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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

CRITICAL COLLABORATION:
NGOS AND THE STATE IN INDIA’S RURAL DEVELOPMENT

The purpose of the dissertation is to examine the nature of a specific form of 

relationship that exists between non-governmental organizations (NGOs) involved in 

environmental and natural resource issues, and government organizations (GOs) in south 

India, in regard to the roles of the two acting in concert in the design and implementation of 

rural development programs. This form of interaction is more than an agreement between 

two organizations to cooperate or complement each other in the execution of an existing 

program: rather, it is a form of collaboration between an NGO and government agency that 

involves the active participation of the NGO with the GO in one or more aspects of a 

particular issue of (in this case) rural development. Because the NGO is specifically 

empowered to more fully participate in the process, and acts as a partner with the GO— and 

often as a critic of the GO— this relationship is being termed ‘critical collaboration’.

Based on research conducted five NGOs in the state of Tamil Nadu, two basic 

requirements for NGOs to enter into such relationships with government organizations are 

identified: legitimacy and capacity of the individual NGO.

The final objective of the dissertation is to point out several necessary conditions for 

critical collaboration to occur in other countries of the developing world.

John M. Riley
Department of Political Science 
Colorado State University 
Fort Collins, CO 80523 
Fall 1999
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C h a p t e r  1

Introduction

In the thirty years that international development has existed as a discrete field of 
endeavor, only rarely have the diverse sectors within the field been in general agreement 
on a major topic. This is one of those times, and policy reform or “public dialogue” is the 
topic. At the moment, a large number of aid agencies all believe that finding ways to alter 
host country policies is crucial to effective development work in the Third World.

Thomas W. Dichter (1986)

Although the preceding statement was written more than a decade ago, the message it 

transmits continues as an important topic o f inquiry in development studies. As 

humankind approaches the dawn of a new millennium and the burgeoning o f new 

technologies, scientific advances, and the growth o f material well-being for a growing 

international middle class, the conditions under which a great number o f the world's 

people live fall below what can reasonably considered humane. Many of the world's 

‘have-nots’ succumb to diseases that have been effectively eradicated or controlled 

elsewhere around the globe. An alarming number o f children die, or suffer mental and 

physical debilitation, because they do not have access to adequate and sufficient health 

care, nutrition, or basic education. Families are uprooted from generations-old homes and 

livelihoods in the name of development and industrialization. Access to productive 

endeavor, arable land, clean water, health care, shelter and other basic necessities is 

unavailable to millions.

Such conditions are no surprise to anyone, and a great amount o f money, study, and 

practice has been directed at understanding and addressing their solutions. Efforts have 

been made by governments at the national and international levels as well as by private 

organizations and businesses. Massive efforts and huge outlays o f resources have been

1
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marshaled in the effort to help the world’s poor. Yet, despite these efforts, the conditions 

for a growing number o f the world's poor are actually becoming worse, not better. 

Widespread improvements have been made in regard to some problems; others have 

received less attention, and the overall level of improvement varies by country and 

region.

The failures o f the massive efforts at development in these countries have led to calls 

for improvements to, or fundamental changes in, the way that development has been 

described and discussed, understood, decided upon and, in the end, actually performed. 

There is no shortage of studies, reports, recommendations, and books that bemoan the 

current situation and suggest that the public and private sectors to work in new ways that 

might improve the work of development; calls for the various sectors o f societies to work 

more closely, in the hope that such concerted efforts may yield greater benefits than 

isolated activities, abound. Yet there have been surprisingly few efforts toward inquiry 

into just how and why such joint efforts actually occur, or how to recognize those 

attributes and activities o f organizations and institutions that make such cooperation 

likely or possible, such that knowledge of successful efforts can be applied in other places 

and situations.

This study is a conscious effort to do the latter -  to look at actual situations in which a 

specific kind of relationship has taken place. It is a form of relationship that has recently 

been recognized by some scholars as vitally important to a systemic improvement to the 

way that development is effected; yet it is a form of cooperative effort that is not widely 

practiced or acknowledged. This form of cooperation, a specific type o f collaborative 

effort on the part of governments as well as voluntary agencies in developing countries 

(also termed 'underdeveloped’, ‘less developed’, and jointly as the ‘Third World’) 1, is not

1 A number of titles, including 'Third World’, have been (and are) used in an attempt to describe a widely 
heterogeneous amalgam of countries with a variety of social, political and economic traits that, taken 
together, place them in a status of ‘less developed’ than the (largely) rich, industrialized ‘Western’ 
countries. Despite the biases or inadequacies that accompany the use any of these terms, it is difficult to 
proceed without the use of one or several titles; therefore I have chosen to use ‘developing country(ies)’ 
and the acronym o f ‘less developed country(ies) - ‘LDC’ - with the recognition (and despite the criticism)

2
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widely practiced, yet is not unknown. It involves a conscious effort on the part o f both 

governmental and voluntary organizations to work together, despite deeply engrained 

mistrust and antagonisms between the two. Because such a form of interaction calls for 

change and cooperation among all involved, such efforts are often volatile, fragile and 

contentious.2 As will be explained, this form of interrelationship is termed critical 

collaboration.

Through an effort to understand what constitutes the important institutional and 

political factors that allow and/or limit the maintenance of several such relationships in 

one state in southern India, I will attempt to identify those factors that may be applicable 

in other situations. India contains approximately 40 per cent of the world’s absolute poor 

(Duncan 1995:3) and, as in many developing countries, about 70 percent of its population 

is rural. Because India has been very active in trying new and innovative approaches to 

rural development, including forms of inter-institutional collaboration, it serves as an 

important place to examine this approach (see Mathiot 1998).

Troubled Concepts of Development

Socioeconomic development, especially in the world's poorest countries has long 

been a concern in the West; there has always been a felt need to improve the lives and 

livelihoods of large sections o f humanity. To a great degree, it has only been since the 

close of the second World War, when many of the developing countries obtained 

independence, that widespread attention turned to the living conditions o f their citizens, 

and concerns over their improvement gained a widespread currency .

that their use may be seen as an unconscious acceptance of the idea of ‘development’ as a discourse (see 
footnote 3).

2 As John Clark (1991, 50) writes, "True development is about removing the barriers which restrain people 
from achieving their full productive capability. This is threatening to those who come to see the erosion of 
their status, and they are likely to fight back. The only socially neutral course of action is to do nothing. 
Any intervention alters power balances. NGO’s business is, inescapably!,] political. It is about taking sides, 
siding with the poor against those who comprise the barriers to just development.”

3
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Since the early post-WWII years, a great deal o f attention has been given to the idea 

that these countries could be 'developed’, a process by which the conditions o f the poorer 

countries o f the world might attain a condition o f improved livelihood for their people, 

including improved health care and nutrition, access to education and employment that 

would enhance the quality o f human lives, and freedom from oppression and control by 

others.

What it means to be developed or to undergo a process of development (as well as the 

obverse, to be less developed or exist in a state o f underdevelopment) may not be as easy 

to define as it first appears. Indeed, there is a growing literature that views the very 

condition of underdevelopment, and the prescriptions for its eradication, as less a reality 

of the Third World poor themselves than as a creation of outside observers -  a discourse,3 

conducted among those in the industrially advanced countries who, through their own 

culturally and professionally conditioned worldviews, defined a newly recognized 

situation (The Third World, development, underdevelopment) and its solution(s) 

(modernization, development). As Escobar (1995:40) points out, modernization— through 

the investment of capital in the processes o f industrialization and urbanization— was 

viewed as "the only force capable o f destroying archaic superstitions and relations, at 

whatever social, cultural and political cost.” 4

In the earliest post-war years o f the development endeavor, both the goals and 

resultant processes o f development were seen as relatively uncomplicated: to create the 

economic conditions in the poor countries that more closely approximated those o f the 

industrialized Western countries than those which characterized the majority o f  humanity

3 To understand development as a discourse in the sense (according to Escobar (1995:39)) that 
development "created a space in which only certain things could be said and even imagined," it may be 
illustrative to consider David Howarth’s (1995:119) discussion of the term: that "all objects and practices 
are discursive. In other words, for things and activities to be meaningful, they must be part of particular 
discourses. This does not mean that everything is discursive or linguistic, but simply that for things to be 
intelligible they must exist as part of a wider framework of meaning." Thus, those perceptions of what 
constituted the Third World that found their way into the Western consciousness became the building 
blocks by which underdevelopment, and the resulting prescriptions for its amelioration—development— 
were created and defined.

4 See also Turner and Hulme, 1997; Pieterse 1991.

4
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in the poor countries. The assumption was that a rapid and profound change in the

economic systems o f these countries, an accelerated version o f the economic changes that

occurred over several centuries in Europe and the United States during the process of the

Industrial Revolution, would accomplish the foundations necessary for overall

improvement in these societies .

Subsequently, though, as the fruits of the earliest efforts failed to produce the level of

expected improvements to the lives and livelihoods o f the people o f the Third World,

there has been a realization that the conditions in these countries are not the result of a

single condition, but an array o f discrete, yet interlocking conditions (see Chambers

1983). Accompanying the understanding that underdevelopment is the result of multiple,

interrelated causal factors has surfaced the recognition that these factors (and their effects

on each other) must be more fully understood and addressed in a more comprehensive

manner if the fundamental reasons for the immiserization o f millions of humans are to be

countered. It has also been realized that facile, quick one-step responses would be

inadequate. According to a past President of the United Nations University,

Gone are the early naive illusions o f development as an endeavor in social 
engineering toward a brave new world. Multiple goals have now replaced the initial 
single focus. There is now a greater understanding o f  the profound interaction 
between international and national factors in the development process and an 
increasing emphasis on human beings and the human potential as the basis, the 
means, and the ultimate purpose of the development effort (Soedjatmoko, quoted in 
Todaro 1985:61).

Issues concerning how the process of development in the poor countries should take 

place— the normative questions as well as the practical considerations regarding how 

development as a process, or means, can lead to an development as an end, or result— 

have been hotly debated among both scholars and practitioners for decades, yet 

measurements o f levels o f poverty, illiteracy, deaths due to easily curable illnesses, 

under- and unemployment, as well as other indicators o f underdevelopment largely belie 

the predictions o f progress. In fact, the very notion o f what development is—what it

5
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means for a country, or a village, or an individual to be developed,5 and what comprises 

the minimum as well as the optimal requirements for development to have occurred—has 

been in question throughout the past several decades, and is still subject to differences of 

opinion.

Natural Resources and Rural Development

The issue of natural resources, and the impact of their use (and misuse) on the health 

of both natural and human environments is inextricably linked to economic and social 

development in the Third World. The lives and livelihoods o f citizens, the majority of 

whom live in the rural areas, are directly dependent on their natural surroundings. Not 

only is arable land necessary, but the countryside is often a major and immediate source 

of sustenance, building materials, medicines and other products essential to the rural 

poor. At the same time, though, those same resources are valuable for private gain as well 

as for development purposes, especially in countries that often have few other marketable 

commodities; thus, the question of who is allowed access to primary resources becomes a 

vital one.

As a result, contending pressure for the use o f existing resources creates a dilemma 

regarding their management. Historically, governments have assumed responsibility for 

resource control and management, frequently preventing access by rural populations to 

needed resources under the guise o f controlled use of resources for the purpose of 

national development (see Ascher and Healy 1990; Gadgil and Guha 1995). In the name 

of sustainable development and sustainable rural livelihoods, governments (at several 

levels) are today increasingly attempting to make these resources more available to the 

rural poor while, at the same time, allowing their use by commercial concerns for larger 

development aims, and all the while, they are hesitant to relinquish any of their long-held

5 Lacey (1991:213) discusses the difficulties of defining development: “ ‘Development’ may denote the 
moral aspirations of an impoverished people; it may also represent (depending on the perspective from 
which it is used) the actual achievement of certain societies, the alleged necessary trajectory of all viable 
societies, or what the agents of powerful economic institutions regard as the only realistic possibilities."

6
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control o f the same. The question o f equitable use o f natural resources is, thus, at the 

center o f the problem of their management and a matter of public policy non pareil.

Even if such a balancing act were possible, governments cannot respond to every 

local circumstance of contention over resource use. National policies, in particular, are far 

too cumbersome to be effectively and equitably applied in every situation; governments 

simply do not have the personnel or other assets to respond to each individual and unique 

case. It is for this last reason, among others, that non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

have been heralded as the solution to the problem of inequitable resource use (and 

misuse). Although individual NGOs lack the resources, size, authority or expertise to 

solve widespread problems on their own, and generally work within a limited 

geographical area, they can use their specialized knowledge of the area in which they 

work to focus on individual problems and solutions. In combination with the 

governments' greater resources and scope, it is suggested, their successful interventions 

can be replicated and multiplied.

Recent literature on development suggests that it is important that NGOs take an 

active role in influencing government policy makers in regard to governmental attitudes 

and practices toward development and the poor citizens of their countries. There is a 

widespread conviction that NGOs are, in some ways, better able than government 

organizations (GOs) to successfully implement development programs and projects, and 

that their participation in the policy process can be beneficial to governments’ 

development activities. Despite these exhortations, though, there exist few. if any, 

practical studies discussing how such NGO-GO relationships actually operate.6

The Study; NGO-GO Critical Collaboration

Despite the numbers of studies that indicate the superior performance of some actors 

outside the official development sector and which call for an increased role for those

6 Clark (1991, 107-8) writes that “ The NGO experience is almost wasted unless it is used to change the 
attitudes and practices of decision makers.”

7
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actors in the creation, planning, and implementation of rural interventions, development 

continues to be closely controlled by governments. How is it possible to expand the role 

played by actors outside the government sector in the making and execution of 

development interventions?

The purpose of this study is to examine the nature of a specific form o f relationship 

that takes place between non-governmental organizations (NGOs) involved in 

environmental and natural resource issues and government organizations (GOs) in India, 

in regard to the roles of the two acting in concert in the design and implementation of 

rural development programs. This form o f interaction is more than an agreement between 

two organizations to cooperate or complement each other in the execution o f an existing 

program. Rather, it is a form of cooperation between an NGO and government agency 

that involves the acknowledged, active participation of both parties with each other in one 

or more aspects of a particular issue o f (in this case) rural development. Because the 

NGO is specifically empowered to more fully participate in the process, and acts as a 

partner to the GO— and often as a critic o f the GO— this form of relationship is termed 

critical collaboration.7

Such a relationship is characterized as one that allows both government agencies and 

NGOs to work together as partners, or 'stakeholders'—those parties having an interest in 

the outcome o f a particular problem, and who are directly influenced by the actions taken 

by others to solve the problem (see Gray 1989)— in both making and implementing 

efforts at rural development. The nature o f this form of relationship is one in which an 

NGO has an opportunity to participate in the decisions that shape the way that 

development interventions are conceived and planned, as well as the way they are 

conducted at the implementation stage (NGOs are often sought to carry out 

predetermined programs due to their supposed advantage in understanding individual

7 In their foreword, Reddy and Rajasekhar (1996) cite M.K. Bhat, who actually uses the term: “ While the 
government expects NGO involvement within the socio-economic matrix already laid down, NGOs would 
like to have a critical collaboration with the government” (emphasis added).

8
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local conditions, yet are not as often consulted in overall policies or the design of 

programs; see Chapter 4). Such relationships, although not widespread, do occur, not 

only in India but in various other countries o f the developing world as well.

The objectives o f the study are: to identify some o f the key factors leading to the 

establishment o f relationships characterized as critical collaborations between NGOs and 

government organizations; to examine what forms those efforts take; and, through an 

understanding o f the characteristics o f the working relationship, to identify those 

characteristics o f NGOs and the GOs with which they work that are essential to the 

creation and maintenance of such relationships.

In his study o f NGO-GO interrelationships, John Clark (1992) identifies several 

approaches that a NGO may take in working with a government body, ranging from 

straightforward cooperation with government agencies to active efforts at thwarting the 

state's activities. At some point between the two poles, an NGO can choose: 1) to forego 

any sort of involvement in the government’s program; 2) to complement the state 

(developing its own program to enhance the government’s existing service); or 3) to 

attempt to reform the state through deliberate collaboration with the pertinent government 

agency to improve the formulation and delivery o f services. O f these, the latter 

approaches— complementing the state and reform— appear to be constructive forms of 

relationships and may be the most likely to foster an atmosphere in which both policy 

making and implementation can be made more effective. As explained below, however, 

the collaborative approach is the focus of this study.

Critical Collaboration

Although the recent history of NGO-govemment relationships has tended to reveal a 

widespread mistrust and hostility between the two, NGOs and GOs do work with each 

other under certain circumstances. Each are perceived to have certain characteristics that 

are deemed necessary (if not sufficient) for successful implementation and the replication

9
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o f successful projects in multiple locations and differing circumstances. Some authors 

posit that the deliberate association o f GOs and NGOs in a working interrelationship (for 

the purpose of formulating and delivering rural development programs) in a way that 

allows them, together, to use their own best resources and capacities in concert and to 

mutual advantage, will result in a number o f improvements to the current status of 

development efforts.

Without answering the question of whether NGOs and GOs working in concert can

achieve such ends, we must understand what dimensions of NGOs, GOs, the political,

social and other contexts within which they operate, and other contributing factors make

it possible to allow such a relationship to form. The purpose o f this research is to describe

the nature o f the relationship and to identify the factors that enable such a formation.

The focus o f the study is on a particular form of collaboration that is at present

increasingly occurring between NGOs and GOs—one characterized by the agreement of

the parties to work in concert, each taking part in policymaking and implementation

decisions. I call this form o f interrelationship critical collaboration, following Reddy and

Rajasekhar’s (1996:10) assertion that

... linkages with the government should not be uncritical.... NGOs have to play a 
dual role— they need to collaborate with the government, and at the same time, they 
have to oppose those government policies which are detrimental to the poor.... [T]he 
relationship with the government has to go beyond linkage or interaction and should 
function on the basis o f working together in a mutually interdependent fashion 
(emphasis added).

The idea o f critical collaboration is at the heart of this investigation -  a working 

relationship that allows the use o f the distinct characteristics o f an NGO in fashioning and 

implementing rural development interventions while, at the same time and in the same 

program/project, sharing the resources, abilities, and decision making responsibilities of 

the GO. The point o f such a relationship is that the NGO— as well as its counterpart 

GO— has the ability to view the policy or program critically, to make its concerns, 

experiences and opinions a real component of the policy decision-making process. In this 

light, I conducted field research into the activities o f several NGOs in south India in order
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to support the validity o f the following proposition: in order fo r  a relationship o f  critical 

collaboration to occur, certain preconditions existing within the NGO, GO, and the 

enabling environments must be present; the creation o f  a critically collaborative 

relationship results from  a variety o f  pre-existing conditions. This form of inquiry 

follows Arend Lijphart’s (1971) description o f hypothesis-generating case studies, which 

begin with a general notion of hypotheses that may explain the phenomenon at hand and 

affirm the validity of a specific hypothesis through the investigation of multiple cases.

The objective of the inquiry is to gain an understanding of what comprises critical 

collaboration through an examination of the components o f several cases. Thus, both the 

salient factors that make possible the establishment o f such a relationship and views of 

the participants in that relationship will be studied.

For the purposes o f this dissertation, the outcomes of the programs/projects 

themselves will not be assessed; such measures are complex and often controversial in 

regard to their accuracy or relevance, and may require years of measurement and analysis. 

As such, overall project assessment is beyond the practical scope of this study in terms of 

time, resources and reliability. Rather, an inquiry into the factors leading to the successful 

creation o f the collaborative interrelationship itself are the basis for the study.

The central question

In understanding the nature of critical collaboration between NGOs GOs, it is 

important to look at several questions. The central question is: under what conditions—  

the identifiable political, organizational and social contexts in a given situation—do 

government organizations (GOs) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) work 

together in a relationship of critical collaboration as interactive and interdependent 

entities which together formulate and deliver rural development interventions?

The emphasis on understanding a specific form o f relationship is deliberate; if, as 

many argue, non-governmental organizations as such have distinct attributes that actually
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make them superior in some ways to governmental agencies in bringing about real 

improvements in peoples’ lives, one may suggest that only when an NGO has the 

freedom to use those attributes in a meaningful fashion within the context o f a working 

relationship with government agencies can such a relationship truly exist.

The supporting questions

In order to answer the central question, important characteristics of both the actors and 

the surrounding circumstances must be identified. Questions aimed at determining such 

factors include:

• What characteristics o f NGOs and government agencies are salient to the process of 
creating a relationship of critical collaboration? Are these characteristics inherent to 

the NGO and government sectors as a whole, or do they exist only on an individual, 
idiographic basis? To the extent that similar characteristics are inherent in a wide 
range of NGOs and GOs, it may be possible to understand the possibilities o f such 
relationships existing elsewhere.

• What attributes o f the social, political, and economic environments in which such 

relationships take place are influential in the creation of a relationship o f critical 
collaboration? Can the existence of such a relationship be identified?

• What actions did the parties deliberately take that allowed, enhanced or impeded the 
establishment o f a critical collaboration?

• In any individual case, do there exist unique intervening factors that may be
decisive in making such a relationship possible?

Indicators of Critical Collaboration

In finding answers to the questions posed, a number of important characteristics of 

NGOs, GOs and the contexts within which they operate must be identified and 

investigated. These include the following:

Influencing Factors

• The attributes o f NGOs. Perceptions of the characteristics o f a particular NGO 

which seeks a collaborative relationship with a local or state-level GO in a rural

12

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



development effort are central; the present and past activities o f the NGO, as well as 

previous encounters with GOs, will affect the way it is perceived by a GO as a possible 

partner for collaboration. Also, the stance that an NGO takes toward local governments, 

and toward what in their view constitutes development in general, will affect government 

decisions to work together.

• The attributes of GOs. The characteristics of a government agency will also affect 

its acceptance by an NGO as a working partner. Is the agency known to be hostile to 

outside individuals and organizations, or does it have a history o f cooperating with 

NGOs? Does the agency have the jurisdiction to accomplish what the NGO desires or the 

discretion to make changes in established policies? Is there a particular individual 

interested in a particular issue or in collaborating with NGOs?

• The context of the relationship. The political, economic and social environments 

in which rural development efforts ultimately occur are mediating factors; the 

possibilities for successful interrelationships are affected by the nature o f these 

environments. For instance, the degree to which particular local government agencies or 

NGOs are accepted by the rural populations and are able to work with local elites and 

village groups are all crucial to successful efforts. In addition, the presence and influences 

of foreign donors and organizations often shape the direction efforts take. An 

investigation of these factors should make it possible to identify the resulting 

interrelationships between NGOs and GOs.

