts in Karnataka reaches a
similar conclusion that the NGOs, with commitment, dedication, missionary
zeal, flexibility, etc., were more successful to implement this programme than
the other organisations {Sangitha, 1990).

Advocacy and lobbying

NGOs. especially those which are interested in micro-macro linkages.
play an important role to influence the state policies by advocacy and lobbying
through their networks. 1t is now recognised that a part of the requirement of
a successful democracy is a strong civil society. which can counterbalance the
interests and actions of the state where it is necessary: Civil society is the arena
in which the interests of different groups within the social formation can be
presented through a wide variety of means and actions. NGOs are important
organisations withir civil society adding 1o its ability to influcnce and strengthen
the process of development. NGOs are, therefore. important not just for the
fact that they can 'do’ development better, but also because they can influence
the perception, including that of the state, of what constitutes belter development
{(Webster, 1995). NGOs are playing a significant role to influence the policies
of the state at various levels. and counterbalance the interests and actions of
the state (Rajasekhar, 1998:; loshi, et.al, 1997). FEVORD-K can be cited as
an organisation which .has achieved significant results to check the blind
“eucalyplisation” of all available land.

5. Weaknesses of NGO Movement
NGOs and their development programmes face the following
weaknesses.

Spatial limitation

An important problem of the NGOs of ail types is spatial limitation-
that is NGO development projects remain little more than dots on a map. The
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territorial space under the NGO is defined by 2 number of factors; these include
the obvious such as the amount of finance available, the physical characteristics
of the project, the organisational size and structure of the NGO. Another
important factor is that the poor located beyond the project area of NGOs are
not provided with any development assistance. In addition. there is the spatial
dimension determined by the definition of the target group. Not ali poor or
marginalised groups will be covered within the territorial location (Webster,
1995).

Lack of good governance and transparency

NGOs need to have good governance. However, in the absence of
constant pressure from below, NGOs can assumc the paternalistic role and a
shift in priorities. As the NGO expands the area and scope of activities. the
leaders begin to dominate the NGO. The NGOs become semi-burcaucratic
and hierarchical where initiative and decision-making gets confincd to the
leaders. This will have an adverse impact not cnly on flexible functioning but
also on the development of new fcadership. Often. the views and concerns of
young staff members in the organisation are overlooked. or cven suppressed.
The young, stalf members either leave the organisation and/or remain as non-
entities. Ina majority of the NGOs there is no transparency budgets in proposal,
sanction and utilisation.

Patchwork-quilt phenomenon

The phenomenon of ‘patchwork-quilt” has implications on the
provision of services to all the needy in all the regions. The large. influential
and well-funded NGOs do not concentrate resources in regions and sectars
that are most important for national devclopment (Rebinsan. 1993). If ther.
is a concentration of NGOs in the already developed regians, the poor in the
backward regions may be bypassed as far as service provision is concerned in

“the context of a weak central overseeing. This is already happening in India.
Although the economic and human development indicators are better in south
india compared to central Indian states of Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, parts of
Uttar Pradesh and western state of Rajasthan, the concentration of NGOs is

- more in the former compared to the latter. This is borne out by the fact that

out of 12,136 organisations recciving forcign funding and reporting to the

Home Ministry in 199697, there were 5,72 [ organisations in South India,

while the number was only 1,779 in the BIMARU region (Kumar, [999:16).

Inability to reach the poorest

Are NGO programmes more successful in reaching the poorest? A
study of nine NGO savings and credit programmes spread across the country
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suggests that the ability of these programmes to provide credit to the poorest
was limited. The emphasis on savings linked to credit. collateral requirements
and short-run credit prevented the poorest to access credit, and enabled many
of those poor with ownership to some productive assets, to access more credit.
A majority of the landless could not borrow because loans were given for the
land-based activities of crop production, and off-farm activities and that they
were discriminated by the group’s management committees (Rajasekhar, 1996
and 2000).

Antagonistic attitude towards the State

Development and Charity NGOs often seek ta supplant the state as
the provider of basic services and development programmes and thereby weaken
the political relationship between people and their government. Further, there
is a tendency for Development and Charity NGO social projects to produce a
form of communalism because of their self-enclosed and self-valuing nature
and the fact that the NGO involved begins to encompass the whole of the life
of their members. In such instances, it is not merely that the members ccase to
look 1o the government for services. etc.. they positively turn away from the
government.