Outcomes

• The nature of the relationships. The degree to which each relationship can be 

characterized as a collaborative one is investigated, especially the degree to which the 

NGO acted as a critical partner in the collaboration.

• How that relationship was established. The particular events and circumstances that 

allowed, or fostered, the creation o f a collaboration between NGO and GO are presented.
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Do all collaborative relationships result from a common chain of events, or do distinct 

paths of relationships lead to similar results?

The initial question of this study also involves how and why the critical 

collaboration has occurred: the reasoning for the decision to collaborate (and the 

circumstances leading to the decision to collaborate); the circumstances under which

Figure 1.1 - Factors identified for the study

Influencing
Factors Indicators

Non-Governmental
Organizations
(NGOs)

size; age; experience (including relationships with other 
GOs and NGOs); expertise; ideology; approach 
to working withGOs

Government
Organizations
(GOs)

appropriate government level (central, state, municipality, 
district, other) for working in collaboration with an NGO; 
relevant agency and program; appropriate legislation

Contexts shaping 
the relationship

National, state and district governmental policies; outside 
influences (including elites, funding agencies); history of 
NGO-GO relations; local policy culture (LPC)

Outcomes Indicators
Nature o f the
NGO-GO
Relationship

The existence and extent of a working relationship: the 
degree to which the relationship is actually perceived by 
the parties as a critically collaborative one

Approach to the 
relationship

Whether the particular approach to working together has 
led to a critically collaborative relationship

contact between NGO and GO was initiated (whether initially cooperative or 

antagonistic); whether the collaboration was initiated by the government, the NGO, or by 

a third party; and the relevant social and political contexts in which the relationship was 

initiated. An understanding o f the factors underlying the decision to collaborate is crucial, 

in that at some point all concerned parties made a conscious decision to enter into what is
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a potentially difficult working alliance. In critical collaboration, both parties must agree 

to acknowledge and consider the concerns and ideas o f the other/s.

Methodology

Approach

The research for the study utilizes qualitative methods of inquiry, including a case 

study approach (with open-ended interviews of NGOs and GO personnel), the use of 

government documents, and other primary and secondary resources. Due to both the 

nature of the investigation and the subjects for study, I believe that the case study method 

is the most appropriate approach to conduct the type of research necessary for the 

dissertation. As is the case in many comparative studies of social phenomena, the study 

is confronted with two basic problems. Both problems arise from what Charles Ragin 

calls " the problem of identifying order-in-complexity” : that, despite our sense that social 

phenomena are highly ordered, and that while it is relatively easy to make sense o f an 

individual case under observation, it is quite difficult "to  make sense o f the diversity 

across cases in a way that unites similarities and differences in a single, coherent 

framework” (Ragin 1987:19). The cases exhibit a number of institutional differences, 

both within and between the actors involved. The NGOs under study vary according to a 

number of organizational attributes; the way they operate, especially in the ways they 

approach to local and state governmental agencies -  and how this has led to their current 

relations -  is also a notable factor. The nature of the specific programs also affect such 

relationships.

In this comparative study, the first problem stems from the difficulty in assessing 

causality: specifically the organizational, social and political factors that lead to a specific 

form of collaborative relationship. The evidence suggests that there are a number o f 

possible causal factors, including some that have been not been identified, or widely 

discussed, in the contemporary literature. One of the best ways o f discovering important,
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but previously unidentified, factors or determining which can be considered causal, is 

through detailed open-ended interviews of those individuals involved in order to elicit 

unanticipated responses from the interviewees.

The second problem, associated with the first, concerns the identification of plausible 

attributes and actions that lead to the creation of collaborative relationships: choosing 

which organizational characteristics and conditions lead to the outcome in question. How 

does one determine which o f a number o f possible factors are important causal factors? 

Finding order in the complexity o f the situation—determining the motives, perceptions, 

and actions of the actors, identifying the conditions which constrain and enable certain 

activities, and creating several categories based upon the information so as to order the 

individual cases—depends upon the ability to conduct interviews that will result in 

comparable and relevant understanding.

The particular form of inquiry to be employed in this research is what Robert Yin 

(1994) refers to as embedded midtiple-case studies: multiple, in that more than one case 

will be examined and the findings will be compared; embedded, because more than one 

unit o f analysis will be investigated -  social contexts and forces exterior to, as well as 

endogamous characteristics of. the organizations.

One of the goals o f the study is to examine the sufficiency o f existing 

characterizations of NGO-GO interrelationships; the intent of using the case study 

approach conforms to W. Schramm's (1971) assessment of the case study method as an 

instrument to examine decision-making: why they are made, how they are implemented, 

and the outcomes of the decisions made.

Finally, the intent of the study is to identify the factors necessary for the possible 

creation o f similar relationships in other contexts and situations. India provides a great 

advantage to students of NGOs: in a country with a population approaching one billion, 

there is an enormous number and variety o f NGOs, with differing characteristics, 

involved in a wide range of issues. As a result, there is little difficulty in finding
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interesting and appropriate material for study. I chose India as the location for the study 

because o f a number o f factors. First, NGO-state interactions are the subject o f a great 

deal o f official, practical and academic interest, a subject about which I have found a 

surprisingly limited literature from other countries. I have had numerous discussions with 

Indian social scientists on the subject and have received a great deal o f enthusiastic 

interest in, and support for, my research.

Much academic endeavor in India is conducted in the English language, and there is a 

very large and diverse English-language academic press which facilitates the acquisition 

of secondary literature; primary sources are also generally printed in English. Next, the 

level o f scholarship is well developed, and the many facets o f the issue o f development 

are well-represented, not only at universities, but also a wide range o f private and public 

institutes, to which I was afforded ready access.

Fieldwork

The fieldwork involved in the research for the dissertation included a number o f case 

studies involving several examples of collaboration between NGOs and GOs in south 

India and the nature o f their working relationships -  specifically those governmental 

agencies and personnel involved with the implementation o f concrete programs at the 

state and local levels. The research includes studies o f five NGOs; the use o f several 

cases allows for the inclusion o f variations among the organizations in terms o f the key 

characteristics important to the study.

The study was restricted to the state of Tamil Nadu in order to control for differences 

that may occur between the policies o f individual state governments regarding NGOs, in 

general, and their approaches to development. State governments in India vary in a 

number o f ways, both among each other and in their stance vis-a-vis the central 

government, and toward the presence of NGOs operating within their borders (see ch. 2). 

The conscious choice I made o f limiting the study to a single state was done in order to
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reduce the possibility that state differences would unduly distort the variables I will be 

studying.

I identified a number o f NGOs in several regions o f the state of Tamil Nadu and 

conducted preliminary interviews to identify those organizations which may have had the 

opportunity to work with one or more corresponding state or local GOs. Those I chose 

not to study were rejected for a number of reasons: several had not worked with GOs in 

any cooperative manner (let alone collaboratively), or did not wish to do so; a few were 

clearly less interested in rural development than in their own; others did not wish to 

participate in the study. The five case studies that emerged from the process are each 

distinct in several ways, and although the NGOs differ in the way that they worked with 

their counterparts, each case was representative o f what may be seen as either an existing 

or a form o f a critically collaborative relationship.

Interviews were conducted in the English language with NGO and GO officials, 

as well as a number o f Indian scholars at various universities and research organizations 

throughout India. No interviews were conducted at the village level, although a number 

o f extended visits to villages with both GO and NGO officials, and discussions with 

villagers, enhanced some of the information gathering. As a result, the findings of this 

dissertation should be interpreted as indicative of only a portion o f those involved in the 

rural development process.

Organization

The dissertation is organized into six chapters. Chapter 2 views the nature of the 

Government o f India (GoI) and its subsidiary state and local counterparts in the context o f 

the country's environmental and natural resource problems. Constitutional, political, legal 

and bureaucratic components o f the evolution o f environmental concerns are briefly 

discussed to elucidate the political background o f the study.
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Concern for the natural environment and the use o f natural resources in India is not 

merely a recent issue; it extends, in modem history, to the early years o f the British 

presence on the subcontinent. The chapter will begin with a brief review of the history o f 

environmentalism in India to build an understanding o f the historical antecedents that 

have led to the present status o f the environment and Indian responses to that situation.

Chapter 3 assesses the other set of actors involved in the study. It consists o f a 

literature review o f  non-govemmental organizations (NGOs)— how they are perceived, 

their history, including a discussion of their past and current role in development, and 

some of the characteristics and activities o f NGOs that color their relationships with 

governments— including the possibility of forming collaborative alliances.

With a basic understanding of some relevant attributes o f the two sets of actors. 

Chapter 4 examines the nature of NGO-state interactions, in the past as well as the 

present. In particular, the evolution of the interrelations in the Indian context is reviewed.

Private charities, religious missions and other voluntary organizations have been 

active in India for centuries. Until recently, though, their activities were considered 

ancillary and basically unrelated to the task of large-scale development, considered the 

purview of the government. In the past several decades. NGOs have widened the scope o f 

their activities. Many are socially and politically active today, and have assumed many o f 

the functions formerly monopolized by their governments. The purported attributes o f 

NGOs are manifold; ultimately, they are seen as an effective alternative to government- 

led development assistance. Perceptions of the attributes and abilities of NGOs will be 

presented and critically examined. In addition, the nature o f Indian NGOs, and the 

political and social contexts in which they operate, will be explored.

The chapter includes a review of what are seen as possible working interrelationships 

between GOs and NGOs, including government expectations o f the ways in which their 

indigenous NGOs can work with them, as well as NGOs’ responses to such expectations 

and attitudes.
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In Chapter 5, the individual case studies that were conducted for the dissertation are 

presented in narrative form. The studies focus on the nature of the NGOs and their GO 

counterparts (at several levels, from local to national), the evolution o f the particular 

cooperative relationship that is under study, and the nature o f the relationships at present. 

Individual and important characteristics and activities of the organizations are 

highlighted, and the progression toward a possible collaborative relationship will be 

explained.

Chapter 6 is an analysis of the factors that have been identified as important to the 

process o f creating collaborative relationships between the actors in each of the cases. 

This chapter will present the findings o f what occurred in the establishment o f the 

relationships between the NGOs and the government functionaries. The cases will be 

examined in detail, according to the factors that have been outlined in the first chapter; 

they will be compared and contrasted with one another. In particular, the degree to which 

each NGO was successful in entering and maintaining a collaborative interrelationship 

with its GO partner will be assessed.

The Afterword offers suggestions for the creation of NGO-GO critically collaborative 

relationships. If collaboration is to become more than occasional, isolated occurrences—  

to become a truly significant force in rural development—those attributes of both the 

voluntary and government sectors necessary to allow, or facilitate, interdependent 

collaborative relationships to occur and expand must be identified and understood. What 

are seen as several of these attributes of both NGOs and GOs will be discussed.

The purpose of undertaking this research is straightforward: it is an attempt to provide 

other scholars and practitioners of rural development with some evidence that there exist 

today new and largely (although not completely) untried methods of improving the 

conditions o f the huge number o f rural poor in the Third World, for whom the social, 

political and technological advances made elsewhere during this century are yet
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unavailable. It is an endeavor to provide some concrete responses to those who identify 

the conditions in LDCs, as well as their causes, yet often do not look beyond the 

realization to seek answers to the same.
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Chapter 2

State and Bureaucracy in India's Development

Third World governments are seldom in a position and often are not disposed to assist the 
rural poor, who are mostly unorganized, “out of sight and out of mind," having little political 
clout. For the most part, the poor must cope on their own. Governments, donors, and 
intellectuals who espouse the current orthodox, neoliberal model of development are not 
unconcerned with poverty, including rural poverty. ... [T]here is a lingering hope, not 
supported by evidence, that economic growth will gradually eliminate poverty and put the 
national economy on a firmer foundation for long-term and equitable productivity.

Norman Uphoffefa/. (1997)

For better or worse, the single most influential force directing the way that India’s 

development efforts have been shaped over the past several decades has been the 

Government of India (Gol). From its earliest post-independence role as paternalistic 

leader of a secular, insular socialist polity to an arguably less dominant one with the 

liberalization of the Indian economy, the Gol has played a determining role in creating 

policies, laws and regulations intended to aid the rural poor. This chapter focuses on some 

of the characteristics (both similar to and different from other LDCs) of the Gol and the 

Indian bureaucracy as they apply to rural development writ large and to the 

environmental situation in that country, and to suggest that some of the institutional, 

bureaucratic and federal characteristics of the Indian government have limited its 

effectiveness as the primary force behind the development of its rural areas and people. 

By highlighting of some of these features, a basis for the argument in favor o f NGO-GO 

collaboration can be established.

The Government o f India, like those o f many other developing countries has, over the 

past several decades, undergone changes in its approach to development. The country's
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initial approach to development, which placed the majority of the control o f planning and 

implementing development in the hands o f the central government, has been amended in 

an attempt to include other actors. However, the degree to which the central government's 

changing development policies have been adopted and executed by individual states and 

subsidiary governments has not been uniform. Despite the opinion among a number of 

scholars that Indian federalism is increasingly moving toward central control, individual 

states still exercise considerable discretion. At least in part, the degree to which the 

conditions of the rural areas and their residents have improved has varied with individual 

states' interests in bringing about that change. While there are additional barriers to the 

successful accomplishment of development efforts in India, this chapter focuses on some 

o f the constitutional, bureaucratic and institutional impediments that shape development 

practice in India and shape government interest in collaboration with NGOs.

Government and Development

One widely held critique of many developing countries is the degree to which many 

governments view themselves as the sole legitimate leader of their country's efforts at 

social and economic development. Having gained independence within the past five 

decades, the majority of developing countries have had limited experience with 

democratization, and governments often see themselves and their (sometimes autarchic) 

actions as necessary to overcome the parochialism and atomization of different cultures 

and ethnicities in an effort toward nation-building and development.8 Although there has 

been a growing movement toward more democratic forms and practices, many 

governments still retain, to varying degrees and in some areas of governance, some of 

their historical authoritarian elements. While it is certainly an oversimplification to

g
The excesses of the Emergency (1975-77) called by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi can be viewed as an 

example of decidedly undemocratic Indian government actions (see Rudolph and Rudolph 1987; 
Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993).
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attribute undemocratic policies and activities to LDCs as a whole, the continuing 

presence o f authoritarian policies and practices continue in many of the poorest countries.

The failure o f many such governments to place a high priority on the welfare of their 

impoverished citizens is evident: the overriding concern of many governments is simply 

their own continued survival. Other, less immediate goals are shaped by this imperative. 

Thus, development policies and objectives are shaped such that, even if they do not serve 

to enhance the power of the ruling regime, they do not compromise it. The tendency of a 

number o f national leaders is to centralize the control of power in their own hands, 

instituting a wide range of rigid administrative procedures, prohibitions and regulations, 

and otherwise limiting the powers, responsibilities and autonomy of subsidiary 

governments and other groups.

In their drive to consolidate and centralize policymaking and operational control in 

the name of the state's overall welfare, governing elites often threaten the very legitimacy 

they seek through the imposition of controls. Most LDC governments lack sufficient 

resources to follow through on the powers they claim and cannot hope to expand the 

scope of existing efforts to their entire populations. In addition, even the most sincere 

efforts are limited in their effectiveness, given the social, cultural, political, geographic 

and other variations within national borders, as well as the enormity of the task. As a 

result, the inability of governments to deliver on their promises undermines the peoples' 

continued support and weakens the state’s legitimacy.

The primary role of the Government of India (Gol) in leading and guiding the 

direction o f development has been a major part of the G ol's policy since its independence 

in 1947, and remains despite a major shift toward privatization of much of the country’s 

economic sector. At the time of independence, the debate over the direction o f Indian 

society and the economy centered on three visions of the country’s future: a Gandhian 

view of a return to a largely rural, self-sufficient and decentralized polity and economic 

system based on India’s villages; a socialist ideal, promoted by Nehru, in which the
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government would take a leading hand in planning and controlling the creation of a 

centralized, industrial state that would bring India into the modem world; and a liberal, 

capitalist vision favored by Sardar Vallabhbai Patel. The policy that was eventually 

adopted by the Gol was based on Nehru’s vision (although concessions were made to 

placate the proponents o f the other schools of thought in the name o f national consensus- 

building) and focused mainly on the modernization of India through industrial growth 

and urbanization. Until the years following Nehru's death in 1964, little attention was 

given to the rural poor who, altogether, account for over seventy per cent o f the labor 

force and eighty per cent o f India’s population (Rudolph and Rudolph 1987:312)

After the death o f Nehru, rural development policy (which still focused on 

agricultural production) took a sharp turn, when the technologies o f the "Green 

Revolution" were introduced to Indian farmers. The advances were widely adopted in 

some areas o f India, especially among larger land-holders and others capable o f investing 

in the inputs necessary to successfully grow the high-yielding varieties o f wheat and rice 

which were at the basis o f the 'Revolution'. However, the required inputs (seeds, 

chemical fertilizers, and dependable supplies of irrigation) proved too expensive for the 

majority of India's marginal and landless farmers. The Green Revolution widened 

inequities among rural Indians, as well as those in other countries (see Ascher and Healy 

1990).

Uneven increases in agricultural and rural economic growth that were exacerbated by 

the limited access by poor farmers to the technological innovations o f the Green 

Revolution led in the late 1960s to a shift in the focus o f rural development efforts. With 

the realization that both the industrialization strategy (which had led to significant, 

although imbalanced, economic growth) and the technologies o f the Green Revolution 

did little to improve the lives o f the majority of India’s rural poor, Prime Minister Indira 

Gandhi (daughter o f Jawaharlal Nehru and Prime Minister o f India, 1966-1977 and 1980- 

1984) attempted to address the problem of uneven development and economic power
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through creating programs of income redistribution and accelerated growth designed to 

assist specific target groups among the rural poor (Rudolph and Rudolph 1987:326).9 The 

focus on poverty reduction as the principal impetus for rural improvement, primarily 

through job creation and increased investment in agriculture, has been the mainstay of 

India’s rural development policy to this time.

Despite the Gol’s shifts in the focus of its policy statements regarding rural 

development, Terry Alliband (1983) writes that India, as many other countries, has 

followed two fundamentally different approaches in the way that rural development is 

carried out: 'rural development’ versus 'community development’ (see also Ali 1992). 

Community development, a widely popular concept during the 1950s and early 1960s,

'* aims at improving the overall community infrastructure, with particular emphasis placed 

on a community's human resources. The basic aim of the community development 

approach is to generate community-based, community-wide, problem-solving 

competency” (1983:5). In contrast, rural development, which has characterized more 

recent efforts, places its first priority on economic growth. To foster this growth, rural 

development programs focus on the establishment and enhancement o f infrastructures 

that facilitate economic growth under the assumption " that rural entrepreneurs will take 

advantage of economic opportunities if suitable wealth-generating facilities are 

available” (Alliband 1983:1).

According to Alliband, the shift from community development to rural development 

took place for several reasons: a lack o f commitment to fundamental rural change, a 

diversion of necessary resources to urban needs (abetted by the disproportionate power of 

urban interests over rural interests), and the scarcity o f allies for the cause o f the rural 

poor. The process was enhanced by the relative ease o f allocating resources to

9 Hardgrave and Kochanek (1993:379) write that “ In emphasizing growth per se rather than as a 
development plan of ‘growth with justice’, India opted for production without social change, a policy that 
implicitly accepted the growing gap between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’. As contradictions within the 
economy deepened. Prime Minister Indira Gandhi gave increasing rhetorical emphasis to the goals of 
social justice."
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‘progressive farmers’ eager to accept modem government approaches and programs, 

rather than undertaking the more difficult and time-consuming processes o f interacting 

with, and increasing the '‘‘competencies” o f entire communities to accept and adjust to 

major changes (Alliband 1983:7). As Dhesi (1996:212) writes, India’s development 

policy now reflects a return to the focus on community action and participation. In its 

Eighth Five-Year Plan (1990-95), the Gol recognized the importance o f '“ human 

development’ as a major objective o f development. The plan explicitly recognized the 

importance of decentralized broad-based development, and people’s initiative and the role 

o f NGOs in development is given due recognition.” The Plan clearly states the Gol’s 

interest in including NGOs in its official rural development policy process; despite the 

professed concern, though, few actual changes have been made in the development 

bureaucracy.

Another significant limitation on the extent to which policies formulated at the 

centers o f national governments are actually implemented at the state and local levels is, 

at least to an extent, the operational framework of the government. In small countries 

with unitary forms of government, policy- and decision-making are often the 

responsibility of a relatively small number o f individuals and groups; the communication 

and execution of decisions are intended to be relatively uncomplicated and rapid. In 

larger countries characterized by greater social and geographic complexity, governments 

may be more fragmented, and various functions are performed (and often duplicated) by 

separate organs of government. The creation o f multi-level governments, with both 

shared and separate powers, is designed to address some of the less tractable differences 

within a population, especially those that may lead to inequitable law-making and 

governance. At the same time, though, a complex, multi-layered government in which 

each constituent part actually functions (as opposed to local bodies which are created 

solely as ‘window-dressing’) makes the smooth operation o f its functions considerably 

more difficult. This condition is characteristic o f the Indian situation, and the creation o f a
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federal system of government has led to a complex, often cumbersome system of 

development bureaucracies in the country.

Indian Federalism

India, with a population o f almost one billion people, composed of a multitude of 

diverse cultures, religions and languages, and with uneven access to economic and social 

opportunities, chose a federal form of government at Independence. The primary rationale 

was to create and maintain the idea of a national identity and a semblance of continuing, 

coordinated functioning as a unified political entity.

The federal system of government in India plays a major role in the formulation of its 

development goals, as well as the degree to which those goals have been achieved. 

Hardgrave and Kochanek (1993) point to some distinctive features of the Indian form of 

federalism. Rather than a formal agreement among largely independent (although 

nominally interconnected) states, as in the American example, federalism in India 

developed under significantly different conditions. Emerging from colonial domination, 

federalism was seen as a practical solution to two of India's existing problems. The first, a 

direct result o f British colonial rule, was to integrate those portions of the subcontinent 

that had not been subject to colonial rule: the princely states. These states (562 of which 

existed at the time of independence) were previously largely autonomous; their 

integration into the Republic was seen by the founders as necessary to statehood. 

Another, less tractable, problem stemmed from the presence o f a significant minority 

Indian Muslim population, which feared subjugation to a Hindu majority. The formation 

of a multi-level government, with appropriate safeguards for multiple social, ethnic and 

religious variations, was considered an acceptable solution.10

10 In a pre-Independence attempt to address these problems, the British introduced, in the Government of 
India Act of 193S, a set of political reforms leading to decentralized government; more symbolic than 
realistic in terms of practical application (all of the full provisions of the law were never fully 
implemented), the Act was nevertheless the first move away from the British tradition of centralized 
control and toward a federal system for India. Despite its limited application, according to Hardgrave and 
Kochanek (1993:127), the Act “ established the principle of federalism for the Indian subcontinent.... The 
idea of federalism seemed to be taken for granted by those who drafted a constitution for a free India.”
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The structure o f center-state relations that finally emerged in the constitution was 

considerably different than what several scholars refer to as the “ pure” form of 

federalism characterized by the American system (Wheare 1964; Friedrich 1986; Vemey 

1989). In fact the system is, to some, so theoretically centralized that it has been 

characterized variously as unitary (Chandra 1965:124), quasi-federal (Wheare 1964:28), 

and a form of cooperative federalism (Austin 1966:187)

Hardgrave and Kochanek (1993:127-128) list a number o f reasons for the creation of 

what many scholars view as a decidedly center-oriented distribution o f political power in 

India. These include:

• an enduring British emphasis on centralization, inculcated in Indian political 
leaders;

• the subordination o f states' rights' issues to communal Hindu/Moslem debates;
• the absence of strong identities and loyalties to the new constituent states at the time 

o f Independence (which became more important as states were later created on 
linguistic and cultural bases);

• the occurrence of a number of crises that accompanied or soon followed 
Independence, which “ deliberately predisposed the leadership toward 
centralization” ; and

• the existence, at Independence, of a dominant, highly centralized political party—  
Congress— which supported the continued existence o f a singular, central polity.

Before 1967, center-state relations in India were relatively unproblematic. The 

charismatic leadership o f India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru (who, with the 

Mahatma Gandhi, is considered one of the founding fathers o f the Indian republic), and 

the dominance of the Congress Party in almost all o f the states (thus facilitating 

cooperation between and among both center and state governments) fostered relatively 

amicable relations. With the death of Nehru in 1964, and the breakdown of the Congress 

hegemony in 1967, however, center-state relations became more complex and less 

harmonious. With the growth of non-Congress led state governments, mass franchise 

based on regional and cultural group aspirations began to flourish, extending participation 

in political processes from the upper and middle levels o f society (who had been 

socialized into national politics with the coming o f Independence) to the urban and rural
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poor. Conflicts that had been quietly settled among Congress party leaders subsequently 

became the subject of public negotiations between the central government and the states.

The result o f these developments is, according to a number o f authors, arguably quite

similar to the intent of the United States’ founding fathers -  the accommodation of two

seemingly contradictory forces, “ the desire o f federating units for national unity and their

desire to retain individual independence. While India attempted to carve out a federal

form of government, the emphasis all along has been on ways of keeping it together in

the face of polycentrism and historic divisions” (Tummala 1992:538). The result, as

Vemey and Frankel (1986:572) see it, is that

[ajlthough India was not established as a federal system on the North American 
model, enormous changes have taken place in Centre-state relations since 1947. So 
great has been the transformation that the federal character o f the constitution ... is 
now taken for granted.

Referring specifically to the field o f development, Paul Appleby (1953:54) wrote that 

India is "most federal" because of the Centre's reliance on the individual states for 

implementation of national development and plan policies. This sentiment is not shared 

by all: S.R. Sen (1988) argues that since Independence, the trend toward centralization o f 

power in India has far exceeded the intention o f the framers of the constitution. Sen 

points to the parliamentary system of government in India as the central cause. Tummala 

(1994:71) posits that although the original intent was to create a federal form of 

government, certain provisions that allow the expropriation of state power by the Centre 

(e.g., the constitutional requirement that states obtain the President's concurrence before 

exercising their constitutional authority on matters included on the State List) allow the 

Centre to "reduce [the government] virtually to an unitary form."

Given the continuing arguments over the nature of Indian federalism and the 

institutions and processes created in order to foster a sharing o f powers in India, it is 

instructive to examine what they are and how they operate. The composition o f the 

Constitution o f India and the ways that it is used by the different levels o f government to 

shape the way that development is administered, and thereby affects the dynamics of
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critical collaboration. Given that the designation o f powers to the various governments 

differs in some fundamental ways from what is considered by many to be the ideal, can it 

be characterized as truly federal?

An important distinction from the American ideal of federalism is that, under the 

Indian constitution, individual states have no separate constitutions. The national 

constitution instead delimits the powers o f both states and central governments in the 

Seventh Schedule, in which three “ lists" specify the activities of national and state 

governments under normal conditions. The Union List includes 97 areas o f authority 

exclusive to the central government, including defense, foreign affairs, banking, and 

income taxation. The 66 items of the State List are, under normal conditions, the sole 

authority of the individual states. And the Concurrent List contains 47 areas over which 

both the Center and the states share jurisdiction. The majority of government 

responsibilities specifically involved with rural development, natural resources, and the 

natural environment such as agriculture (including education, research, and taxation), 

fisheries, and water resources are constitutionally reserved to the states. The Concurrent 

List includes forestry as well as economic and social planning. The Union List includes 

no powers specifically involving rural development.

Despite this segmentation of responsibilities, the constitution contains several major 

features that give the central government considerable power to override the federal 

system. First, if conflict occurs between a state and the Center regarding an issue on the 

Concurrent List, the latter prevails. The Emergency Powers (granted under Articles 352, 

356 and 360) enable the central government to transform India into a unitary state under 

conditions o f threats to national security, the failure of the constitutional machinery to 

operate as intended in a state, or a threat to financial security. Under Article 249, the 

national Parliament is granted special legislative powers over any item in the State List 

for a specific period o f time if relevant legislation is called for on a national scale. 

Finally, under Articles 256, 257 and 365 the Center can assume powers to direct state
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governments to comply with Union laws and, failing compliance, levy substantial 

penalties. If individual states continue to ignore the Center’s directions, the latter may 

take over the governing of the former. Ultimately, the unequal division o f power is such 

that the Center has the legislative power to create new states, alter the boundaries of 

existing ones, and even to abolish a state; Parliament may by law admit into the Union, or 

establish, new states on such terms and conditions as it thinks fit (Government o f India 

1996: Article 2, p.2)."

This is not to suggest that the central government has unbridled control over 

individual state governments; the extraordinary powers granted are just that -  the central 

government can invoke only those powers spelled out in the constitution, and for only 

specific, limited periods of time. Ramesh Thakur writes that, as a federal governmental 

form, India

is a flexible rather than a rigid federation, with the balance between the central and 
state governments varying to suit the changing circumstances.... Under normal 
conditions, the authority o f state governments is coordinate with rather than 
subordinate to the wishes o f the central government. For it is derived not from laws 
made by the central government, but from the very same constitution which creates 
and legitimates the central government (1995:72).

In specific regard to the issue of jurisdiction over India's natural environment, the 

Constitution is uncharacteristically vague. In a document that is noted for the widespread 

inclusion of policy statements and policy direction (Tummala 1994), there is little of 

substance other than a "descriptive principle” which states that "The State12 shall 

endeavour to protect and improve the environment and to safeguard the forests and wild 

life o f the country" (Government o f India 1996:30). Specific concerns over the natural 

environment must be derived from the enumerated Lists in the Seventh Schedule.

"At present, there are twenty-five states and seven Union Territories which comprise the Union of India. 
The process of state creation resulting from ethnic and linguistic pressures to do so continues; the Gol is 
considering the creation of three new Indian states from portions of existing ones for the same reason 
(Desai 1998).

12 In this context, "the 'State' includes the Government and Parliament of India and the Government of each 
of the States and all local or other authorities within the territory of India or under the control of the 
Government of India" (Government of India 1996:4). While the idea of ‘state’ infers a wide range of 
constitutions, organizations and concepts, government refers more precisely to the existing governing 
regime.
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As is the case with other multiple-level governments, the designation o f 

responsibilities and jurisdictions is not a clear-cut, compartmentalized one; aspects o f 

jurisdiction over a given area often overlap. For instance, while the control o f water 

resources—including “ water supplies, irrigation and canals, water storage and water 

power” (Government of India 1996:233)— lies with the states, the "regulation and 

development of inter-State rivers and river valleys," when deemed to be in the public 

interest, is on the Union List. Another power available to the central government, which 

has raised the ire of many state authorities, has been the ability o f the Gol to shift 

jurisdiction over items on the State List to Concurrent administration. As an example, 

forestry, an area originally under state control, has been shifted through amendment o f 

the constitution to the Concurrent List.13 As shall be seen in one case study, the 

“ coordinate authority” between center and state governments in regard to forestry 

appears to have served as a means for the central government to enter into direct 

collaboration with local NGOs when the state agency has refused to do so.

The continuing interest on the part of the Gol in decentralized control o f rural 

development, which led to the adoption of the Seventy-Third Amendment in 1992, has 

added another layer of political jurisdiction which often overlaps existing authorities. The 

amendment gives the states the power to endow village councils called panchayats (see 

below) with authority in the area of planning and implementing "schemes for economic 

development and social justice" which includes such matters as soil conservation, 

irrigation, water management and watershed development, social forestry, farm forestry 

and minor forest produce, drinking water, fuel and fodder, and waterways (Constitution 

o f India 1996:104). Despite continuing efforts to decentralize the control o f rural 

development decision making and implementation, the Gol has created its own

13 According to some authors, forestry is an instructive example of the central government's power to usurp 
the principle of federalism in the case of natural resource use. Ashwini Chhatre (1994:2473), chronicling a 
bill before the Parliament that would concentrate central control over forests in India, writes that "the last 
two decades have witnessed an acrimonious struggle between the centre and the states for control over 
forest resources. The 42nd amendment [to the Indian Constitution] which shifted forests from the State to 
the Concurrent List, the 1980 Forest Conservation Act and its amendment in 1988 are a testimony to that"
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development bureaucracy, which often duplicates the responsibilities and functions of 

state- and local-level agencies, despite the fact that many o f those functions are included 

on the State List (and are therefore under state jurisdiction). There is a Ministry o f Rural 

Areas and Employment, within which the Department of Rural Development has wide- 

ranging responsibilities in many subject areas; the District Rural Development Agencies 

(DRDAs) which, though designated as autonomous bodies and registered under the 

Society Registration Act of 1860, are agencies of the Department of Rural Development 

and headed by District Collectors (see below), and are “ the implementing agency for all 

the rural development programmes [of the central government] at the district level” 

(DRDA 1999). Other central agencies include the Council for Advancement o f People's 

Action and Rural Technology (CAPART), created in 1986 “ as a nodal agency for 

catalysing and coordinating the emerging partnership between voluntary organisations 

and the Government for sustainable development of rural areas” (CAPART 1999); and 

the Department of Programme Implementation, designed specifically to monitor central 

government programs, including those involved in rural development.

Although these departments were ostensibly created with the intention o f working 

with, or coordinating, state and local level governments, their actual operations have not 

been viewed as such by many observers. CAP ART, for instance, is seen by many state- 

and local-level officials as a body that regulates and constrains NGOs to a greater extent 

than it assists them. Similarly, the motive behind the Gol’s use o f the power to shift 

jurisdiction from state control to concurrent jurisdiction is a matter o f  conjecture. Some 

authors claim that this is a move by the central government to bypass intransigent State 

governments and agencies, while others see the Gol’s actions as efforts to usurp control 

over areas that are rightly states’ jurisdiction (Baxi 1986; Tandon 1991).
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The Policy Process: formulation and implementation

In developing countries such as India, the failure to adequately address development, 

including natural resource and environmental problems, may stem from any one o f many 

points in the policy process as well as in the communication o f policies and objectives 

from one level of government to another. The complex array of processes by which 

development decisions are formulated, transmitted, and implemented is an important 

consideration in understanding critical collaboration.

One of the earliest bottlenecks in the policy process often occurs at the point where 

the issue at hand is defined. All too often, environmental problems are cast in terms of a 

single, isolated phenomenon and a corresponding solution. Perceptions o f other, 

interrelated, components become of secondary importance as attention is focused on 

those factors identified as central (see Ascher and Healy 1990). Responsibility for the 

solution of an issue tends to fall to a single agency with the political mandate for, or the 

technical knowledge of, the issue. Technical experts, having been trained to see issues 

primarily in terms of their specialized education, frequently dominate the process and 

further isolate the situation by focusing on a limited range of aspects regarding what are 

usually multidimensional problems. Another facet of this reductionism and centralization 

lies in the tendency to apply one set of solutions in a wholesale fashion, overlooking the 

myriad of local differences that require the adaptation of programs to individual social 

and natural environments for their successful implementation.

Politics also plays a role in couching such complexities in more simplistic terms. In 

the context of developing countries, B. Bowonder (1983:377) writes that “ [wjith 

elections to win, wars to fight, dams to build and hungry mouths to feed, it is hard for any 

politician to concentrate funds and attention to problems which are multidimensional and 

seemingly long term in nature/’ Natural resource and environmental issues are especially 

prone to such reductionism because o f the complex linkages and interactions between 

“ the whether, how and when to convert resource endowments into capital and
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consumption—and for whose benefit—in the context o f both positive and negative 

externalities” which do not lend themselves to facile solutions (Ascher and Healy 

1990:175). Ascher and Healy also point to another, more blatantly political, factor 

favoring the adoption o f simplistic solutions: that many authorities opt for simple, single­

objective solutions because they provide significant short-term political rewards, despite 

politicians’ awareness that such symbolic gestures usually engender future difficulties as 

new problems surface or old ones defy resolution (1990:164).14

The participation o f the populace in the identification and shaping of development 

policies is an issue in a number of developing countries, and in the absence of organized 

venues for public participation in the policy process protest becomes an alternative means 

of petitioning government. Specifically in India, one major aspect of the political 

landscape is the degree to which mass protests and demonstrations have become an 

everyday part of the political scene and the extent to which they are tolerated by the 

government (although the efficacy of such popular action is not assured). Hardgrave and 

Kochanek attributes the stability of Indian society and the ability o f the government to 

effectively manage such activism to three factors. The first is the strength of the political 

institutions that emerged from the centuries o f British colonial rule. The second involves 

a "broad-based commitment" to democratic principles and politics "by which expanding 

participation can be absorbed and ordered" (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993:176). Finally, 

the authors hold that the complexity inherent to India’s society is itself a source o f social 

stability. Indian society is composed of so many cross-cutting divisions—based on class, 

caste, religion, languages, tribes, sects and regions— that the unrest of one social group is 

seldom translated into a mass movement at the multiple-state or national level, and can be 

effectively managed and controlled (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993:175; see also Khator 

1991; Rudolph and Rudolph 1987; Mitra 1992). Furthermore, the Indian federal system

14 An illustrative example of these difficulties—both defining the issue, and the political considerations 
involved with simplifying the issue—is the case of the construction of a series of dams on the Narmada 
River and its tributaries (see Colchester 1985; Alvares and Billorey 1987; Thakkar and Kulkami 1992; 
Appa 1992).
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has served isolate unrest by creating individual states according to differing language and 

regional identities.

One might argue that popular protest is such a widely accepted political activity in 

India that it might be thought o f as having become institutionalized (see Mitra 1992:8), 

and that the role o f indigenous NGOs in championing popular concern over issues o f 

development and environment could be considered a logical extension. In fact, the degree 

to which the Gol has accepted popular protest—and NGO involvement in the same— is 

mentioned by Fisher (1997:64), who writes that "In India, it is now official government 

policy to encourage GRSOs (grassroots support organizations) to organize the poor in 

order to make bureaucracies more responsive." It is clear that official Gol policy 

specifically calls for the participation of NGOs in the government*s policy arena, even in 

cases where unwelcome pressure is directed at government agencies in order to change 

their attitudes and procedures. This is a clear indication that critical participation—and by 

inference, collaboration— is an official policy of the Gol, although this is not necessarily 

translated into practice, especially at the level of subordinate governments.

The Indian Bureaucracy

Any discussion of the nature of the natural environment as an issue in policy 

formulation and implementation in India must include a look at the Indian bureaucracy 

and how it shapes the resulting relations between the Government of India and Indian 

society.

The current administrative bureaucracy in India is a direct descendant o f its 

predecessor, the Indian Civil Service (ICS), instituted by the British colonial government 

in the 19th century primarily to collect revenues, maintain law and order, and regulate 

various activities. It was this system that became the Indian Administrative Service (LAS) 

after independence in August 1947. Although generally loathed by the Indian population, 

it was nevertheless retained by Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister o f India, who
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perceived the necessity o f such a system o f administration as part o f his vision o f a

modem industrial India (Tummala 1994).

The IAS today is publicly perceived much as was its colonial precursor—as rigid,

impersonal, and overly preoccupied with procedure. In general, the IAS enjoys little

public confidence, and its members are widely considered corrupt (Eldersveld et al.,

1968). Notably at the lower levels o f the Indian bureaucracy, there is little initiative or

imagination, and functionaries at this level place a great deal o f reliance on procedure and

“ red tape” as a means of self-preservation (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993).

Ultimately, though, it is at the local level, where environmental policy is interpreted

and implemented, that the nature of Indian bureaucracy serves as a barrier to successful

progress. It is at this level that a well-meaning, coherent policy drafted at the national

government may be thwarted. Mitra (1992:22) writes that

It is important to emphasise here that more than the high politics of Delhi, regional 
politics and policy process constitute a critical level for the analysis o f development 
in India. In this sense, the states o f India, seen as the regional policy environment, are 
the appropriate units o f analysis. Generally, it is at the level o f the regional process 
that the competing claims of development agencies are negotiated. Often, in practice, 
a minister o f the state government, representing the overarching role o f the state, is 
called upon to arbitrate among the competing claims of the different agencies and to 
lay down the authoritative norms to act as a guide for their operation.15

The local policy culture

At the local level— especially the district and villages— policies created at the centers 

o f political power are subject to a distinctly different context, what Khator calls the local 

policy culture (LPC). The LPC consists of “ the reflection of attitudes, beliefs and 

orientations o f policy participants toward public policies” and provides the “ boundaries” 

within which policies can be effected (Khator 1991:143). The predominant actors in 

shaping and maintaining the LPC are: government officials (who, in large, implement

15 Indeed, one author warns that NGO appeals for the central government to intervene in attempts to 
overcome local rigidity may, in effect, be undermining the idea of decentralized community control of 
development and, instead, centralizing environmental domination of the development process (Krishna 
1996:128).
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policies), local elites (who play a significant, although generally unofficial, role in the 

social and economic environment in which implementation takes place), and the public 

themselves.16

The LPC in India, according to Khator (1991:144), contains "-several general

perceptions: I) that governmental officials are corrupt, incompetent, and vulnerable; 2)

that government policies are insensitive to the needs of the general public; 3) that

political institutions are designed to benefit the elite; 4) that the power o f the elite is

overwhelming; 5) that the public does not trust the government; and finally, 6) that

policies do not change anything.” It is in this context that rural development programs,

specifically designed to include the rural poor as active participants, are implemented.

This dysfunctional climate o f mutual mistrust is exacerbated by the structure o f the

bureaucracy. At the local level, ostensibly because of the need o f the center's

policymakers to control the situation, almost all possibility for discretion, individual

initiative, or imagination is stifled. Jaix (1992:89) notes that local government institutions

are the creatures o f the state government, and carry out only those functions and 
responsibilities which are specifically delegated to them under the state legislations. 
Thus the composition and functions o f local government institutions may vary from 
one state to another in the states and ... union territories existing in the federal 
system of India [emphasis added].

Stripped of any possibility o f autonomy the local functionary, according to Kothari 

(1961:825), protects his own precarious position by resorting to procedure: '4[r]ed tape 

becomes a technique o f self-preservation, and reverence for traditional forms is matched 

only by attachment to strict routine and an unwholesome preoccupation with questions of 

accountability." Underlying this penchant for strict adherence to the rules is the pressure

6 The role played by local elites in the villages of India is generally viewed as a disruptive one. Mitra 
(1992:2) writes that "elites, through a repertoire of political strategies, seek to manipulate the allocation of 
resources and to influence the pace and direction of social change .... The fact that, more often than not, 
the benefits of development do not reach the lowest strata is blamed by specialists on the local elites whose 
role consists essentially in skimming off the benefits of development for their private gain." In the author’s 
view, however, their intervention serves an important function in rural India:"... India’s local elites are a 
crucial hinge group whose ability to incorporate newly emerging social forces into the political arena and 
to ease out the old style notables is the crucial determinant of the stability, legitimacy and expansion of the 
state" (p. 12).
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of local politicians and elites on the bureaucrats for favors—corruption is a way o f life 

throughout Indian government, perhaps more so in the villages than in the urban centers.

Panchayats

In an effort to overcome the ineffectiveness of local policy implementation, and to 

make local government more representative, the Gol has attempted on a number of 

occasions to revitalize an ancient form of local government: the institution o f pcmchayati 

raj (literally, 'council of five'). The system, at the village level, consists a council of 

elders that, for centuries predating British rule, constituted a form of democratic village 

self-government. The system (raj) o f panchayats declined during British rule; by mid- 

19th Century, they had no effective role in rural India "as a result o f improved 

communications, increased mobility, and a centralized administration that emphasized the 

individual in society and not the elders o f the village" (Hardgrave and Kochanek 

1993:112).

A revised form of panchayati raj was introduced in 1959 as a result o f the findings of 

the Balwantrai Mehta Commission Report of 1957. While the intent was to devolve the 

responsibility for all planning and development work to local jurisdictions, the village- 

level panchayats "were made subordinate units o f the government to implement its 

programs at the lowest levels, and not the agencies o f self-government or Gram Swaraj as 

Gandhi had advocated" (Singh 1994:819).