Palliative nature of service provision

A study (Namerta, 1998) on income generation programmes
undertaken by NGOs across the country reveals that most of the NGOs could
only facilitate the undertaking of subsistence activities, and income from such
activities was either equal to or less than the existing wage income. These
activities made a difference to the people in so far as they could be undertaken
during the lcan scason and that the problem of seasonal unemployment could
be. to some extent, solved. The income from the economic activities promoted
by NGOs formed only a small proportion of the total income of the member
families. These findings suggest that the development programmes of NGOs
can only be palliative (Namerta, 1998). Such an impact would be a barrier to
the basic changes in the ownership of land and capital assets which are essential
il significant cconomic and political changes are to occur (Riddel and Robinson,
1992).

Limited ability to influence macro-policies

individual NGOs are rarely in a position to influence government
policies at various levels (Webster, 1995). In addition, rarely do they seek to
influsnce policy. because their existence and tolerance by the state is based
upon a non-controversial, apolitical involvement in development. Furthermore,
NGOs rarely cooperate and liaise with one another, tending instead to view
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each other as competitors for donor funding, state tolerance. and occasionally
for. local influence and space. Consequently, they fail (o emerge as genuine
macro actors at regional or at national levels, seeking to represent their members’
interests in the political process of governance and more general development.
In so far as they engage in politics, it is through the existing political parties by
having members elected to local councils and mobilising votes for party members
at higher levels of government assembly. This is not enough as the problem
lies in the institutions, in the formulation of policy and the formal and informal
. processes of poiitical bargaining thal surround it.

Lack of accountability

Accountability should not be equated with accountancy. The term
accountability implies the extent 1o which NGO activities and programmes
seek to fulfif the objectives with which NGOs were started. Accountability can
be upwards (i.c.. to the government, donors and governing board). sideways
{to the interested public, media, etc.} and downwards (to the people, staff,
etc.). A study of 16 NGOs in Karnataka concluded that there is a mis-match
between objectives and activities in the case of 2 majority of the NGOs, thus
suggesting that NGO projects are not accountable to the people. This implies
that the NGO projects do not emerge on the basis of situation and needs of
the poor with whom they work but, influenced by donor prierities and policies
{Rajasckhar, 1998).

6. Funding for NGOs

In recent years. there is rapid growth of funding for NGQs by
government and external donars. As far as the government funding is concerned.
there are over 200 government schemes initiated by the central and state
governments through which NGOs can have direct access to resources for
rural development (Reddy and Rajasekhar, [996). At the district level {or even
below), “there are over 300 schemes and programmes in which NGOs could
involve themselves and facilitate the flow of resources in favour of the poor
{Rajasekhar and Reddy, 1997).

From 1980s, the number of internationa! donors and the amount
that flowed to Indian NGOs through them also increased. According to
information provided by the Minisiry of Home Affairs, the foreign funding
received [excluding the contributions of bilateral (government to government)
and muiti-lateral aid agencies] increased from Rs1,892.43 crores in 1994-95
to Rs2,168.85 crores in 1995-96. and to Rs2.571.69 crores in 1996-97.
Of the total foreign funding in 199697 nearly 50 per cent was received by
the southern states (Andhra Pradesh. Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Karnataka), while
the proportion af funding received by the most backward (also called as
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BIMARU) states like Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh was
only 8.95 per cent. Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh ranked as the top two
states in terms of share of foreign funding received (Kumar, 1999).

The information on donor countries shows that the USA is leading,
accounting for 22.6 per cent of the total contribution, followed by Germany
with 21.3 per cent. More than |00 donor agencies from the developed
countries provide funds to NGOs in India: a majarity of them [unction with
small budgets. and do not have offices. The leading donor organisations,
contributing over Rs40 crores in a year, are Foster Parents Plan International
(USA}, Miserior (Germany), Christian Children Fund (USA). Evangelische
Zentralastelle Fur Entwicklungshilfe.\/ (EZE}. (Germany) and Kinder Not Heiffe
{Germany).