Since then, several efforts have been made to revive and strengthen a system of 

panchayats in order to enable local participation in local government, rural development, 

and economic planning. An effort was made by prime minister Rajiv Gandhi to bypass 

state governments so as to more readily reach villages (see Krishna 1996). The adoption, 

in 1992, o f the 73 rd Amendment to the Indian Constitution and the passage o f the 

Panchayati Raj Act (1993) have, to a degree, actually resulted in the revitalization o f 

some panchayats, although their actual functioning has been uneven in application from
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one state to another, in part because the individual states govern the composition and

powers o f their panchayats as well as the financial arrangements essential to their

operation (Kannan 1993; Kumar 1995; Sastry 1995). Singh (1994:821-22) sees the failure

of the institution's performance as mainly "the political repercussions o f electoral

competition between state and PR [panchayati raj] representatives.... State level leaders

[began] to see these local institutions as rivals ..." and reacted in several ways. Some

states have withdrawn important functions from their panchayats; in others, such as Tamil

Nadu, panchayat elections have been repeatedly postponed, causing the central Ministry

of Rural Development to withhold rural development funds from the state (Kumar

1995:2235). In several states, panchayats have been co-opted by the ruling political

parties to serve their own political agendas. For example, panchayats in West Bengal,

sometimes called red panchayats, are widely considered to be pillars o f the ruling

Communist Party's (CPI-M) rural power base (Bhattacharya 1993; Kohli 1984). And in

the state of Kerala, according to K.R. Sastry (1995:1909), recently enacted legislation

purported to strengthen that state’s panchayats was actually

strategically tailored to concentrate power in the hands o f government and officials 
under the pretext o f decentralization o f power .... In spite o f all the protests, [the Act] 
as passed by the legislature is an instrument aimed at maintaining centralised powers 
with the state government."17

As with other Gol initiatives to decentralize control o f the development process, the 

creation o f village panchayats has not automatically resulted in improved delivery of 

government efforts. In many of the states, panchayats have been either coopted by the 

state, ignored, or used to serve state and local interests. This largely failed attempt to 

decentralize rural development policy-making has been one reason for the growing focus 

on the role o f NGOs, both as an alternative to government in delivering rural 

development interventions, and as intermediaries between rural populations and 

government agencies. This is the focus o f the study.

17 See L.C. Jain (1985) for an extensive study of panchayats and their role in development
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The District Collector

Finally, at the focal point of local rural politics and relations between local government 

and other levels of Indian government is the district collector, almost universally 

acknowledged to be the single dominant actor.

The office of the district collector in India is a long-standing feature o f government 

control and centralized power in rural development. The position was initially established 

by British colonial rulers in the immediate aftermath o f the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857 as a 

means o f consolidating colonial power. According to Gaikwad (1978, quoted in Jain 

1985:61),

[tjhe extremely pragmatic British evolved a system of administration most suitable 
for keeping the unorganized, rural population under subjugation and for exploiting the 
natural and human resources for the benefit o f the colonial power. District 
administration was the strongest unit o f this system. Through procedural means and 
the raw use of authority, district administration prevented organised resistance o f the 
rural population to the systematic exploitation of this class by the government and 
other vested interests.

Nominally, the principal tasks of the collector's office are the collection o f revenue 

and the maintenance of law and order (Sadasivan 1980, quoted in Jain 1985:62). The job 

description, though, does not convey the scope of the almost unbridled local political 

power that has become the hallmark o f the collector. The collector has "literally 

thousands of enumerated powers as head of the magistracy, revenue collection, other 

government departments, and urban and rural authorities. In exercising these powers, the 

IAS Collector engaged in a central way in the political process of the district" (Potter 

1996:222).18

Despite a number of studies, reports and recommendations advocating administrative 

reforms, the district collector remains one o f the most influential and powerful 

representatives of the Gol at the local level, where development programs and projects

18 Since independence, the powers of the district collector have expanded to include “ maintenance of law 
and order, control of crime and administration of justice; revenue administration including land 
administration and collection of land revenue and other public dues; control, regulations [sic] and 
distribution of food suppliers; arrangements for holding elections; administration of local bodies both 
urban and rural; welfare activities; emergencies and natural calamities and other such matters such as small 
savings scheme [sic] and contributions to public loans” (Administrative Reforms Commission 1967, 
quoted in Jain 1985).
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are ultimately implemented. Given the extent o f the power wielded by the collector in 

almost every detail o f local administration, it is noteworthy to understand that the 

collector is not a functionary o f the district or state. Collectors are employees o f the Gol’s 

All-India Services and are "recruited, selected and trained by the Centre which also 

governs their service conditions" (Tummala 1994:126; see also Thakur 1995). Thus, the 

potential for contravening state decisions with those of the central government is a 

constant factor. While the collector is formally under the control o f the individual state to 

which s/he is assigned, the officer is still governed by the rules of the central government 

which "could not be altered or interpreted to his disadvantage except by, or with the 

approval of. that government; and he could appeal to the central government when he 

considered that his service rights had been infringed by an order o f the state government" 

(Potter 1996:163-4).

Given their broad mandate and powers, collectors have the ability to act personally on 

a particular issue or concern of personal interest. The collector has sufficient discretion to 

apply considerable influence to a particular special interest in the district, and is 

"continually nursing the base o f support needed to assist, or at least not thwart, the pursuit 

of what he or she wanted done in the district on behalf of the government" (Potter 

1996:225).

The collector represents the tendency o f the central government to retain a degree of 

political control at the local level despite considerable, repeated efforts on the part o f the 

Gol to decentralize power and to empower the rural poor in many areas of local decision­

making.

Environmental Politics in India

Contemporary concerns regarding the natural environment, pollution control and 

natural resource conservation are of relatively recent origin in India. Despite the 

longstanding problems, interest in issues of the natural environment did not become
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widespread until the early 1970s, during the first administration of Indira Gandhi as the 

Prime Minister o f India. Renu Khator points to 1971 as the watershed year for the 

emergence of environmental issues in the country. In that year, following decisive 

political successes in India (both a landslide electoral victory for the Congress, and the 

overwhelming defeat of Pakistan in a war that resulted in the creation of Bangladesh), 

Mrs. Gandhi attempted to expand her political influence by committing the central 

government to an expansion of economic and social reforms, including those with respect 

to the natural environment. Khator, while recognizing international influences that 

accelerated the process o f legitimization of environment as part of India's policy agenda 

(noting the prime minister’s active participation in the 1971 United Nations Conference 

on Human Environment), writes that "[Mrs.] Gandhi’s personal commitment was the 

single most crucial element in the formation of India’s environmental agenda” (1991:66).

As a result of Indira Gandhi's focus on environmental issues and international 

pressures stemming from a number of international conferences, the Gol passed a number 

of environmental laws between 1974 and 1986. These include the Water (Preservation 

and Control of Pollution) Act (1974), the Air (Preservation and Control of Pollution) Act 

(1981), the Forest (Conservation) Act (1980) and, in light of the failure o f existing laws 

to stem destruction o f the environment (and, more immediately, in the wake of the Union 

Carbide disaster o f 1984 in Bhopal), the Environment (Protection) Act (1986). Khator 

(1991:78) notes that " It was realized that several sources of environmental destruction, 

such as hazardous substances and acid rain, were not covered under existing laws; 

therefore, a comprehensive environmental law was needed. The [Act] reflected this major 

concern.”

The passage o f environmental legislation was accompanied by the creation o f several 

government agencies, beginning with a National Committee on Environmental Planning 

and Coordination (NCEPC) in 1972. The NCEPC was an advisory board whose 

responsibilities consisted of suggesting and reviewing environmental policies and
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programs, to “ ensure that while the country pursues its legitimate desire to develop its

economy as fast as technology and resources will allow, the environment and the quality

of life that depends on it is not unduly degraded” (Dwivedi 1977,128). Until its

replacement in 1980, it served primarily to increase awareness in the Indian environment

and stimulated the creation of an extensive environmental bureaucratic network in the

Gol and more than 100 public interest groups (Khator 1991,88). The NCEPC’s role was,

however, strictly advisory; it wielded no coercive power.

In 1980, the Go! created the Department of Environment (DoE) by combining the

resources o f several existing government departments. The DoE was intended to play a

watchdog role by conducting environmental appraisals o f development projects,

protecting and conserving wildlife, monitoring air and water quality, creating an

environmental information system conducting and facilitating environmental research,

and encouraging international cooperation. In addition, it was charged with coordinating

activities between the federal, state and local governmental levels.

The DoE ultimately proved unsuccessful. According to Khator (1991:89), the primary

reason for its failure was

the inherent conflict and vagueness that existed in the structure itself. The 
environmental policy ... was regulatory in nature, but at the same time, the 
bureaucratic network that it created was non-regulatory. The Department of 
Environment was an advisory body with a small political base and even a smaller 
financial support. It was a 'watchdog’ who had no bark.

From its beginnings, the DoE became vulnerable to various pressures that would, in a 

few years, lead to its demise. These pressures stemmed from industrial and business 

interests, the corrupt and rigid nature o f the Indian bureaucracy (which led the DoE to 

greatly restrict the discretionary powers of local governments), and within the 

government itself. Without an independent power base, the DoE could not oversee the 

activities o f other development-related agencies, including the Forest Department (which 

will be discussed below).
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As a result of the DoE’s failure, the Gol did not reevaluate its own environmental

policy; instead, the government encouraged policy makers to tighten their control o f the

bureaucracy. One result o f  this approach was the creation o f a new, more powerful

institution with a greater degree o f government control; in 1985, the DoE was reborn as

the Ministry of Environment and Forestry (MoEF), an independent ministry (akin to an

American cabinet-level agency) with wide regulatory capacities.

Despite the existence o f a widespread bureaucracy and a large, vociferous public, the

inability of the Gol's environmental bureaucracy to effectively address the country’s

environmental problems has consistently grown. And, although the central government

has made numerous attempts to decentralize and democratize the rural development

policy process, there remain a number o f structural, institutional, and political constraints

to the effective operation o f governments in India in their attempts bring about changes in

the conditions o f the rural poor.

Given the scope and authority granted the central government through this myriad of

legislation and the broad powers o f preemption derived from the constitution, one might

expect that the Gol would utilize such far-reaching authority to direct state activities

regarding the environment. And. undoubtedly, it has moved decisively and rapidly to

implement some o f its policies. Yet actions of the central government have been, to a

large degree, ineffective. Why?

Khator (1991:194) suggests that environmental policy in India, as in most countries

(including the developed countries),19 results from a policy deficit— that is, “ the gap

between policy objectives and policy performance.” The shortcomings in Indian policy

implementation occur, in part, because

political processes in [India] are not geared toward reducing the deficit; they are 
instead tuned to find an equilibrium where the environmental issue can be made non­
threatening. The environmental process, therefore, emphasizes non-scientific, 
politically feasible and reconciliatory objectives.... A strong desire to reconcile, 
rather than confront, has been prevalent throughout the policy process. (Khator 
1991:196)

19 For a discussion of this phenomenon in the Western context, see Vogel (1986).
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More specifically, Khator (1991) writes that environmental policy making is strongly

influenced by developmental needs. The Gol faces the necessity o f presenting a public

image of achieving success in both realms; developmental and environmental goals are

often seen as inimical, and because achievements in the area o f development are

generally more visible and more quickly realized than environmental ones (diminishing

forest cover, or water and air pollution are less immediately apparent than are more

readily quantifiable economic levels), the government has adopted what Khator calls a

'pretentious policy approach'. The outcomes of such an approach are generally seen in

governmental reports that emphasize activities, rather than achievements:

Policy outcomes are measured in terms of how many networks have been established, 
and how many emission standards have been set up, instead o f whether the quality of 
water or air has been improved as a result o f these networks and standards. The 
government is able to achieve a balance between its developmental goals and 
environmental goals by glorifying procedures, and as long as these procedures do not 
directly threaten the developmental goal, the government faces no political challenge 
by committing itself to environmental activities (Khator 1991:100).

As mentioned above, the responsibility (and the expectation) for the implementation

of development programs in India and other LDCs has generally rested with national

governments. Because perceptions of environmental problems in developing countries

tend to be focused more on natural resource depletion and equitable use than on industrial

pollution, wilderness conservation or amenity issues, which are more common in

industrialized countries (Redclift 1987; Kothari 1989; GuimarSes 1991; Krishna 1996),

resulting policies are directed at environmental degradation or exploitation o f resources

and are likely to be regulatory in nature. The official attitude adopted in many (if not

most) LDCs in regard to such common property resources has been to prevent their loss,

and for good reason: the extraction, utilization and export o f natural resources represents

a major portion o f the income available to many developing and industrializing states’

economies (see Ascher and Healy 1990; Berkes 1989). Therefore, as Khator (1991)

writes, the assumption on the part o f governments is that ‘irrational’ use o f such goods

(those uses regarded as incompatible with the national interest) must be prevented
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through government intervention; regulation is necessary to forestall uncontrolled 

resource appropriation by free riders. And government is the only body that can 

overcome the parochial, self-serving interests o f the multitudes of individuals and small 

groups in favor of the society as a whole. (Esman 1991:91).:0

The role of government as regulator has been a characteristic of the Indian 

bureaucracy since long before Independence (as mentioned above, the highly centralized 

administrative apparatus of the Moghul dynasties, which had broken down completely 

with the arrival of the East India Company, was reconstructed by the British to suit their 

own administrative needs). Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India, modeled 

the bureaucracy after the British system, denounced by so many Indians at the time of 

Independence, as the best way to lead the new country into the modem world.

This paternalistic attitude, which still predominates in the Gol, is exemplified in the 

passage o f the Environment (Protection) Act in 1986. The act was passed (at least in part) 

as a reaction to the tragedy that occurred at the Union Carbide plant in Bhopal two years 

earlier. Rather than taking new directions in environmental management, its objectives 

were to cover loopholes and omissions in existing laws and to strengthen the authority of 

the Gol.

According to Renu Khator, the Government of India has chosen to address

environmental deterioration through regulation, rather titan working cooperatively with

industries, individuals, and other polluters.

The regulatory strategy offers some unique political benefits. It gives the pretense o f 
urgency, a sense o f governmental activeness, and also a means of reconciliation. The 
regulatory approach of India, for instance, allows the two conflicting policies -  o f 
economic growth and of environmental preservation -  to coexist. The changing needs 
o f society continue to find and modify the equilibrium between the two” (Khator 
(1991:206).

20 Ranjit Gupta (1986:329), in an article comparing the performance of two dissimilar NGOs in south 
India, notes that “ rural development across the country on a scale commensurate with the size of the 
problem, cannot be undertaken by any agency except die government.” And, in particular reference to 
India, John P. Lewis (1962:26) wrote that “ the proposition that it is the business of government to be the 
principal planner, energizer, promoter, and director of the accelerated development effort ... is so 
fundamental and so little disputed in India that one would probably not bother even to mention it to an 
Indian audience.”
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Policy decisions are made so as to reflect the overall values o f society, such as democracy 

or capitalism. They must also conform to basic political imperatives such as partisan 

politics, parliamentarianism or federalism. It is at this point that the rural poor have their 

greatest access to direct participation in the policy process, through demonstrations and 

protests (Khator 1987:156). As Sumi Krishna points out, the environmental debate is 

based less on analysis and understanding of the issue than "on the growing strength of 

protest movements among the people most affected by ill-planned and badly-executed 

development projects." Indian environmental concern is "criss-crossed with 

contradictions." (Krishna 1996:35)

Several authors note the diversity of approaches to perceived environmental problems 

in India. Gadgil and Guha (1995:63) write that the number of natural resource conflicts 

has increased as the Indian government has lost its legitimacy as the "authentic legatee of 

an all-class and genuinely mass-based national upsurge" following independence. At the 

same time that the state is popularly seen as a representative o f the interests of a narrow 

elite; the democratic system of the country "has conferred on the growing number of 

ecosystem people [those depending on their own local natural environments for the bulk 

of their material needs] and ecological refugees a modicum of political clout." The result 

is that the debate over the environment and the causes of its ills is couched in terms of 

whether development is the cause o f the environmental problems or the solution.21

The dominant approach to environmental issues taken by the Gol, as well as a

number of NGOs, is a managerial one. Adopted from Western approaches, the managerial

approach is grounded in scientific assumptions about the environment: that an optimal

balance of resource uses can be found that accommodates production with conservation;

that modem technology is the most appropriate tool for utilizing and managing resources;

21 Krishna (1996:43) warns that "as the ideological debate has evolved, the theoretical frameworks have 
become idealised models which are far removed from the reality of immediate environmental problems. 
The tendency now is to look for universal truths from particular social situations, rather than to derive 
pragmatic solutions for particular problems.... Theoretical positions on critical issues—such as the curbing 
of excessive consumption, the integration of ecology and economy, the democratisation of community 
management of resources and so on—cannot substitute for practical answers to the problem of how this is 
to be done.”
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and therefore, that government policies and interventions to reverse adverse 

environmental damage are the appropriate answer. The managerial approach is thus a 

technocentric rather than ecocentric approach to environmental concerns. It views 

environmental degradation as a result o f shortcomings in the development model, yet 

seeks to fine-tune that model rather than reject it. Development is viewed as both the 

cause and the solution of environmental problems (Krishna 1996; Redclift 1987; Sachs 

1993). The approach is concerned with techniques more than with policies; it reinforces 

and facilitates the predominant Western industrial approach to the environment.

Conclusion

Efforts at development in many developing countries continue to be dominated by 

their governments, despite continued evidence that these have been, to a large degree, 

ineffective. The attributes of the Indian government, as well as the institutional and 

political contexts within which development interventions are attempted, are important to 

the process o f rural development in that country. However, there remains much to be 

desired in regard to the track record of government-led development efforts. As 

explained, the Gol has made a number o f attempts to include outside actors in the 

development process, although proclamations from the center generally have not 

translated into action at the local level.

As in many LDCs, the various levels o f Indian government are subject to a number of 

institutional, bureaucratic, and procedural features that impede the effective formulation 

and delivery o f rural development efforts. Despite this knowledge, there should be no 

expectation that governments in India or other countries are going to relinquish their role 

as primary actors in such efforts.

Given the shortcomings of government-dominated efforts at rural development, 

scholars and practitioners have repeatedly searched for new, more effective approaches 

and actors; one o f the most promising has been the voluntary non-governmental sector.
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The purpose o f the following chapter is to identify non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs)— what they are (and are not), how they differ from government, and how their 

role in the development process has evolved. This is not to suggest that government 

policies and activities should be circumvented or abandoned; rather, the review serves as 

a preface to an investigation of the concept o f critical collaboration, a growing form of 

cooperative effort involving NGOs and NGOs as partners in the rural development policy 

process (the concept of critical collaboration will be more fully discussed in Chapter 4).
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Chapter 3

Non-Governmental Organizations

Modem voluntarism ... aims at achieving development and social justice rather than relief 
and welfare. Modem voluntarism strives to change the social, economic and political 
position of the poor, the depnved, the oppressed, and the weak. In the final analysis, 
therefore, it aims at the redistribution of power, wealth, and status.

Anil Bhatt(1985)

In the previous chapter, the attributes o f the Indian government and its bureaucracies 

which are germane to this study were outlined and briefly discussed. This chapter reviews 

the nature of NGOs in developing countries and identifies dimensions o f those NGOs— 

both in general and more specifically in India—which are important in fostering the 

occurrence of collaborations with governments. This is done because an understanding of 

both NGOs and GOs in the context of rural development is fundamental to an inquiry into 

the possibility of their working together as critically collaborative partners.

Much as the previous chapter highlighted some of the features o f government 

attitudes toward development, this chapter begins with a discussion o f the nature of 

NGOs in general, viewing some of the characteristics that are attributed to NGOs as a 

societal sector. This is followed by a brief review of some of the critiques of those 

presumed advantages of NGOs. The subsequent section looks at historical functions of 

nongovernmental organizations and more recent activities. A discussion of the issue of 

NGO accountability and autonomy (which, is argued, are issues central to the creation of 

critically collaborative relationships) follows. The final section consists o f a brief 

discussion of the characteristics o f Indian NGOs in general.
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What are NGOs?

An entire sector of social activity in developing countries is increasingly recognized 

by both governments and intellectuals, international organizations, and aid donors as a 

promising vehicle for addressing development problems, including concerns over the 

natural environmental and natural resource use. Collectively termed non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), these and other voluntary non-profit institutions have a long 

history of humanitarian activities worldwide (in both developed and underdeveloped 

countries). It is only recently, however, that the importance o f the roles they play in 

society, and the possibility of extending their activities into other aspects o f social change 

and democratization has been recognized.

It has become almost a truism in the eyes o f many that NGOs are more successful 

than governmental bodies in attaining the goals o f rural development, in terms of 

implementing projects and programs (Clark 1991, 1992; Livemash 1992; Edwards and 

Hulme 1996b; Mencher 1999). In addition, NGOs are increasingly considered important 

in bringing about other aspects of rural social change— serving as agents in the creation 

of (or strengthening of existing) civil societies and good governance,22 and otherwise 

fostering democratic and alternative approaches to mainstream development policy and 

practice, ideas that differ fundamentally from the program/project approach to 

development that prevails among Western governments and donor agencies, as well as 

LDCs and NGOs.

Such laudatory assessments of NGOs' abilities are currently subject to a good deal of 

skepticism on the part of a number of scholars, even though they are in vogue with many 

practitioners and donors. Whether NGOs writ large actually accomplish what has been 

accredited to them is subject to closer scrutiny. In fact, what NGOs actually are and what 

makes them distinct from other parts of society, what they do, what their roles in society

22 For a discussion of the controversies surrounding the concepts of good governance and the new public 
management, see Turner and Hulme (1997).
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are, and what the potential o f the NGO sector is, are all the continuing subject of 

scholarly debate.

The concept o f non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is not a readily tenable one. 

The nomenclature is, at first glance, a negative one: such an appellation points to what 

NGOs are not, yet says nothing about what they are. While some see the differentiation 

as a negative one (Anthony Judge (1995:178) calls the term “ a manifestation of 

organizational apartheid -  reminiscent of the "nonwhite’ label so frequent in racist 

societies” ), others view it as a conscious effort on the part o f  NGOs to differentiate their 

activities from those o f governments (Frantz 1987).

Given that they are not (for the most part) creations of, nor are they directly subject 

to. governments, how can we best understand what NGOs are? In what area of society 

are NGOs, as broadly conceived, situated? The staggering number and variety of NGOs 

can make any kind of categorization daunting, if not meaningless. Some authors, such as 

Marc Nerfin, argue that they can be directly situated neither within the governmental nor 

market sectors (neither prince nor merchant);"13 rather, he writes, NGOs are located firmly 

in a “ third system” :

Contrasting with governmental power—the prince— and economic power—the 
Merchant— there is an immediate and autonomous power, sometimes patent, always 
latent: people’s power. Some among the people develop an awareness of this, 
associate and act with others and thus become citizens.24 Citizens and their 
associations, when they do not seek either governmental or economic power, 
constitute the third system. Contributing to make patent what is latent, the third 
system is one expression of the autonomous power of the people. (Nerfin 1986:4-5; 
see also Korten 1990, Korten and Quizon 1995)25

23 Hulme and Edwards (1997:6) consider the attributes of NGOs— [t]heir relationship with the ‘people’ is 
seen as giving them greater public legitimacy than government while their managerial features are seen as
permitting private sector levels of cost control and efficiency"—to be so manifestly evident that some 
donors see NGOs as both prince and merchant.

24 The notion of 'citizen' in this context includes more than a person domiciled in a given geographical 
territory; according to Mark Nerfin, such individuals are those "whose situation in society and/or some 
personal - intellectual or spiritual - reason makes them anxious to improve their lives, individually or 
collectively, and that of others.... A worker usually remains a worker, and his/her reasons to be active in a 
trade union are part and parcel of her/his social existence.... But not all workers ... become citizens" 
(1986:6-7).

25 In contrast, Norman Uphoff (1996) writes that, given the recent and growing decline in both fiscal 
support and public credibility of governmental bodies, and the growing ideological support for market-
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There are several possible arguments for viewing NGOs as a distinct part o f society. 

Frantz (1987) sees NGOs as unconnected to the private sector; although they are not 

public bodies in the legal sense, the way in which they interact with the population 

clearly places them in the public domain. Emesto Garilao (1987) holds that NGOs should 

be recognized as an unambiguously singular set o f actors because of their function in 

society. He writes (p.l 16) of the growth of the NGO sector as the foundation o f "a new 

service industry -  the social development industry." This idea, of NGOs as an industry or 

social sector is, of course, an artificial designation. As Sheth and Sethi point out, the idea 

of non-govemmentalism in India grew out o f the colonial government’s displeasure with 

various activities of traditional organizations which were an essentially organic part of 

Indian society. As the British sought to control the activities of various indigenous groups 

which, in their perception, became involved in anti-colonial movements, “ the colonial 

state became a reference for defining [voluntary organizations’] scope of activities and 

their legal activity. The idea of voluntary work began to be understood as non-state or 

non-governmental activities” (Sheth and Sethi 1991:51).

As Uphoff (1996) notes, an important characteristic of NGOs is that they are not what

Carroll (1992) and Fowler (1991) call membership organizations -  that is. they are not

composed of the very people on whose behalf they function (again, a negation). Rather,

most indigenous development NGOs are staffed with middle-class operatives whose

backgrounds and educations (and often cultural and ethnic bases) are, in many cases,

quite unlike those whom they serve. In this way, they differ from grassroots organizations

(GROs), which Fisher (1997:6) defines as “ locally based membership organizations that

based institutions, NGOs are mistakenly described as composing a third sector. More accurately, in his 
view, a putative third societal sector is composed of peoples’ associations and membership organizations, 
which engage in voluntary action and collective self-help. NGOs, because of the nature of relationships 
they form with those they serve, are more accurately situated in the private sector, despite the fact that they 
do not operate for profit. For Uphoff, NGOs are ‘service organizations’ that deal with their 'clientele' much 
as do private enterprises; they and their clients and beneficiaries form a business-like relationship, and 
NGOs are essentially unaccountable to their public: their clients "did not create the organization they are 
dealing with and cannot hold [the NGO] accountable for its actions in the same direct way that members 
can" (p.25). This view does not, however, explain why (as mentioned above) NGOs are so widely viewed 
as a distinctive sector of society, or why they are seen as autonomous of control by either government or 
business (even though they generally receive both funding and authority to operate from organizations in 
those sectors).
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work to develop their own communities."26 Despite the criticism that this detachment 

prevents accountability on the part o f NGOs toward their rural constituents (compared to 

the level of accountability among grassroots membership organizations) and that direct 

govemment-GRO relationships might result in more democratic development, a number 

o f authors warn that GROs are themselves subject to their own shortcomings and 

limitations, and that NGOs have an important role in strengthening the effectiveness of 

GROs as well as acting as intermediaries between government and the rural poor (Clark 

1991; Brown and Korten 1989; Brown 1991; Fisher 1997).

However insufficient a descriptor, the term non-governmental organization is almost 

ubiquitously employed to categorize a vast array o f associations that perform a large 

number of diverse purposes; it is not surprising that the complexities and variety of 

attributes of such institutions do not easily reflect such a reductionist designation.27 Even 

within the field of Third Word social/economic development, in which the term is used to 

describe a group of organizations whose stated purpose is to provide development 

assistance, there exists a wide variety o f institutions— from the minuscule, locally based, 

loosely established voluntary organization operating in one or two villages in a 

developing country to the large transnational organizations headquartered in the North, 

with offices worldwide and paid staffs o f hundreds, and a panoply o f mixed types in 

between which vary in a number o f important ways. This diversity is characteristic of 

Indian NGOs. as will be discussed below.

For the purposes o f this study, the term *NGO’ will refer to indigenous southern 

development-oriented NGOs, formally constituted associations “ established with the 

explicit objective of achieving certain ends ... and formulating rules to govern the

26 While GROs are certainly, in the majority of cases, non-governmental, Fisher (1997: 5) notes that the 
term NGO has “ numerous culturally specific meanings” ; she points out that the term NGO is used by 
many (as is the case here) to refer specifically to “ intermediary or grassroots support organizations 
[GRSOs].”

27 According to several authors, the concept includes a widely diverse range of associations. Judge (1995) 
categorizes no fewer than 30 distinct forms of NGOs; he argues that even crime syndicates can be 
justifiably termed as such.
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relations among members of the organization and the duties o f each member” (Blau and 

Scott 1970, quoted in Frantz 1987:122). They are not composed of the rural poor, who are 

their beneficiaries; many NGOs include well-educated urban middle-class individuals 

who have chosen, for a number o f reasons, to help the rural poor through the non-profit 

venue. The shared and universal strength o f NGOs is their desire to '‘associate and to 

pursue common objectives through voluntary action, independently of government and 

without the expectation o f economic profit” (Esman 1991:102.103).

The Debate over NGO Comparative Advantages

NGOs have, in recent years, been considered by scholars, donors and many outside 

governments as a positive alternative to government-led approaches to development. 

They are no longer viewed merely as implementors of development programs, but as a 

vehicle that may usher in a new overall approach to the problems o f development. Jessica 

Vivian (1994:169) writes that both Western governments and funding agencies view 

NGOs (as a whole) as a 'magic bullet’ that can be fired in any direction and still find its 

target and deliver positive results, despite the fact that NGOs generally leave little 

evidence to support the results o f their activities. They are often expected to be able to 

come up with quick, simple answers to complex, long-standing rural problems that have 

long eluded attempts by institutions with greater resources and power (many o f which 

have themselves also previously sought easy, quick highly visible answers; see Ascher 

and Healy 1990).

Whether these claims are true (and few have been rigorously substantiated), NGOs 

are increasingly compared to LDC bureaucracies by Northern media and aid-givers as 

'‘virtuous Davids fighting the Goliaths o f famine, hostile climate, government inequity, 

slavery and oppression” (Clark 1991:45). NGOs have gained the favor o f Northern 

intellectuals as well; there has been a growing call for collaboration between NGOs and 

GOs by academics and practitioners (Carroll 1992; Clark 1991; Esman 1991; Farrington
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and Biggs 1990; Korten 1987) to enhance the impact o f government poverty-reduction 

programs, and to democratize the development process (see Bebbington and Farrington 

1993).

Of the qualities most often attributed to NGOs, perhaps the most commonly held is 

their autonomy (see below). It is widely held that freedom from government constraints 

gives NGOs greater latitude to attempt untried approaches to development, to adapt new 

techniques to unique situations, and to combine known, successful practices with untested 

ones. This is attributed to the belief that the organizational structures o f  most NGOs are 

informal rather than bureaucratic or hierarchical; that NGOs pay greater attention to 

results than to regulations and the protection o f their own political power (Mars 1992).

NGO advocates (and NGOs themselves) see a number of other positive attributes 

which underlie their faith in the ability of NGOs to out-perform governments. Judith 

Tendler (1982:6) notes several truisms of NGO activities: NGOs succeed in reaching the 

poor; the poor participate in NGO projects; there is greater emphasis placed by NGOs on 

teaching people how better to gain control of their lives than on the attainment of specific 

tasks and goals; NGO programs/projects can be (and are) more flexible and experimental 

than official ones because they are smaller in scale; their project costs tend to be lower 

than government-led ones; and, as private organizations, NGOs have "a special ability to 

work with and strengthen local institutions."

NGO interventions are also perceived as more effective and sustainable over the long 

term than are government programs (Robinson 1992). NGO workers are characterized as 

inherently highly motivated, committed to their work, and providing a more continuous 

presence in a community than frequently transferred government employees (Leach 1988; 

Clark 1991). Specifically in the area o f the natural environment, according to Jaix (1992), 

NGOs have a more accurate and practical knowledge of local environmental problems 

than would be possible for government organizations to attain; thus, the use of NGOs to 

monitor environmental quality at the grassroots level is crucial.
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Are the accolades valid? Are NGOs actually endowed with these superior qualities?

This attitude prevails among many NGOs, and a number o f donor agencies reinforce

these claims (see Cameron and Cocking 1991). There is, however, a paucity o f concrete

evidence to back up such claims. According to John Clark (1991:53),

there is little objective reporting of NGO projects. Northern NGOs’ own writing 
generally concentrates on the success stories and, being aimed largely at their 
supporting public, serve a propaganda service. ... Most contributors have an implicit 
faith in the ‘NGO approach’ which they don’t want rocked. After all, one doesn’t 
scrutinize magic too closely, otherwise it loses its charm.

Many of the positive characteristics attributed to southern NGOs have been 

challenged in recent years by investigators as NGOs emerge from relative obscurity (see 

Tendler 1982, 1987; Livemash 1992; Bowden 1990; Brodhead and Herbert-Copley 1988; 

Kottack 1985; Clark 1995; Riddell and Robinson 1995; Vivian 1994; de Crombrugghe, et 

al. 1985).

In addition to the critiques o f NGOs' supposed comparative advantages, the viability 

of a long-held conceptual distinction between top-down and bottom-up (or grassroots) 

approaches to rural development is being challenged. Top-down approaches (typical of 

govemment-led efforts) are planned and implemented under the auspices and direction of 

central governmental agencies and are viewed as overly bureaucratic and applied in a 

blueprint— a ‘one size fits all’—approach that cannot be tailored to local social, political, 

economic or environmental nuances. On the other hand, bottom-up approaches (generally 

originating both in design and implementation at the individual village-level), which are 

usually attributed to NGO-led efforts, are thought to be both flexible and innovative, and 

tailored to the unique situation at hand. While the contrasts (and the results) are held to be 

readily discernible and demonstrable, Uphoff (1988) writes that, in reality, distinctions 

between the approaches cannot be so easily made. He states that while there are 

differences in the philosophies that underlie the approaches, it is often the case that top-
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down initiatives are often necessary for the activation and maintenance o f bottom-up 

efforts; Uphoff argues in favor o f strategies that transcend the two approaches.28

Considering the unanswered critiques and the lack of hard evidence of NGO claims, it 

would appear that the rush to support the activities of NGOs should be tempered with 

some caution on the part o f Northern aid-givers. Even so, the rosy acclamations have 

engendered a steady increase o f financial and other resource transfers to southern NGOs 

by both their own governments and bilateral and multilateral sources, including the 

bypassing of the more usual path o f funding through government channels or northern 

NGOs (Clark 1993; Bebbington and Riddell 1996). This, in part, has led to a proliferation 

of NGOs in a number of LDCs (Fowler 1991; Constantino-David 1992), including the 

countries of South Asia (Edwards and Hulme 1996a).

The growth in numbers o f NGOs and the expansion of their activities, as well as the 

widespread criticism of governments as the central actors in rural development, provide a 

basis for an inquiry into the possibility of the two working collaboratively. Before 

considering the possibilities o f new and expanded roles for NGOs, however, it is 

instructive to understand the nature o f their changing roles through the recent past.

The Evolution of NGO Functions

The work of private not-for-profit organizations in leading and facilitating efforts to 

improve the lives o f the poor in developing countries is not a recent phenomenon. 

However, development NGOs have undergone an historical evolution in regard to the 

role they play in LDC society, both in their functions and in their status versus 

government.

28 Uphoff subsequently warns against the tendency to make similar clear-cut distinctions between two 
assumed fallacies underlying the top-down vs. bottom-up divide: the paternalistic fallacy, “ the belief that 
planners, technicians and experts possess all the knowledge, wisdom, and virtue needed to achieve 
development, and that the poor should be responsive and grateful beneficiaries” and the opposing (and 
equally doctrinaire) populist fallacy, “ that the poor themselves possess all that is needed for their own 
advancement -  that they can do entirely without bureaucrats and technocrats. ... While there are some 
impressive self-help examples and enclaves, those regional and national programs that benefit the poor on 
a significant scale have been concurrent mutual endeavors from above and below” (Uphoff 1988:48).
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Historically, NGOs operated outside the sphere o f government activities, focusing

especially on the provision of disaster relief services, welfare activities, and charity work

(Leach 1988:86). Sheth and Sethi (1991:50) write that

history bears a continuous testimony to non-state efforts and initiatives toward 
building structures of socio-economic security by the people for themselves 
[including NGOs]. The state did not constitute a frame of reference for these 
activities; the traditional mode of organising self-help and philanthropy was 
essentially societal and not estatist in nature.

This predominant mode of NGO activity is what Korten (1987,1990) refers to as “ first

generation” strategies, in which NGOs responded directly to the short-term alleviation of

immediate, visible needs. Today, this is often represented by TV advertisements

presenting dramatic scenes of starving children, requesting that caring individuals send

funds to a sponsoring charitable organization.

NGO orientation toward development activities shifted, largely beginning in the

1960s, as they began to question the adequacy and appropriateness o f existing state

welfare activities and the need to address additional, more fundamental issues of

development— especially why such problems exist— in addition to (but not replacing)

their earlier welfare role. This entailed a focus on the need to understand and confront the

causes o f the problems of a local community; in addition to remedying the immediate,

visible effects of underdevelopment (hunger, disease, and homelessness, among others),

mobilization of local populations to address the underlying causes as well as the

symptoms therein was necessary. The role for NGOs in what Korten (1990:119) refers to

as “ second generation” strategies is that o f an “ outside change agent” which “ helps the

community realize its potentials” through its own interventions and guidance. According

to Bebbington and Farrington, who outline a similar evolutionary path for NGOs, the

second generation institutions, many of which were informed by the ideology of

liberation theology and the works o f contemporary authors such as Paulo Freire

(1987,1989) were, in addition, “ critical o f government, and most [avoided] any contact

with it” (Bebbington and Farrington 1993:202).
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The next stage in the evolution of NGO thinking, what Korten (1987,1990) refers to 

as the “ third generation,” 29 is based on a more inclusive view of what causes 

underdevelopment. It is a strategy that takes into account outside forces that affect the 

village and the local development context and is aimed at seeking solutions for local 

problems in the context o f those outside policies, decisions, and constraints. This is an 

orientation that leads NGOs to work toward the creation o f a political and institutional 

environment that allows the changes needed to address local problems.

Making the change in orientation from a service provider to that o f an effective agent 

o f social and political change requires a basic shift in the NGO’s orientation to its 

surroundings. An organization unused to such activities must undergo a learning 

experience in order to develop what Korten (1986) calls 'strategic competence’. This 

involves an understanding of the political, social and institutional environments within 

which they are working, as well as the role/s they can realistically expect to perform in 

this milieu.’0 In addition, NGOs must create, strengthen and maintain connections with 

other sources o f technical and managerial knowledge whose expertise they can use to 

strengthen their own position vis-a-vis GOs (Clark 1991; Korten 1986).

Coupled with the desire to make fundamental changes in policy, the NGO must be 

aware of what it is capable o f achieving in its new role and the degree to which it can take 

on new roles and responsibilities without threatening its own continuing well-being. The 

shift to participation as a strategic actor is not simple, and requires that an NGO make a 

conscious assessment o f  its current capabilities and seriously consider the extent to which 

it can undertake the necessary institutional changes without damaging its continuing well­

29 Korten ultimately posits a fourth theoretical stage, a hypothetical extension of the previous. He finds the 
third approach, one that looks for change in individual local and national institutions, wanting in that it 
"requires countless replications in millions of communities, all within a basically hostile political and 
institutional context” (1990:123). He calls for a worldwide campaign aimed at decentralized development 
action: nothing less than a "global people’s development movement” centered on a "people-centered 
development vision” (1990:124).

30 For instance, one of government’s political central priorities is the maintenance of its influence over 
local people, and one of its greatest fears is the loss of legitimacy and local support. " [Tjhis is a source of 
tension which NGOs must effectively deal with, or NGOs will continue to face limits on the nature and 
scope of their operations at all levels” (Riker 1995b:l 12).
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being.31 Many NGOs lack the capacity and/or the commitment to remain engaged in what 

is often a long-term process spanning ten or twenty years. Yet, as Sen (1987:63) points 

out, many NGOs—large as well as smaller NGOs—do not consider the effects o f such 

change. NGOs are principally action-oriented, and find the time and effort for self­

reflection to be of a lower priority than their other activities.

John Clark (1995) refers to the shift in the types o f activities conducted by NGOs as 

they progress through this evolution as a progression, from a “ supply side" approach to 

local development (in which organizations focus on implementing services or projects, 

and may work separately from, or as adjuncts to or contractors for the government) to a 

■'demand side" orientation in which, Clark (1995:593) writes, an NGO’s purpose is to 

“ [help] communities articulate their preferences and concerns so as to become active 

participants in the development process." At this level NGOs assume a number o f roles. 

They assist citizens by educating them about government activities and by helping to 

form citizen groups by which the poor can voice their concerns and help protect 

themselves against reprisals; they use the tools of advocacy and political influence to 

secure government accountability toward the powerless; and they create opportunities for 

government officials to work with, and leam from, the people for whom they work (Clark

1995).

The idea of a demand side approach to development by NGOs implies that the 

predominant approach to development is an insufficient set of conditions and that the 

goal o f an NGO which adopts the approach is to actively seek to change the existing 

balance of political, social, and/or financial power. Yet such a wide-ranging undertaking 

requires tools and capacities which may be beyond the reach of many, if not most, rural

Samuel Paul 1989:105) writes that “ [l]ike all endeavors, effective grassroot-govemmental collaboration 
calls for considerable investment of time and effort. It is much easier and simpler for government and 
grassroots agencies to practise confrontation or peaceful coexistence!”
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development NGOs:

The moving beyond the development 'supply-side' to 'demand-side' activities requires 
that NGOs develop new skills, partnerships and ways of working in order to help 
communities articulate their concerns and preferences, to manoeuvre into a 
negotiating position with official bodies, and to mix technical operational skills with 
'information age' communication, advocacy and networking skills (Clark 1997:45).

As mentioned above, NGOs in many LDCs are increasingly making conscious

decisions to take on new roles and responsibilities in the name of improving both the

delivery and content of development services and in a growing number o f cases, the very

nature of development. At the same time, expectations of what NGOs can accomplish are

being revised within a number o f circles. The extent to which NGOs can engender

fundamental reshaping of the political and social landscape of rural areas is under

investigation by governments as well as donors and business.

An important new role envisioned for many NGOs today, and one that may well be

beyond the capacity of many, stems from the widespread view that NGOs enjoy closer

relationships with their rural constituents and as a result, are more likely to engender their

trust and participation than do government agencies. In the face o f a dominant

government that cannot help but overlook the diversities between hundreds or thousands

of individual communities, the creation and strengthening of rural institutions that can

oppose the homogenizing tendencies of the state and demand accountability on the part of

bureaucracies is a fundamental necessity (Nandy 1989). This is the fundamental task of

creating rebuilding, revitalizing or reshaping rural institutions through the strengthening

of civil society.

The use of NGOs as intermediaries between the state and a largely unorganized rural 

society is a popular idea. Both official and private funding for rural development NGOs 

to operate as creators and facilitators o f democratic institutions has burgeoned in recent 

years. But is such an active, and even a leading, role in creating and supporting 

institutions of democratic government a realistic possibility for NGOs? In those societies 

with authoritarian governments whose attitudes toward NGOs are hostile or defensive, it
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is difficult to envisage such a role for NGOs (unless, perhaps, it is performed in a 

subversive manner). In more benign or cooperative situations, the enormity and 

complexity of such a task, combined with the limited willingness, ability, or capacity of 

NGOs to take on such a role, may simply make such activities untenable. Only a handful 

of NGOs in any country may be able to conduct such work. Furthermore, the idea that 

NGOs can create civil society and democracy relies on the facile notion that these are 

goals that can be attained through programs and projects, rather than continual processes 

that are undergoing constant change and evolution (Biggs and Neame 1996:45); yet this 

is the role envisioned for NGOs by some donors and governments.

In light of the praise for indigenous development NGOs as participants in the rural 

development process, there have been efforts to identify an appropriate role within the 

existing framework o f development for them to operate. Although, as has been 

mentioned, the Gol has made the issue of NGO participation in the country’s 

development a matter o f official policy, joint NGO-GO alliances have not become a 

regular feature o f the country's development landscape. Many GOs are distrustful of 

NGOs (and vice versa). While their freedom from government control is generally 

viewed as a positive attribute o f the NGO sector, it also means that governments have 

limited knowledge and expectation o f their NGOs’ activities and attributes; this adds to 

an atmosphere of isolation between the two. The tension between these two concepts— 

autonomy and accountability—  and their significance for critical collaboration, is the 

focus of the following sections.

Issues of Autonomy and Accountability

As organizations that exist and operate within a complex and dynamic web of social, 

economic, cultural, and political surroundings, it is nonsensical to suggest that NGOs can 

ever operate in complete isolation or disdain o f other actors involved in the development 

process. The very fact that they aspire to improve the livelihoods o f the rural poor means
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that they have agreed, in some manner, to perform some activities on the behalf o f others; 

their ability to accomplish what is expected and promised is fundamental and necessary 

to the work of other organizations involved with the public (see Fisher 1997:77-78).32 

Such organizations are not free o f critique, expectations, or input from those whom they 

serve, receive legitimization or funding, and/or otherwise interact.