The foreign contributions increased at an annual rate of 14.61 per
centin 1995--96, while the growth rate increased to 18.57 per centin [996-
97. The contributing factors to this growth differ on the basis of perception
that scholars and activists have on foreign funding and there is no systematic
study on this important aspect. The contributing facters cited by many scholars
and activists are as follows:

Gulit feeling : Among the middle class households in the developed countries,
there is a guilt feeling that as colonial masters they became rich countries by
systematically plundering the colonies and the poverty in the developing countries
is because of colonisation. An example that the author came across iftustrates
the peint better. A couple from UK was holidaying in Kanyakumari some years
ago. They came across a boy who pleaded the couple to buy inferior and
cheap toys he was selling, the sale proceeds of which were the only source of
income for the large household to which he belonged. The man did not like
the toys and chased him away. Back in their hotel, the woman started crying
stating that they had not helped the boy to secure food for the day. The man
consoled her that he would identify the boy on the following day. and buy all
the toys. The couple frantically searched for the boy on the foltowing days; but
they did not succeed. Although the man did not care about the incident, it
had a deep impact on the woman even after they went back to their country.
Then. they wrote to the Jocal parish priest requesting him whether he can find
the boy and give $ 100 to him. The parish priest wrote back stating that there
are several children like him. and the money will be spent for them if it was
sent. For the last 6 years, the couple has been sending $350 to 500 every
vear to the local parish to be spent for the welfare of the children,

In fact, most of the donor organisations like NOVIB and OXFAM
appeal to the public in their countries to donate money. to sponsor a child or



a houschold, etc. It has been the middle class which has been mainly contributing
money to these organisations perhaps because of the "guilt feeling.

Recruiting people from other religions into Christianity: Another
important contributing factor, it is argued that, is an intention among christian
organisations to spread christianity in the developing countries. The empirical
facts that most of the donor organisations are church-based and a bulk of the
funding goes for religious activities and organisations. lend credence to the

argument. However, one can perhaps argue that this was the main intention of
" development activities about 3—4 decades aga. and the proportion of secular
donor organisations and the quantum of funding meant for development activities
have been increasing of late.

Vested interests: Aninfluential argument made by a number of observers is
that foreign funding has vested interests: ane of the interests mentioned is that
they should invest money in those countries where the markets are growing. If
a proportion of the population in largely populous countries like India remain
poor, the multi-national companies will be considerably affected in the long-
run due to low demand for their products. That the foreign funding has a
vested interest of developing markets and market-based ecoromy is borne out
by a statement of Ms Hillary Clinton after her visit to India. She is reported to
have stated to the representatives of business houses in the USA that they
should donate money liberally for development and poverty alleviation in India
as this would be a growing and large market in the new millennia.

7. Challenges and Opportunities facing the NGOs

India continues to face the problems of unemployment and poverty
even after five decades of state-initiated development efforts. The complexities
and ill-effects of the past development models call for a multi-dimensional,
people-centered rural development to mect the diversity in poverty and poor
and marginalised groups. In this context, Webster {1995) nates that:

* a government rarely does, or will, fulfil more than a few of the wide
range of demands that effective democratic decentralised government
requires. Rarely, if ever, is there an adequate devolution of power, of
responsibilities or of resources to decentralised government
institutions;

¥ secondly, the government is rarely willing to implement the tvpes of
structural reforms and policies that can bring about a transformation
in the abilities of marginalised groups and other disadvantaged secial
aclors to contest more successfully in key markets that determine the
economic, social and political conditions;
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* thirdly, institutions of local government are rarely willing to bring
about the mobilisation of disadvantaged groups in order to place
demands upon the state: and,

* fourthly. the electoral focus of poiitical parties upon the institutions
of government al the local and nationai levels tends to mitigate against
taking up specific local problems or, given the patrimonial nature of
focal politics. problems that chalienge local politicat elites.

Because of the above, NGOs have come to occupy a central position
in facilitating development at the local level. and hence, have considerable
space to initiate development directed at improving the condition of the more
maiginalised and disadvantaged social groups. This is one of the important
opportunities that the NGQs have.

Vast social infrastructure

With growing numbers and increased funding, the NGOs are able to
create vast social infrastructure. It is estimated that there are 20.000 NGOs
active in rural development today. If we assume that each of these NGO is
working in 10 villages. the NGOs together would be covering half-of-the villages
in India. H we assume that each NGO has five trained workers, the number of
qualified persons engaged in rural development would be large. A majority of
the NGOs have formed people’s crganisations at the village level, provided
education and training to the people in various issues, and mast of them wark
with the marginalised groups such as women, dalits and adivasis. This social
infrastructure provides ample opportunities for NGOs not only for service
provision but also to enable the poor to access the resources from the
government, to enter into gram panchayats, to improve their capacity as gram
panchayat members and to make gram panchayats pro-poor and people-
centered. o represent the interests of the poor in decision-making bodies at
various levels.