One factor important to any organization intended to play an important role in 

shaping the nature of society and individuals—and especially those bodies entrusted with 

the funds and political power intended to be used to improve the conditions of the rural 

poor—is accountability, "the means by which individuals and organizations report to a 

recognized authority (or authorities) and are held responsible for their actions" (Edwards 

and Hulme 1996b:8). Those who fund, legitimize, regulate, or otherwise work with 

NGOs always have expectations for certain activities, behaviors, and outcomes on the 

part of the NGO; the NGO’s continued operations and legitimacy often depend on its 

fulfillment of such expectations. As with any organization, the degree to which an NGO 

is required to perform in accordance with such outside expectations and/or requirements 

necessarily places restrictions on the organization's freedom and discretion, features that 

many NGOs jealously strive to maintain. Accountability is basic to virtually all sustained 

political relationships.

As organizations that interact with a number of other institutions, groups and 

individuals in many different ways, NGOs have multiple accountabilities: to their own. as 

well as outside donor governments; to other funding agencies; to the rural poor for which 

they work; to other NGOs with which they associate; and, as Tandon (1996) points out, 

NGOs must be accountable to their own internal governance.33 According to Hulme and

32 This point challenges UphofPs (1996:25) assertion that the NGO-grassroots relationship is 
fundamentally a ’take it or leave it’ one in the sense that NGOs are not accountable to their grassroots 
constituents the same degree that organizations created by those constituents are. This is a basis upon 
which he makes his claim that NGOs should not be considered a third sector (see footnote 25).

33 Tandon (1996:55) writes that “ governance implies addressing the issues of NGO vision, mission, and 
strategy; it focuses on future directions and long-term strategic considerations; it addresses the issues of 
policy in relation to internal programming, staffing, and resources; it defines norms and values that are the 
basis of institutional functioning; it includes obligations entailed in fulfilling statutory requirements
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Edwards (1996:142), the nature o f those accountabilities can take several forms: 

financial, legal, institutional, contractual, and relational (see also Avina 1993).

Such an array of constituents and responsibilities raises several questions: Is there one 

organization or constituency to whom the NGO is first and foremost accountable? What 

forms o f accountability (if any) are more readily or reasonably attainable -  or 

measurable? And, are accountabilities are more important to an NGO's goals than others?

It is difficult to reconcile the concept of accountability with another, seemingly 

contradictory idea: autonomy, "the freedom to make decisions with the optimal degree of 

discretion" (Fisher 1997:77). As ideal types, autonomy and accountability are completely 

incompatible ideas. Practically, though, absolute autonomy is an impossibility: 

organizations cannot, in reality, perform public activities in an operational vacuum. At 

the other extreme, complete accountability to all involved individuals and organizations 

would make it almost impossible for an NGO to do more than conform to outside 

demands. There is a real possibility that a government or other body institutionalizing 

accountability, or of regulating the activities o f organizations to the point that the 

beneficial attributes of the NGO are lost, is a real possibility. The extremes of complete 

autonomy and rigid accountability must be reconciled in some fashion if NGOs are to be 

able to maintain their unique organizational characteristics while, at the same time, 

satisfying the demands o f others (see Riker 1995a; Hulme and Edwards 1996)

Is such a balance achievable? Opinions vary. Julie Fisher (1997:77.78) argues that 

NGO accountability should be directed primarily 'downward' - that accountability to rural 

constituents and grassroots organizations (GROs) is a necessary responsibility o f NGOs, 

the absence o f which means that the NGO is "not doing its job." On the other hand, 

though, Fisher states what appears to be a practical impossibility: that NGO autonomy 

"should be confined to what might be called upward relationships.... [NGOs] and their 

networks should be autonomous from governments and donors." Though this may be a

applicable to NGOs; and it focuses on defining the external positions that are consistent with the overall 
thrust of NGOs as institutions in civil society.”
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desirable position for any number of NGOs, their continuing operations frequently 

depend upon the favor o f their governments, as well as other donors.

The power o f donor organizations and governments, because o f the degree to which 

NGOs are dependent on them for financial assistance, is o f such magnitude that an NGO's 

accountability may be skewed in that direction while its responsibilities to the rural poor 

may be weakened.

It is important to ... ask whether accountability is based on an equality and mutuality 
of interests, or whether there are imbalances in power that mean that they are 
hierarchical, that is accounting to some constituencies is more important than to 
others. Can relational or partnership accountability with southern partners carry as 
much weight as the legal and financial requirements o f donors? (Commins 1997:142)

It is also important to consider that the influence wielded by those who control

finances may serve to quiet the voices of those NGOs whose views and practices differ

from—or challenge— those of governments and donors; accountability between and

among NGOs may also be less likely to occur as they compete with each other for funds

(see Edwards and Hulme 1996b).

There is a widespread consensus among governments and funding organizations that

for NGOs, as well as governments, accountability is an important organizational activity;

however, little organized study of NGO accountability has been done and, in general,

both public and private sector organizations seek to avoid accountability (Edwards and

Hulme 1996b; Fox 1992). This has been true in the Indian context, where there is

ongoing debate as to the merits o f the institutionalization of mechanisms of NGO

accountability to the Gol.

Can the two issues coexist? Although apparently inimical, it appears that the schism

between the issues o f autonomy and accountability must, to some degree, be reconciled if

both GOs and NGOs are to agree to work together as separate, but cooperating, partners.

This will be discussed in Chapter 6.

Although there are many commonalities to the sector as a whole, individual NGOs

exist in a wide array o f political and social contexts, which affect the ways that they
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operate. The discussion now turns to a brief review of some of characteristics o f NGOs in 

India and the states in which they operate.

Indian NGOs

India is home to a large number of NGOs. Estimates of the total number vary, from 

the thousands to the tens and hundreds of thousands, depending on the definition o f the 

term (Robinson 1991). The number and concentration of NGOs varies by states and 

regions, with the greatest aggregation of Indian NGOs existing in the southern states, 

stemming in part, according to Robinson (1992). from a long history o f Christian social 

welfare and humanitarian efforts in the region.

As elsewhere, Indian NGOs involved in rural development exhibit a wide range of 

attributes. In general, though, the typical Indian NGO is a small agency, concentrating on 

the delivery of specific services and projects to a few villages within a limited 

geographical area, with a handful of operatives and limited funds and other resources. As 

in other countries, there is a relatively small proportion of larger, well-endowed 

organizations which work in several states with large staffs and significantly greater 

endowments.

Despite their diversity, one widely perceived similarity among Indian NGOs (and of 

governments as well) is their focus on poverty alleviation and the empowerment of the 

poor (Farrington and Lewis 1993). How that is to be achieved, though, is a point of 

departure. According to Riddell and Robinson (1995), there are two distinct approaches 

toward rural development taken by Indian NGOs. The first has as its basis a concentration 

on the mainstream practice o f addressing the symptoms of poverty and underdevelopment 

by delivering a range of integrated programs and projects, with the involvement o f NGOs 

and grassroots organizations as implementors. According to Farrington and Lewis 

(1993:93), there is a consensus among these NGOs and governments which operate under
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this approach, that “ the existing social and economic structures, although inherently 

important, [are] not directly challenged.”

The second, contrasting approach is based on the idea o f social action— that effective 

rural development requires a fundamental transformation of the existing economic and 

social structures established and maintained by the state. Under this politically charged 

approach (which, as has been stated, has been officially approved by the Gol), the central 

role for NGOs consists of mobilizing the poor to make direct challenges and demands on 

government for equitable service delivery, improved wages and working conditions, and 

other entitlements (Unia 1991). This focus, which takes a closer look at the underlying 

causes of poverty and underdevelopment (in contrast with the mainstream 

program/project approach o f addressing the resulting physical manifestations), can be 

seen in the proliferation o f issue-based groups representing such concerns as womens' 

issues, child labor, occupational health hazards, and displacement of populations by 

large-scale development projects, as well as those advocacy groups that work directly on 

behalf of the political rights of the rural poor (see Sheth and Sethi 1991). The growing 

focus on participation and social uplift is, according to Robinson et al (1993:93), a major 

point of difference between NGOs and the Indian government. Although the approaches 

have fundamental differences, some NGOs believe that the two are not inimical and “ that 

material improvements and empowerment are complementary and can reinforce one 

another” (Riddell and Robinson 1995:34). While an NGO which adopts the social action 

approach to improving rural peoples’ conditions may find it difficult to enter into 

cooperative or collaborative relationships with certain GOs, this does not automatically 

preclude such possibilities. As mentioned above, one facet o f the Gol’s official policy is 

to strengthen the role o f NGOs in enabling the rural poor to make demands on local 

governments, and as one o f the case studies in Chapter 5 specifically indicates, the two 

approaches—mainstream and social action—have been simultaneously employed by the 

same NGO (as will be discussed below).
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NGOs in Tamil Nadu, where there are approximately 25,000 societies registered with 

the state government (although perhaps only 5 per cent can be identified as rural 

development NGOs) (Robinson 1991:25), generally exhibit the attributes Indian NGOs in 

general. The majority are small, poorly funded and staffed, and are generally are not 

known outside the immediate area in which they operate. Some NGOs operate primarily 

as contractors to mainstream government-led efforts, while others subscribe to the ‘social 

action’ approach to development. Many do both. While some look to state and national 

government agencies for the bulk of their operating expenses, other steadfastly refuse to 

have anything to do with GOs, usually citing the corruption and hostility o f government 

bureaucrats as their reasons for shunning all connections with government, even though 

the scope of their operations is severely limited as a result.

Many other NGOs in Tamil Nadu are much more willing to accept government 

funding, although an unknown number of NGOs in the state exist largely to enhance their 

own development, rather than that of the rural poor. Distinguishing the dedicated, 

competent NGOs from the corrupt is not easy, yet the establishment o f meaningful NGO- 

GO collaborations requires that organizations be identified as suitable stakeholders for 

such alliances.

Conclusion

In sum, the NGO sector in developing countries is composed of a greatly 

heterogeneous, largely unassociated amalgam of organizations which share little but their 

“ non-governmental” status and their professed mission to work on behalf o f the rural 

poor. The nature o f the roles they play are also subject to a variety o f viewpoints, from 

those who see them as obstructionist (or, at best, a necessary evil), to those who see their 

significance in society as "Necessary-to-Govemance Organizations" (Judge 1995:178). 

And, as has been pointed out in this chapter, NGOs are far too diverse a set o f actors in 

the development process to be easily categorized. The ways that individual constituents
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of such a diversified sector interact with others involved in the conduct of development 

interventions differ; yet as a whole, NGOs have a significant bearing on the way that 

development efforts occur in any given society.

Questions regarding the ability of NGOs to expand their current operations and 

acquire new capabilities (as briefly mentioned above) notwithstanding, the possibility of 

GOs and NGOs working together in any sort o f interrelated fashion raises a separate 

issue: whether these organizations can operate as partners in the rural development policy 

process. The record o f NGOs and GOs working together to address problems of rural 

development is not an extensive one. Relations between the two have been, and in many 

countries, continue to be based more on feelings o f mutual hostility and antagonism than 

trust and cooperation. Recently, though, a growing number of governments have sought 

the inclusion of their indigenous NGOs in various aspects of their development efforts, 

and calls for increased cooperation have come from academics and practitioners. In part, 

these governments have overcome their hesitation to trust the certain NGOs. How can 

such cooperative efforts be further expanded?

If, as a number o f authors have suggested, joint NGO-GO working relationships have 

the capacity to improve efforts at effective problem-solving, there should be an interest in 

creating such relationships in a number of countries, under a variety of political, 

economic and social contexts. In order to do so, the nature o f such relationships—what 

they consist of, and how those involved approach them— must be understood. The 

purpose o f the next chapter is to review these forms o f relationships, to identify a further 

stage o f collaborative endeavor—critical collaboration— and to look at the current status 

o f NGO-GO relationships in India.
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Chapter 4

NGO-Government Interactions and 
Critical Collaboration

In many respects, by arguing that they need closer relationships with each other, both 
GOs and NGOs are responding to the recognition of their own limitations. Yet they 
approach such relationships through perspectives shaped by their histories. GOs still act 
as if government maintained its central role in administering rural development; NGOs 
perceive government on the basis of their traditional oppositional relationship with the 
public sector.

Bebbington & Farrington (1993)

The purpose o f this chapter is to present the concept o f critical collaboration as an 

approach to addressing the problems of rural development— not merely as an ideal type, 

but as an existing form of cooperation between two sectors of society. Collaborative—  

and especially critically collaborative—relationships between NGOs and GOs are not 

new phenomena; however, they are not widespread in most developing countries. In order 

to understand their nature, it is important to identify what collaborations consist of, what 

makes critical collaboration distinct from other relationships, and factors that both 

facilitate and restrain the creation o f these cooperative forms.

In an effort to explain the concept of critical collaboration, the chapter begins with 

a general discussion of NGO-GO interactions and a specific focus on the views of each 

actor toward working with the other. This is followed by a review o f some specific forms 

of working relationships that occur between NGOs and GOs. The concept of critical 

collaboration, and the essential nature of such a form of relationship which distinguishes 

it from other forms o f  cooperative endeavor, are discussed. Finally, a brief review o f the 

history o f NGO-GO interaction in India will be presented as a way o f understanding the 

emergence o f collaboration in that country.

73

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



NGO-GO Interactions

In examining forms of interrelationships between LDC governments and their NGOs, 

some understanding of the attitudes o f the two actors toward each other is a necessary 

precondition. While the diversity found among development NGOs, as well as the 

distinctive characteristics and behaviors o f national and subnational governments, makes 

any simple compartmentalizing or typologizdng difficult, certain trends and similarities 

should be recognizable and relationships inferred from them.

NGO views

As previously discussed, the attitudes o f NGOs and GOs toward one another are. in 

many cases, characterized by a spirit o f mutual mistrust and/or hostility. Governments 

often attempt to maintain control over the development process in the effort to limit 

perceived threats to their own legitimacy and continued existence by restricting political 

and social change among their citizenry. At the same time. NGOs often feel that the 

scope and content of their operations (or, ultimately, their survival) are under constant 

threat by governments, especially if they are advocates for change to the status quo. In 

such an atmosphere, what drives NGOs to seek a working relationship with government?

Small, autonomous local NGOs conducting limited activities, often with few 

resources (whether financial material, technical, administrative or other) and in relative 

isolation, find it difficult to expand their operations; they generally must look outside to 

find additional resources. Governments are one source of such assets, and many NGOs 

look first to government for assistance. One of the major motives for doing so is 

identified by John Clark as the NGO's desire to magnify the impacts o f its activities. An 

NGO, having experienced a success in its efforts, typically looks for ways to increase and
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widen the impact of those interventions, a process known as scaling up.34 According to 

Clark (1991:73), "Only a complacent organization would be content to continue with the 

same job in perpetuity when it is self-evident that its contribution is not more than a drop 

in the ocean, however excellent a drop it may be." Farrington and Bebbington (1993) 

write that even those NGOs whose strategies are oriented toward social change harbor the 

idea of increasing the scale o f their successful interventions through adoption by public 

sector organizations. Moreover, Farrington and Lewis (1993:96) write, most Indian 

NGOs prefer government funding to that o f foreign donors for several reasons: they are 

not required to register under the Foreign Contributions Regulation Act; many feel that 

the "legitimacy derived from government funding" insulates them from harassment by 

local interests; and that the "strong nationalist tradition" that exists among NGOs "abjures 

foreign funding on the grounds that it undermines their independence and limits their 

freedom to determine programme priorities."

As Reddy and Rajasekhar (1996) note, NGO-GO linkages are valuable to NGOs for 

other reasons. First, the continued flow of funding from outside donor agencies to NGOs 

is not as reliable as it has been in the past. Indian NGOs, many of which have come to 

depend on outside funding sources (approximately 90 per cent of all NGO funding in 

India is from outside sources (Farrington and Lewis 1993)), face the uncertainty o f 

interrupted financial support, especially due to the recently increased attention on 

development in Africa, Eastern Europe and the states comprising the former Soviet 

Union. Farrington and Lewis, writing specifically o f the Indian experience, note that the 

choice to work with the government gives NGOs access to a large source of government 

resources. The Gol spends a much greater sum of money on rural development programs 

than the total amount o f NGO receipts from the outside donors (Reddy and Rajasekhar

1996): the total amount o f NGO funding received from all sources equals only about 10

34 Fisher (1997:75) makes a distinction between 'scaling out', the process by which NGOs widen the impact 
of their efforts through multiplication of their activities at the grassroots level, and 'scaling up', a political 
process by which NGOs seek to increase their influence of government policy.
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per cent of the Gol's total expenditures for rural development. Cooperative efforts with

NGOs could make it more likely that these government resources reach their intended

recipients than they would through government programs alone.

Next, it is advantageous for NGOs to work with government because the latter

control the wide frameworks and policy environment within which people and their 
organisations have to operate. This not only enables the poor to assert their rights and 
[helps] them in getting benefits from the government but it also ensures that the 
grassroots' experiences flow and are integrated into the planning process (Reddy and 
Rajasekhar 1996:10).

Finally. NGOs that work in cooperation with their governments, rather than bypassing 

them in favor o f outside funding assistance, may find their own legitimacy enhanced. "A 

continuous dependence on external donors may raise questions relating to legitimacy and 

accountability o f NGOs" (Reddy and Rajasekhar 1996:10). As Clark (1995:596) points 

out, NGOs which depend too heavily on foreign funding— especially those NGOs whose 

activities are politically controversial— may raise suspicion on the part o f local elites, 

government and nationalistic political parties on the grounds that the NGO is being 

"guided by a foreign hand."

The NGO thus confronts a dilemma: while there are real benefits to associating with 

government agencies, doing so may result in a number of unwanted changes to the NGO’s 

operations. It may result in the dilution of the autonomy and flexibility for which NGOs 

are esteemed: participation of outside organizations, especially those with the superior 

financial, legal and/or political power, may compromise an NGO’s ability to design, 

influence and monitor the programs in which it participates (Sollis 1991, quoted in 

Bebbington and Farrington 1993). The possibility o f cooptation, and thereby the 

weakening of NGOs' effectiveness and accountability to their rural constituents, is also a 

real possibility. In the most extreme examples, an NGO may be decertified or disbanded 

by the government.

Another, more subtle— yet, according to Farrington and Bebbington (1993), more 

profound—consequence may also result: that in working with government, an NGO may

76

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



lose its institutional identity. NGOs which have spent considerable energy and resources 

in opposing and criticizing government agencies may find that to suddenly be working in 

a cooperative manner with those same, or other. GOs may reduce their own effectiveness. 

This is, in part, connected to the twin issue of autonomy and accountability (see Chapter 

3).

In situations where the balance of political power is clearly in favor o f government, 

cooperation is often likely to take the form of cooptation. As a result, many NGOs feel 

that only in an atmosphere o f complete and scrupulous autonomy from government can 

they serve the interests of their constituents (see Rahman 1984; Fernandez 1987; Paul

1989). NGOs may choose to forego working with government agencies out o f the fear of 

oppression, or because they wish to avoid the hierarchical and bureaucratic structures of 

government in favor o f maintaining their grassroots connections (Fisher 1997:108).35

On the other hand, in forgoing opportunities to work with government, the NGO risks 

the chance of losing the kinds of organizational linkages essential to long-term program 

sustainability,’6 as well as the resources available through official channels (which is 

especially important to small, poorly funded local organizations). There is evidence to 

indicate that NGO activities conducted in isolation are frequently unsustainable, 

especially as funding levels decrease (see Clark 1991).

An NGO which decides to work with a government agency, for whatever reason, 

must thus make a choice: whether to accept a role within the range of existing policies, or

' Fisher (1997:109) notes that there is a positive side to an NGO’s stance of self-imposed isolation: that 
strengthening an autonomous civil society may lead to participation and democratization: such a stance 
"may have a long-term impact if it leads to alternative approaches to sustainable development and 
strengthens the autonomy of civil society. Moreover, through their work with grassroots organizations, 
NGOs can promote political participation and democratization at the local level."

36 L. David Brown (1991:810) writes that “ ... long-term viability often depends on linkages between 
projects and other organizations whose cooperation is essential to preserving and expanding their efforts. 
Some development agencies frequently see other actors (local government officials, village elites, for- 
profit firms) a part of the problem. They often protect their fledgling projects from contacts with those 
agencies, even though long-term sustainability of project gains require their support"
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to act as what John Clark (1991) calls “ the unreasonable NGO” 37 and attempt to change

the status quo, to pursue change in the policies and practices that fail to serve the needs of

the poor. If the NGO takes the former course, it may become just another subcontractor

engaged in the implementation o f a government’s own program. NGOs are often asked to

improve aspects o f existing programs, but are seldom allowed to design projects

themselves or to redefine a program’s overall objectives (Clark 1992). The very qualities

for which NGOs are lauded go unused.

Clark (1991:104) discusses the rationale underlying the approach that the

unreasonable NGO takes toward government-involved development interventions:

The unreasonable approach is to seek reforms in policies, attitudes, and practices so 
as to eradicate the obstacles [to development]. ... [NGOs] are well placed to realize 
that the self-reliant development they aim to promote will be sustainable only if the 
policy environment allows it to be, hence the need to weed out local and national 
policies and practices which thwart these ambitions.

Over time, many NGOs have adopted values and approaches to development that 

question and challenge the mainstream paradigm. Clark refers to such NGOs as radical, 

and writes that these NGOs have come to the realization that development is 

“ fundamentally about taking sides” —that while efforts at improving services and 

economic opportunities for the poor have had some impact, significant improvement of 

their lives relies on a policy of large-scale redistribution, not only o f incomes and 

productive assets, but of political power as well. ’"Such redistribution is highly political 

and controversial” (Clark 1991:37)

Following the unreasonable course— taking sides—can be threatening to the well­

being of the NGO, especially in situations in which the government is suspicious of, or 

antagonistic to, the NGO sector as a whole. Yet, as a number of authors have asserted, 

this may be the most effective way of bringing about authentic development.38 Taking

In coining the term, Clark (1991:104) paraphrases George Bernard Shaw (1990), who wrote that "the 
reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to 
himself. Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man."

38 Clark (1991:50) writes that “ True development is about removing the barriers which restrain people 
from achieving their full productive capability. This is threatening to those who come to see the erosion of
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sides with the poor may also be acceptable to some governments; those which feel 

confident in working with NGOs in the spirit o f empowering the rural poor will be more 

likely to accept NGO critiques as constructive. In many cases, however, such criticism is 

often seen as an unwelcome challenge to government's legitimate role and is fraught with 

dangers for an NGO.

As mentioned above, the role of the unreasonable NGO is frequently described as an 

advocate or catalyst on behalf of the rural poor. Some see advocacy as inherently 

antagonistic toward government; after all, the NGO is consciously attempting to change 

policies and practices favored by the government .39 This role is, for Adil Najam, a 

natural one and common to all NGOs; it is an analogue o f the government's drive to coopt 

NGOs. and should be accepted as a normal component o f the policy process. He writes 

(1996) that the very nature of NGO-GO interactions is characterized by a tension arising 

from each party's need to bring the other closer to its own viewpoint and that the goal of 

all involved in the policy stream is to move other actors’ thinking to more closely reflect 

their own point o f view.40

their status, and they are likely to fight back. The only socially neutral course of action is to do nothing. 
Any intervention alters power balances. NGO’s business is, inescapably political. It is about taking sides, 
siding with the poor against those who comprise the barriers to just development."

39 As several authors have noted, increasing numbers of indigenous NGOs are taking up the cause of social 
transformation. As Bhatt (1985:76) writes, ”[m]odem voluntarism strives to change the social, economic 
and political position of the poor, the deprived, the oppressed, and the weak. In the final analysis ... it aims 
at the redistribution of power, wealth and status" (see also Riddell and Robinson 1995; Korten and Quizon 
1995). Lakshmi Jain (1991, quoted in Heyzer 1995:206) views this role as crucial; she writes that "When 
there is no torment [imposed by an NGO on a government], then that NGO can be considered dead. It 
means that it has no life, no autonomy, no independence. But the very fact that it causes ripples, and that 
the state is not able to accept it with ease, let alone swallow it, shows that the NGO is really succeeding in 
... mobilizing the strength of the people.”

40 Najam's understanding of the concept of cooptation is perhaps more encompassing than other authors'; 
he writes that ”[t]here seems a strong normative tendency in the literature to label NGO efforts to use the 
resources they command (monetary as well as political) to influence government agency decisions as a 
'catalytic' role but view government's use of its resources (monetary as well as political) for the same 
purpose as 'cooptation'.” Moreover, many authors, especially those writing from the perspective of the aid- 
givers, "tend to highlight the dangers of NGO co-optation by governments but have very little to say about 
the co-optation of local groups by international donor agencies and NGOs, which is not only implicitly 
condoned but seemingly encouraged" (Najam I996:17ff,16ff).
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Government Views

How do governments of developing countries view (and, in turn, behave) toward their 

indigenous NGOs? Such perceptions clearly determine the potential for critical 

collaboration between the two. Governments generally take one o f several attitudes 

toward their indigenous NGOs, which are influential in creating the political contexts 

within which the NGOs are allowed to operate.

There is a widespread consensus that NGO-GO relationships are largely determined 

by one of several basic attitudes of LDC governments toward their NGOs. According to 

Tandon (1991) there are three broad categories of attitudes. The first consists o f those 

states characterized by dictatorships, military rule, or authoritarian governments. Most 

NGOs in these states are viewed by their governments as part o f the opposition to the 

state, and relationships of governments toward their NGOs reflect such an adversarial 

view (see also Farrington and Bebbington 1993:49; Tandon 1987).

States with a single ruling party (common in many African countries) comprise a 

second category. Such states may accept those NGOs engaged in welfare and service 

roles, especially where the governments have withdrawn from providing those services. 

In some instances, governments may tolerate NGOs only to the extent that they support 

their own programs. The state, however, may well be suspicious of any autonomous 

structures, and growth of the NGO sector in such countries is usually slow, if it is allowed 

to occur at all. At best, the state may have an overall policy toward development, but may 

focus only on one or several issues o f their national development while having significant 

blind spots towards other areas (Tandon 1987).

The third category includes liberal, multi-party democratic states. It is here that the 

relations between the state and its o f NGOs are more complex and difficult to define. In 

such situations, NGO-GO interrelationships vary; they may be cooperative, hostile, or 

change over time. This is a political environment in which both governments and NGOs 

play mixed roles. Especially in states with complex, multilevel governments, NGO-GO
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relations have become increasingly multifaceted. Governments may profess concern with 

the poor while, at the same time, favoring certain vested interests over other groups and 

individuals. NGOs may have antagonistic relationships with certain levels or agencies of 

government while, at the same time, cultivating and finding sympathy, cooperation and 

assistance from others. As well, GOs behave in widely different ways with individual 

NGOs and may exhibit differing attitudes to the same NGO over time (Turner and Hulme 

1997: ch. 9). It is in this context that cooperative and collaborative relationships are most 

likely to occur. India, a federal democracy with a diverse variety of state governments, 

may clearly be included this category.

If, as has been suggested in previous chapters, many governments so jealously protect 

their primacy in the area of development, why should they seek the assistance of their 

indigenous NGOs in the conduct of development interventions? Why should LDC 

governments want to work with organizations that are often seen as potential or actual 

adversaries? Several reasons exist. Farrington and Bebbington (1993) identify three broad 

motivations that elicit such interest, all based in contemporary critique of the mainstream 

approach to development. First, governments are looking for more efficient ways of 

achieving orthodox goals of development. Second, as a result o f critiques from a number 

o f venues which stress that development should be more participatory, inclusive and 

diverse. NGOs are seen as a path to possible alternative approaches to development. The 

third motivation regards the lack o f concern with the deterioration of the natural 

environment such that, in the past, mainstream development efforts have undervalued the 

environment and its long-term sustainability. Advocates for the environment see NGOs 

as more concerned than governments with environmental issues, including sustainable 

development and ecology, and argue in favor o f expanding NGOs’ roles (see Altieri

1990). All o f these are relevant to the Indian situation -  the first and second are stated 

policies o f the Gol, and the third a critique of the status quo in that country (Khator 1991; 

Krishna 1996).
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How do GOs and NGOs work together? What forms of interrelationships currently 

exist, and what can be accomplished in each?

Forms of NGO-GO Interaction

With the current growth and visibility o f the NGO sector in many LDCs, it is

difficult, if not impossible, for governments to conduct rural development efforts in

complete disdain of their NGOs, just as NGOs do not operate in a vacuum. Riker (1995b)

writes of Asian countries that, as the NGO sector grows in size and influence,

governments can neither ignore nor coerce their indigenous NGOs without risking

considerable political costs, and that governments will have to engage their NGOs,

whether in a spirit of toleration and acceptance of

the others’ independent action, or through

involvement o f NGOs in their own (government’s)

development initiatives. Several distinct approaches

that LDC governments take toward their NGOs are

identified below. These approaches are not

mutually exclusive; a GO may use more than one of

these tactics with the same NGO or may approach

different NGOs in different ways.

According to Julie Fisher (1997), various 
Figure 4.1: Levels of
NGO-GO Interaction governments respond to the growth and
(adapted from Farrington
and Bebbington 1993.128) politicization of their NGOs in several ways. She

lists a range of reactions and policies generally taken by LDC governments toward their 

NGOs. At the most restrictive end o f such a continuum are efforts o f governments to 

repress or otherwise limit the activities o f their NGOs’ activities (although, as mentioned, 

one that is increasingly difficult to accomplish) is to ignore their NGOs. A third means o f  

government control o f NGOs is through cooptation, which takes a number o f forms:
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subtle forms of government bribery; the selective involvement o f certain, favored, NGOs 

to participate in government programs; or, in what is becoming a common strategy, 

creating their own 'nongovernmental' organizations. Finally, many governments take a 

fourth position toward their NGOs by passively accepting their ongoing activities—  

tolerating, but without attempting to change or to learn from, NGOs.

Toward the other end of the continuum lies a fifth approach: interaction (see Fig. 4.1). 

Interaction between GOs and NGOs, which Farrington and Bebbington (1993:127) 

characterize as “ situations where the actions o f one institution are influenced by, 

dependent on, or oriented toward the actions o f another institution,” includes a range of 

interrelationships which may be mutually supportive, conflictual, or something in 

between: the fact that two agencies are interacting does not imply that the relationship is a 

cooperative one, but the fact that some form of contact is taking place may indicate that 

the activity may be constructive.

As a more specialized form of interaction, linkages are the most rudimentary form of 

positive interrelationships. Such relationships include some form of contacts between the 

two which are either neutral (such as information exchange) or mutually supportive 

(which may include exchange of ideas, joint field visits, or discussions), and may be 

formal or informal arrangements. At the more formal end, such relationships are 

characterized by greater independence on a partner for the successful completion o f an 

agreed-upon action.

Cooperation is a more formal type of interaction, and involves the use o f some kind 

of mechanism to manage a relationship between the coordinating bodies. Forms of 

cooperation vary according to the specific activities. However, they tend to focus on 

welfare and service activities, and reflect the government's attitudes and policies toward 

development—the orientations to development which have proven to be less than 

adequate in reversing the trend toward increasing poverty and other manifestations of 

underdevelopment.
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Cooperation frequently takes one of two forms, according to Farrington and Lewis 

(1993:22). The first, substitution, takes place when NGOs implement activities that the 

government normally performs but for some reason cannot or does not; the GO may lack 

the resources, expertise, or personnel to operate in certain areas, or the NGO may possess 

specialized knowledge or access unavailable to the GO. The role o f the NGO is to 

implement a government program, and there is little need for innovation.

The second form is complementation, by which both GO and NGO conduct different 

activities leading to a shared outcome. Generally the two make distinct, but coordinated 

efforts; the NGO, as in the former role, "will largely continue to be a passive recipient 

rather than a proactive agent in defining and shaping the course o f the development 

process" (Riker 1995b: 119).

Another, substantially more complex, form of cooperation is collaboration. In 

addition to the cooperative nature of the previous activities, there is a greater degree of 

interdependence between GO and NGO in this form of interaction. According to 

Farrington and Bebbington (1993:128), the idea "implies a formalized dependence of one 

partner on another for at least part of the success o f its activities, as when, for instance, a 

GO might contract NGOs to disseminate technologies that it has developed."’ Samuel 

Paul (1988.1989) points to three roles for NGOs engaged in operational collaboration: 1) 

mobilizing demand for government services, 2) planning and delivering services, and 3) 

innovating and scaling up NGO initiatives. To this list o f what constitutes collaboration, 

Michael Bratton (1990) adds a new, distinct dimension: the role o f NGO participation in 

the policy arena, where the NGO may work with a government agency to: a) redirect the 

allocation o f public resources, and/or b) to reorient the focus and/or content of 

government programs.

Bratton’s addition to the understanding of collaboration is a significant and important 

new dimension of collaborative activity, for it challenges the very core of governmental 

control o f development. In this form of collaboration there exist clear limits to
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governments' sole authority to shape the direction and content of rural development 

policy because of the explicit inclusion o f outside participation in the process. This is the 

core of critical collaboration.

Critical Collaboration

The option for an NGO to become more directly involved in the policy process is

central to identifying the concept o f critical collaboration and distinguishing this form of

collaboration from its operational form. What Barbara Gray (1989) describes as

collaboration—and what is here identified as critical collaboration, to distinguish it from

other operational forms— is "a process through which parties who see different aspects of

a problem can constructively explore their differences and search for solutions that go

beyond their own limited vision of what is possible." It is an essentially political

phenomenon, focusing on the fundamental component of shared power among

stakeholders facing a problem. Collaboration

creates a process by which the stakeholders themselves must wrestle with the 
question: How can 1 satisfy my interests in the context of what is in the collective 
good? Thus, collaboration urges a distribution of power among those whose interests 
are most keen. ...W ith a collaborative approach, the final agreement defining the 
common good is not the proclamation o f a ruling elite or the results o f political 
logrolling and majority rule, but rather a consensus agreement among those chiefly 
involved (Gray 1989:118).

This factor, of actors' reciprocal and voluntary cession o f some power to other 

stakeholders in the issue at hand, clearly distinguishes collaboration from those activities 

in which the NGO merely facilitates, implements, or replicates predetermined 

governmental programs. Mere NGO participation in the implementation o f a government 

program does not necessarily give the NGO any decision-making role, although these 

linkages may be viewed as precursors or adjuncts to collaboration and may lead, just as 

does advocacy and other, less friendly stances, to more collaborative relationships.

Gray (1989:15) also compares the nature o f collaboration with cooperation and 

coordination. In comparison to collaboration, the latter two are "static patterns of 

interorganizational relations"; collaboration is a far more dynamic phenomenon. Both
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coordination and cooperation, however, frequently serve as initial steps of a process

leading to a collaborative relationship; the building of reciprocal linkages is an important

component. As Gray points out (1989:15), collaboration is not a static, preordained state

of organization but an emergent process:

To presume that the parties in a collaborative effort are already part of an organized 
relationship underrepresents the developmental character o f the process and ignores 
the delicate prenegotiations that are often necessary to bring stakeholders together 
initially.

The collaborative relationship is, in and of itself, a more complex and interdependent 

one than the forms o f cooperation earlier discussed, even in the form of operational 

collaboration, a relationship that may require of each party only the fulfillment of its 

agreed-upon role. When components o f critique and advocacy are included, the 

relationship becomes far more tenuous. Collaboration stems from advocacy, whether that 

advocacy originally manifests itself in an antagonistic stance on the part of the one party 

challenging the other/s, or as a more moderate form, such as negotiation. It is the 

agreement of two or more concerned parties to work together despite the differences that 

exist between them.

The collaborative process involves two or more stakeholders who mutually agree to 

work together with the intention of, together: 1) defining the problem at hand, and 2) 

producing a mutually agreed upon solution to that problem. As such, collaboration is an 

inherently political process, in which individuals, groups, and organizations must be 

prepared to adapt to changes in the various circumstances in which they are working, as 

well to the other stakeholders in the process.

Next, collaboration is based upon a model o f shared decision-making power; it is 

fundamental that each stakeholder in a collaborative relationship is perceived by the 

other(s) as having access to a measure o f power that can be used in conjunction with 

countervailing power held by the other collaborating party(ies) to bear significantly on 

the situation. It is self-evident that all o f the stakeholders see the solution of a particular 

problem as being in their own fundamental interests (although the individual
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stakeholders’ interests are not necessarily the same) (Gray and Wood 1991:160-161), and 

anticipate a potential benefit accruing from addressing the problem at hand as a result of 

mutual action. The organization must perceive “ interdependence with other groups as 

necessary for the social problem to be addressed effectively” (Logsdon 1991:26). If there 

were no such perception, there would be no incentive to expend the energy and expense 

necessary to collaborate with outside organizations. In the same vein, no stakeholder has 

within itself the capability or resources necessary for an effective, independent solution to 

the problem at hand. If this were the case, the process o f collaboration would be 

nonsensical: ” It is precisely because stakeholders hold countervailing sources o f power 

and their fates are interwoven that collaboration is made possible” (Gray 1989:112). 

Power need not be held equally by all participants, but large discrepancies in the degree 

o f power held by each stakeholder will make collaboration more difficult to achieve. In 

situations in which the power distribution is highly unequal, " the weaker parties must 

first develop their capacity as stakeholders. They need to establish some form of 

countervailing power. The extent of this power building will depend on the degree of 

asymmetry in the relationship” (Gray 1989:119).

As Gray notes, the determination of who is best equipped to participate in a given 

collaborative relationship is crucial to both the process of collaboration, as well as the 

final outcome, for two reasons. First, a variety of sources o f information regarding the 

problem at hand generally leads to a better, more complete understanding o f the issue— a 

more comprehensive understanding is achieved as the various stakeholders voice their 

perceptions o f the issue and how potential solutions will affect them, and stakeholders 

“ gain a greater appreciation of the patterns of interaction that underlie their actions with 

respect to one another” (Gray 1989:64).

The inclusion of those who will be responsible for implementing any decision is also 

vital. “ Acceptance o f any solution is enhanced when those who must abide by it are 

included in designing the solution” (Gray 1989:64). In addition, the implementors
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generally have crucial knowledge about the feasibility of effecting chosen solutions, and 

can often identify shortcomings in proposed solutions before the actual implementation 

phase occurs.

How, then, are certain groups identified as genuine stakeholders and potential 

collaborative partners? What individuals and organizations should be allowed to 

participate in the processes of decision-making and implementation?

Issues of Legitimacy and Capacity

Gray (1989) discusses two interrelated factors important to the process o f choosing 

among potential partners for collaboration. The first is determining the legitimacy of 

those purporting to have the right to be included in deliberations regarding the issue 

under consideration: who is entitled to participate? One claim to legitimacy can be made 

by those who will be directly affected by those decisions made and implemented by other 

stakeholders. These people become involved due to their interest in moderating any 

possible negative outcomes they may experience as a result of the action. Because the 

majority of problems are multidimensional— their solutions usually affect more than one 

individual or group, and often in different ways— it is important to gain an understanding 

of the multiple consequences of proposed actions. Those individuals and groups with the 

expertise to act on the problem may also be considered legitimate actors.

Regarding this point, the question may be raised about the legitimacy of NGOs 

themselves as stakeholders. As most indigenous NGOs are not staffed by members of 

those villages on whose behalf they operate (see ch. 3), they are not subject to the impacts 

of development decisions to the same degree that their rural constituents are. Nor do they 

have the ability, in most cases, to authoritatively veto development decisions made by 

others. However, it would be difficult to make the claim that most villagers or grassroots 

organizations themselves possess the power to confront, or to work with government at a 

level approximating that o f even the smallest NGOs. It is especially for this reason that
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NGOs are viewed by many as legitimate agents working on behalf of their rural 

constituents. As mentioned above, the majority o f Indian NGOs (as elsewhere) act on 

behalf o f the rural poor, enhancing their potential to engage the more powerful sectors of 

Indian society. It is clear that this role for NGOs, as a sector, has been accepted (and even 

advocated) by the Government of India, as indicated in the Seventh and Eighth Five-Year 

Plans (see Chapter 4). Indeed, " in  India, it is now official government policy to 

encourage [NGOs] to organize the poor in order to make bureaucracies more 

responsible" (Fisher 1997:64). Despite the affirmation of the NGO sector’s activities by 

the central government, though, it is at the local level— of the individual GO. NGO and 

the particular program—that the question o f legitimacy becomes critical. It is at this level 

that most NGO-GO interactions occur. Not only is it important that NGOs are viewed by 

GOs as credible actors, they must be deemed equally so by those whose interests they 

claim to serve and not merely adjuncts o f a corrupt government agency.

As discussed above, the nature o f collaboration is inherently political in that it is an 

exercise in the sharing of power between the organizational stakeholders involved in rural 

development decision making. As such, the stakeholders who approach each other in the 

name of improving rural conditions must possess, or have access to, some degree of 

power, in the form of the capability, or capacity —to a degree that is perceptible to their 

counterpart— that will justify their claim to be active, accountable participants in a 

collaborative effort. Although wide power inequities makes collaboration more difficult 

to achieve and maintain (Nemeth 1970), the power held by each actor does not 

necessarily have to be equivalent; each must possess some countervailing capacity. 

"Power parity is reached when each interest group is unable to impose its proposed 

solution on the other affected parties” (McCarthy 1984:13).

As explained in Chapter 3, the government, market, and NGO sectors each possess, 

through their roles in society, differing forms of power to accomplish a given goal. None 

possesses all the capacities sufficient to bring about rural development unilaterally; it
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seems self-evident that if  one did, there would be little need for other actors in the

development process. While the resources accessible to, and the power wielded by,

governments in the conduct o f development are readily apparent, the majority o f NGOs

are much less well-endowed. For the purpose of making themselves credible partners in

the policy making and implementation of rural development, an NGO must be perceived

by its potential partners as possessing some tangible attributes that are recognizable as

being real and useful contributions to solving the problem at hand.

Those capacities necessary for NGOs (as well as GOs) to justify their involvement

can take one of several forms. One of the most commonly acknowledged aspects is that

of technical competence. According to Korten (1986:13),

the [NGO] which presumes to help [other] organizations become more effective must 
be guided by more than good intentions. Having the technical capacity to obtain the 
respect of those who control the relevant technologies—whether they be doctors, 
engineers, lawyers, politicians, administrators, or village leaders— is basic. And not 
being able to buy access to key officials purely on the basis o f the financial resources 
they can offer, they must win access through the perception that they offer a useful 
technical and political resource.

Another form of capacity that is necessary to rural development, which Fisher (1997) 

refers to as social and managerial knowledge, involves an organization's understanding 

of local management and participatory innovations, as well as social organizing. Through 

field experience in working with the rural poor, NGOs frequently, either unconsciously or 

as the result of deliberate research, accrue a reliable data source regarding local resources, 

problems and solutions that can be applied to subsequent efforts (Dichter 1986). In 

addition, the NGO enhances its own understanding of participatory management at the 

grassroots level.

Another, vital, area o f capacity is the NGO’s knowledge of itself and its sense of 

place in its surrounding political milieu. Strategic competence, what Korten (1986:13) 

refers to as “ a measure o f the organization’s ability to position its resources to achieve its 

objectives,” is an ongoing, long-term process of self-management, through which an 

organization consciously creates and strengthens its own position in regard to the political
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environments in which it operates. Strategic management is primarily directed at 

relationships between the organization and its external environments. Through continuing 

efforts at defining and reinforcing its own sense o f what its own purpose, capabilities and 

goals are, as well as its position in the constantly-changing environments within which it 

works, an organization positions itself to better adapt to changes and crises in its 

operational milieu, as well as to gain a clear notion of its purpose and to better undertake 

internal change.

The idea that countervailing power is at the basis of collaborative relationships does 

not automatically infer a struggle for control; collaboration is not necessarily a 

confrontational process. Like the choice o f isolation, entering into a collaborative effort 

stems from an NGO’s unwillingness to be coopted or controlled by government. Rather 

than disengaging itself from  government, however, collaboration is an effort on the part 

o f an NGO to directly communicate with government about what it views as important 

issues of development. How that communication takes place, however, varies. While 

collaboration is generally a positive working relationship, the process may be the 

outcome of less than amicable beginnings. In a situation where a GO has been 

unresponsive to the public outcry, NGOs may find it necessary to take a confrontational 

stance in voicing their concern about a situation.41

The idea that openly adversarial stances taken by NGOs can evolve into more 

collaborative ones has been supported by a number o f cases in which this has taken place: 

in the Indian State o f Karnataka, where a consortium of more than 100 NGOs challenged 

the State’s complicity with private industry in the felling of major areas o f  forest for 

commercial purposes under the guise o f a social forestry program (Clark 1992; Bhat and 

Satish 1993); in Sri Lanka, where a network of NGOs convinced the government to drop

41 Clark (1995:535) writes that NGO-GO consultation can be a “ surprisingly productive process” even 
when the relationship between the two organizations has been antagonistic and that, conversely, a 
relationship that has had a history of close cooperation may actually lead the NGO to too readily accept the 
government’s stance and fail to act on behalf of their grassroots constituents.
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plans for the construction of a coal-fired power station and eventually were invited to 

participate in the government’s National Environmental Council (Clark 1991);42 and, in 

Bangladesh, where government, NGOs and donors have developed a form of working 

relationship which Sanyal (1991) calls '‘antagonistic cooperation,” in which the two 

continue to work with each other in implementation of development programs and 

projects despite harboring misgiving and distrust of each other.