Improved credibility and legitimacy

The last decade has witnessed improved credibility and legitimacy
for NGOs. Compared to earlier decades, NGOs now have better space to
colfaborate with the government and influence the policy at different levels.
The government has been discussing with prominent NGO leaders about the
ways and means by which collaboration between the government and NGOs
could bie improved. Some prominent NGO leadess find a place in key decision-
making bodies and committees. Several ministries and departments in the
Central government and several state governments are actively seeking the
views of NGOs in the formulation of policies and programmes. Notwithstanding,
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the charges of corruption and lack of accountability and public transparency
on some of the NGOs, there is considerable credibifity and legitimacy for the
NGOs today.

Structural Adjustment Programme; Role of advocacy and lobbying

The liberalisation policies pursued under the New Economic Policy
since 1991 finked India to the process of globalisation. These policies seem to
be resulting in large scale displacement, feminisation of poverty, increased
“rural-urban migration, widespread destruction of livelihood systems of the poor
and s0 on. Recent surveys indicate that the trends in the incidence of poverty
are {luctuating since 1991.

Many accept that the macro-economic policies are needed; the only
difference seems to be on speed. checks and balances. In such a situation, the
NGOs involved in micro-macro linkages and policy advocacy. which have stood
by the people. and which are opposing the wrong policies of the government
through mass mebilisation, legal action and media campaign.

There is, therefore. a need for all the different types of NGOs which
are genuinely involved in the process of strengthening sustainable livelihood
systems and institutions of the people to combine development work with
sustainable models and policy advocacy

Need for Dual Track Approach

NGOs have now attained legitimacy and credibility. But, the
cooperation with the government has to take place in the very same environment
which has made some of the policies that go against the poor. Hence. NGOs
have to play a dual role of collaborating with the government critically and
oppose Lhose policies of the government which are anti-poor. NGOs and their
people’s organisations could play this dual role only when they attain
independence and become self-reliant. A continued dependence on external
funding might not enable the NGOs to play the dual role effectively. The
challenge before NGCs is how to become self-reliant and reduce their
dependence on external donors.

8. What Could Be a Viable Strategy for NGOs?

The liberaiisation policies pursued since 1991 also suggest that the
NGOs need to undertake those activities which would provide safety nets to
the poor. In other words, they need to provide services to the poor. However,
the “spatial fimitation” does not enable the NGOs to provide services in a
sustainable manner. Service provision by NGOs also makes the people more
dependent on NGOs and influences them to turn away from the government
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with which they have a more legitimate relationship. Another danger is that
the increased role for NGOs in service provision can make the state perpetually
ineflicient to discharge its duties to its citizens, and can relieve the state from
pressures to provide efficient services. This, in turn, adversely affects those
poor who are not covered by NGOs within (and also outside) their project
arcas {Webster, 1995). This suggests that there are limitations to NGOs in so
far as provision of services and that the state still has fwould have) a considerable
role to play in service delivery. and that NGOs cannot replace the state in this
important function.

A viable strategy for NGOs would, therefore. be to facilitate those
mechanisms through which the people (that they work with) would demand the
government to deliver more goods and services, and help them to put pressure
on the stale to become a “better developer™. For this, NGOs need to
concentrate on the following:

* First, provide qualitative services to the poor. This includes the
formation of people’s organisations, building capacity of the poor
and leadership among them, facilitating the provision of efficient and
effective services (such as credit, watershed development, etc).
enabling the people to plan. implement and monitor their development
activities, enabling their organisations to become self-reliant. sell-
sustainable and independent of NGO:s.

* Second. they need to build the capacity of the people that NGO Is
working with, and their organisations to access the resources from
the government as their right. !n this context. it is important for
these organisations to enter into gram panchayats as it is the local
government which plays an important role to plan and implement
development projects at the village level under the 73rd Constitutional
Amendment.

* The NGOs need lo develop the people’s organisations at various
levels in a project area. Such organisations would be in a strong
position to gain access to government reseurces, and participate in
the local decentralised government.

NGOs need to form networks by overcoming their differences to
influence government policies at various ievels through lobbying and
advocacy.
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