It is important to understand that despite all the discussions about government 

attitudes towards NGOs and the widespread tendency of governments to coopt their 

NGOs, the choice to work together (aside from some antagonistic forms of advocacy, 

which -  at least at the outset -  are not decisions to work together) is a conscious one on 

the part of both sets o f actors. Although an NGO may have fewer options than its 

government counterpart, its decision to participate (or not) cannot be coerced from 

outside (see Najam 1996).

The tensions and contradictions which appear in the attitudes of GOs and NGOs in 

many developing countries—and examples of cooperation amid widespread mistrust and 

trepidation—are evident in contemporary Indian development efforts. A brief review of 

such cooperative efforts follows.

NGO-GO Interaction in India

The status of contemporary Indian NGO-GO relationships results from a centuries- 

long experience o f voluntary efforts in that country, including the role o f the colonial 

government. As Sheth and Sethi (1991) point out, the idea of NGOs as institutions visibly 

distinct from the government and market sectors of society was not widely recognized in 

India until the existence of a modem Indian state (notably during the anti-colonial period

42 According to John Clark, the results of the Sri Lankan NGO consortium’s (initially) confrontational 
stance included not only the abandonment of the original plan and the inclusion of NGO representatives on 
the National Environmental Council, but also the establishment of a process of environmental appraisal for 
all major projects with possible adverse environmental impacts, and a less confrontational stance between 
NGOs and the government (Clark 1991).
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of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) made it possible to draw a distinction 

between the actions o f the government and those welfare and developmental activities 

which originated outside the state structure and within society.43

The early colonial Indian government recognized the effects of the existence and 

activities of the social reform (and, increasingly, anti-colonial) activities taking place 

outside its purview. In response, the 1860 Registration of Societies Act was passed in an 

effort to regulate and oversee the activities of groups, especially those involved in 

increasingly political activities, which made demands on the state to "[enact] new social 

legislation for implementing reforms.... These ... social reform movements transformed 

the old parallelism between the state and society into a direct interaction between the 

two” (Sheth and Sethi 1991:51). The Act is still an active statute used by the Gol in the 

regulation of NGOs.

The visibility (although not the conduct) of voluntary activities diminished in the first 

two decades immediately following Independence in 1947. While stating the need to rely 

heavily on the contributions o f a range of voluntary organizations in the process of nation 

building, Nehru's belief was that the state was the necessary and appropriate agent for 

democratization and social change. While the existence of their work was acknowledged, 

voluntary organizations were viewed mainly as providers o f social welfare and relief 

services; rural development, though, was the responsibility of the government.44

What emerged from the state's early experiment in socialism was a broad network of 

patron-client relationships sponsored by the Congress system o f state control over the 

economy. Under the control of Nehru’s socialist state, many voluntary associations 

moved closer to official channels o f development, increasingly relying on government

43 Although the Gandhian influence led to an earlier consciousness of this role among Indian NGOs 
themselves (see Sheth and Sethi 1991).

44 The Gol, according to Fernandez (1987:44), has had a long-standing interest in mobilizing people's 
participation, and has "even considered this dimension essential if poverty were to be removed." What 
Fernandez characterizes as a 'love-hate' relationship between government officials and Indian NGOs stems 
from a difference of opinion among officials as to whether the role of NGOs in organizing and motivating 
the people and their institutions (notably panchayats) is an appropriate one.
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funding to the point “ that gradually little difference could be seen between their work and 

the government programmes of social welfare” (Sheth and Sethi 1991:53).

A growing perception of the ineffectiveness o f the government-led nation-building 

modernization model in the 1960s resulted in a widespread reaction on the part of (mainly 

middle-class) young people, who moved to India’s rural areas and poor urban 

communities to work as political activists (Kothari 1993). Such political activism on 

behalf of the poor and marginalized in India was not an innovation o f the 1960s. More 

accurately, it was a resurgence of the anti-colonial activities that flourished in the 

nineteenth century and the Gandhian self-help Sarvodava‘3 movement, which experienced 

a sharp decline under the hegemonic rule of the Congress Party. What was novel about 

the new movement was a sense of disillusionment and frustration with conventional 

political institutions, a realization that the promise of Independence and the socialist state 

to ameliorate the inequities and human suffering was not being realized and that, in fact, 

the living conditions of the poor had become even worse.

The search for an alternative to what had become a consistently ineffective 

national development bureaucracy, with its massive, centralized, top-down planning 

processes, grew. As new social issues— including environment, gender, peace and human 

rights— began to surface in addition to the long-standing concerns, discussions were 

couched, to a growing degree, in terms of politics: if  the social and economic inequities 

that led to rural impoverishment and misery were the result o f the political structure of 

the country itself, their alleviation could be improved only through substantial change to 

the structures and institutions currently supporting that system (Sheth and Sethi 1991).

The NGO sector, which had been relatively obscure, gradually rose in stature. Its 

importance to India's development was officially recognized in the Seventh Five-Year

45 Sarvodaya, meaning ‘the welfare (or ‘uplift’) of all’, was initially a Gandhian effort to improve the 
conditions of the poor and oppressed, and “ essential if the people were to be ready for and worthy of [self- 
rule]” (Rudolph and Rudolph 1987:132); the concept “ emphasized service, nonviolence, and a political 
and economic decentralization focused on the village” (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993:202).
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Plan (1985-1990), which "marked a watershed in the way that NGOs were viewed by the 

government"’ (Robinson 1991:32). In the Plan the Gol, acknowledging the limited 

success o f its own efforts at lessening poverty and recognizing the significance o f its 

voluntary organizations, called for a formal inclusion of Indian NGOs in the 

government’s planning and implementation processes. For the first time, the Gol called 

for NGO participation in the policy making process; in addition, the Plan provided one 

and one-half billion rupees for NGO funding (Robinson 1991:32). The Eighth Plan 

(Dhesi 1996:205) took the idea of human development and the involvement o f NGOs 

even further. The Plan called for “ creating and strengthening the institutions which 

facilitate the involvement of [the rural] people” for the purpose of increasing local 

participation in all aspects o f the development process.

At the same time that the Gol has been calling for increased NGO activity and 

popular participation in rural development and increased funding for the same, it has 

relied on existing legislative controls as well as creating new ones designed to restrict 

NGO activity. These include the following:

• All voluntary agencies with seven or more members are required to register with the 

government under the Societies Registration Act o f 1860. Trusts must do so under the 

Indian Trusts Act o f 1982, and religious organizations must do the same under the 

Charitable and Religious Act, 1920.

• The Foreign Contributions Regulatory Act o f 1976 was passed in response to 

allegations that subversive activities were being funded through outside sources (and 

strengthened in response to continuing political unrest in the Punjab); it is seen by some 

as a pretext for governments to investigate NGOs that are supposedly affiliated with the 

political opposition groups (Robinson 1991).

• In September o f 1986, the Gol merged two existing organizations—People’s Action 

for Development Initiatives (PADI) and The Council for the Advancement o f Rural 

Technology (CART)— to form a semi-autonomous organization, the Council for People's
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Action and Rural Technology (CAPART). According to Mark Robinson (1991:32), while 

the body was created with "the twin aims of promoting NGO involvement in rural 

development and promoting new technological innovations through NGOs," it plays a 

politically powerful and controversial role: CAP ART administers funding from a number 

o f central government programs for use by NGOs46 including several environmental and 

natural-resource programs.47 Moreover, CAP ART has succeeded in coopting much o f the 

spirit of the cooperative movement in India and despite the inclusion o f NGO 

representatives on its board, operates largely independently o f their input (Verma and 

Menon 1993:331).

The Gol has attempted, over a number of years, to institutionalize NGO 

accountability through the creation o f a code of conduct for those NGOs working with 

governments. In 1986, the Gol attempted to create a National Council o f Voluntary 

Action; this met with strong protest on the part of many Indian NGOs (Tandon 1993). 

Subsequently CAPART, in a more conciliatory tone, suggested in a preparatory 

document for the Seventh Five-Year Plan that “ [NGOs] may evolve their own Code of 

Conduct [which] should provide for adherence to a rational, secular and scientific 

approach to the issues of people's concerns on the one hand and subservience to the 

democratic ethos on the other” (CAPART n.d.:7).

These proposals have been the source of an ongoing debate dating from the mid- 

1980s regarding the appropriateness o f such attempts. Rajesh Tandon (1993:200), a critic 

o f NGO regulation, views the creation o f a code as a means to stifle the autonomy of 

NGOs: “ the State and its machinery [have] attempted to regulate that type o f voluntary 

action which has refused to become subservient to the development policies o f the State."

46 The majority of NGO funding comes from foreign donors; only about 10 per cent of their funding comes 
from Gol sources. Most of the money channeled through CAPART is from ministerial budgets, although a 
small proportion comes from bilateral aid sources. However, the use of either domestic or foreign funds by 
NGOs is not without some controls, detailed guidelines and limitations.

47 These “ include social forestry, ecological development, ... [and] the provision of safe drinking water 
...” (Robinson 1991:32).
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Opposition to such government regulation is based on several assertions: that the intent of

regulation is an "attempt ... to undermine the voice, the space and the commitment of

independent and autonomous voluntary action" (Tandon 1993:201); that the spirit of

voluntary action conducted by NGOs extends beyond the narrow criteria o f government

regulatory control based on funding— "voluntarism as more than a kind of constructive

bureaucratic or developmental work" (Baxi 1986:28); and that

the [asymmetries] of power are so sinister that any process of extending state 
regulation to the voluntary sector will further arrest genuine processes of empowering 
the impoverished, ... the quintessence of democratic social action by voluntary 
agencies (Baxi 1986:32).

Others see the need to regulate NGOs as vital to the spirit of voluntary action in India. 

One of the most outspoken proponents of a code of conduct. Bunker (Sanjit) Roy has 

been in the forefront o f the effort to regulate NGOs, primarily due to his perception of 

threats to the spirit of voluntarism arising from corruption that has become widespread 

within both the government and the voluntary sector. According to Roy, the result of 

massive flows of funding from outside, combined with a lack of NGO accountability, has 

led to the destruction of the “ spirit o f volunteerism" in India and a high level of 

corruption in the NGO sector (Roy 1996; see also Roy 1993, 1995; Shourie 1995).

A number of scholars recognize additional positive aspects to the institutionalization 

of NGO-GO relations. Farrington and Bebbington (1993:52-3) point out that beyond the 

issue o f political control, the issue o f NGO registration with their government has 

practical considerations. Coordination between the two could prevent the redundancies 

and conflicts that occur when a number o f NGOs are implementing activities "which 

overlap and conflict both among themselves and with those o f government." Edwards and 

Hulme (1996b: 8) also see positive aspects to the creation of institution-wide 

accountability measures for NGOs. They write that the only way the NGOs can avoid 

corruption "is to develop systems for performance monitoring, accountability, and 

strategic planning that assure that a line remains between transparent compromise and 

blind co-optation"(see also Eade 1993:161).
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In sum, the overall policy o f the Indian government presents certain constraints to the 

establishment of close working NGO-GO relationships. At the same, the individual states 

pose a very different set of limitations.

The Indian States

Within India, there is a divergence o f NGO-GO relationships among the states. 

Although (mentioned above) there is an overall Gol policy of favoring closer working 

relationships and the strengthening of NGO activities, there is considerable variation in 

the way state and local governments behave toward working with NGOs operating within 

their borders. This is in large part due to the variation in state governments, many of 

which are ruled by regional parties with distinct ideologies and policies toward the roles 

o f government and other actors in development.

In West Bengal, for instance, NGOs have been frustrated in their efforts due to the 

limits placed on their activities by the long-ruling Communist Party in that state, which 

sees NGO activities to empower the poor as a threat to its own political power (Fisher 

1997:57-8) and to socialist ideals. As a result, the state government has undertaken to 

decentralize power, but in line with its own ideology. The state government has instituted 

a number of laws designed to restrict the activities of NGOs (Rajasekhar 1997). State rule 

by a government hostile to the Gol has had national repercussions; antagonism between 

the Central government and West Bengal’s leftist parties led to the Gol’s hesitancy “ in 

providing funds and resources for NGOs in West Bengal because of the fear that they will 

be utilised in building up the cadre of Leftists or that the credibility for rural development 

efforts will be attributed to the [Communists]” (Kalimullah 1989:97).

A short-lived effort was made by the Government o f Rajasthan in the early 1980s to 

actively involve NGOs in the development process, not only to monitor and provide 

feedback on government programs but also to participate in "highlight[ing] controversial 

issues of conflict ... which could be attended to quickly, thus re-establishing the
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credibility o f the delivery system of the Government” (PRADAN 1996b:25). A 

consultative group was created for the purpose and existed for several years. Despite the 

enthusiasm of the higher-level officials, however, the program foundered due to the 

failure of the government to convince the lower ranks o f the state bureaucracy of the 

merits of the effort. Despite the fact that today there is no clearly defined policy on its 

relations with NGOs. the state maintains an ongoing project with a large indigenous NGO 

to study the nature o f existing NGO-GO relationships in that state, as well as future 

possibilities (PRADAN 1996).48

Bhat and Satish (1993:160) point to an apparent policy shift in the Government of the 

State of Karnataka (GoK) toward "more pluralistic approaches to development" that has 

as one of its bases a positive experience with its NGO sector. A consortium of more than 

100 NGOs formed the Federation for Voluntary Organisations for Rural Development in 

Karnataka (FEVORD-K) when it was learned that the GoK was misappropriating funds 

from a social forestry project (financed by the IMF and the UK's Overseas Development 

Association to grow pulpwood on both reserve forest and community commons land, to 

supply a large commercial interest (see Clark 1992). The result of the consortium's 

efforts was a positive one. In 1982 the GoK directed all senior civil servants to make 

public papers available to the consortium, and in 1984, a state-level board was created to 

consult with NGOs. More recently, joint (NGO and GO) sub-committees have been 

established to address '‘some areas of concern, including rural development; social 

welfare; health and family welfare; education; forests; and watershed development” 

(Bhat and Satish 1993:160-161). Rajasekhar (1997) suggests that a major reason that the 

GoK became enthusiastic about working with NGOs is its recognition that its own efforts 

have had only limited success. Moreover, ideological differences between the 

government and NGOs, unlike several other states (e.g., West Bengal), are minimal.

48 This ongoing project is at least partially the result of the interest and funding of a joint study of 
“ GO/NGO Collaboration for Sustainable Agricultural Development in Rajasthan” by the Overseas 
Development Institute and the Ford Foundation.

99

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Specifically in Tamil Nadu, the focus o f this study, NGO-GO relations are embedded 

in a long-standing context of mistrust. Moen (1991:83-4) points out that as throughout 

India and many other countries, government agencies in Tamil Nadu attempt to control 

those NGOs they view as threatening to their own interests: from more 'friendly’ forms, 

such as subtle bribery intended to reward compliance by NGOs in favor, to more dire 

adversarial actions such as harassing NGOs workers, denouncing their activities to local 

police and central government agencies, and threats to or actual physical abuse of NGO 

workers (Mathiot 1998:57).

Collaborative ventures are growing in the state; yet, as is the case elsewhere, a large 

number are the result o f the interest of individual local bureaucrats in the establishment of 

such relationships (who. in turn, must obtain a clearance from the appropriate state-level 

elected representative) (Rajivan 1997). One feature of Tamil Nadu's government is 

important. Political parties in power in the state have, for several decades, been decidedly 

pro-agrarian, and state policies have encouraged NGOs there to experiment on different 

approaches to rural development to a greater extent than has been the case in some other 

states (although higher-level state policies, in Tamil Nadu as elsewhere, do not 

necessarily filter down to the local level). The state government has also worked with its 

own NGOs in several initiatives to improve social security in that state, including school 

meal programs, innovative pension plans, and improvements in access to health care (see 

Dreze and Sen 1995)

Conclusion

In this chapter, the nature of several forms of interactions existing between NGOs and 

GOs in India and other developing countries were reviewed. One form, which is being 

termed “ critical collaboration,” in which both parties join together in a conscious effort 

to work as partners in formulating and/or implementing rural development interventions, 

was suggested as a emerging and promising form of cooperative association between
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government agencies and indigenous NGOs. The extent to which critical collaboration 

actually occurs, though, is largely undocumented and has not achieved any established 

status.

In the effort to identify and understand the existence and occurrence o f critical 

collaboration between Indian NGOs and GOs, a study of a number o f actual cases that 

have taken place was conducted in the state of Tamil Nadu during 1996 and 1997. The 

next chapter is a discussion of the characteristics of each of the NGOs that entered into 

collaborations with several GOs. and a narrative o f the events leading to the relationships.
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Chapter 5

Case Studies

Both the state and the public have central roles to play in economic development. While 
different schools of thought tend to place different emphasis on their respective roles, it is 
hard to avoid seeing them as thoroughly interdependent. Just as the nature of state 
activities depends a great deal on public demands and pressures, the actions of the 
public—both collaborative and adversarial—are all the more effective when the state 
plays its part in helping to empower the citizens by guaranteeing basic democratic 
freedoms, ensuring widespread literacy, protecting the rights of disadvantaged groups, 
and providing some security against extreme destitution. There is, in this sense, a deeply 
complementary relationship between state action and public action.

Jean Dr6ze and Amartya Sen (1995)

In the previous chapter, the nature o f NGO-GO interactions, and some of the social 

and political contexts that shape the ways that such interactions take place, were 

discussed. In particular, some of those features especially applicable to India were 

highlighted. In addition, the concept o f critical collaboration as a distinct form of 

complex, deliberate, and interdependent action was presented and described. This chapter 

is an account of several examples o f relationships created between NGOs and GOs in the 

Indian state of Tamil Nadu. The intent of these studies is, through a review o f the 

individual NGOs, GOs, and the events that occurred between them, to identify the 

important features o f the relationships and whether each constitutes a critical 

collaborations, as discussed above.

The research, conducted in the state o f Tamil Nadu during 1996 and 1997, focuses 

on five NGOs and the corresponding GOs involved in joint efforts to address problems of 

the rural environment. Both personal interviews and secondary sources o f information 

were gathered about each NGO, including age, personnel, organizational structure,

102

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



sources o f funding, past and current activities, and a specific program involving 

interaction between the NGO and one or more GOs. In each case an ongoing 

environmental/natural resource issue in which both the NGO and one or more agency of 

the State o f Tamil Nadu and/or the Government o f India were currently involved was 

identified. In each case the potential for the creation of, if  not the actual existence of, a 

relationship of critical collaboration was evident. The studies were designed to explore 

both the attributes o f the NGOs and GOs basic to the establishment of critically 

collaborative relationships and the conditions shaping the actions o f the actors. The 

relevant features of five cases, each distinct in several important attributes, are presented 

here in a narrative form. Chapter 6 analyzes and compares these findings, and examines 

the extent to which the interactions between the NGOs and the GOs can be considered 

relationships o f critical collaboration.

NGOs involved with environmental and natural resource issues in Tamil Nadu 

include a wide range of organizations with a variety o f attributes. These organizations 

vary in regard to a number of characteristics: in size, from those with offices and 

operations in several states to the office with only one or two paid employees; in the 

resources available for their use (both tangible and intangible); in the number and variety 

of issues with which they are involved; and in their orientation to development and the 

prospect o f working with the government (or eschewing such connections) -  and, as a 

result, their approach to government officials in general. The NGO sector in Tamil Nadu, 

as in India and other countries, is far from homogeneous.

Despite their differences, though, the NGOs all operate within largely common 

physical, political and social contexts. Tamil Nadu is a semiarid state in south India that 

presents a number o f environmental and natural resource problems for its rural 

population. Availability o f agricultural water is a real difficulty for the majority of 

farmers; according to Meinzen-Dick (1984), the majority o f the state receives an annual 

average rainfall o f less than 950 mm (38 inches), almost all o f which falls during the
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monsoon months o f September to December. As in much of the country, forest cover in 

Tamil Nadu has been severely depleted, and deforestation continues largely unabated, 

despite a number o f national and international policies and efforts to halt the high rate of 

destruction. The climate is largely undifferentiated (except for the higher elevations of the 

Western Ghats) and varies little throughout the year, with the exception of the monsoon 

season. Also, like the rest of India, approximately three-quarters o f  the population lives in 

rural areas, where the majority are landless peasant farmers. Social stratification is highly 

pronounced and rigidly maintained.

The following NGOs were studied to determine the extent to which their interactions 

with local or state GOs in Tamil Nadu can be characterized as instances of critical 

collaboration. All o f the NGOs are involved to a large extent, if  not solely, with 

environmental and natural resource issues in Tamil Nadu. Each has shown, through its 

efforts at development, the ability to engage individuals and agencies o f the government 

in the conduct of environment-oriented activities (although in different ways).

The NGOs vary greatly in several characteristics (see Table 5.1), a number o f which 

have been identified as important to the creation of collaborative relationships. The 

attributes o f each organization, including its size, age, level o f funding, range of 

activities, and orientation toward development have been noted at the beginning o f each 

case. In the presentation o f the case studies, a review of the program studied and a brief 

narrative of how the program as well as the interaction between the NGO, GO and any 

outside organization involved is conducted. Each case study has a distinct record o f how 

its interactions with government agencies have taken place. Analyses o f the cases, and 

how they represent the creation o f critically collaborative relationships, appear in Chapter 

6 .

104

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure 5.1: Study Area
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1. Professional Assistance for Development Action (PRADAN)

The largest and most diverse o f the organizations studied, in terms of the area of 

operations as well as the variety o f development programs in which it is involved, is 

PRADAN. PRADAN is one o f  a relatively few large, diverse NGOs in India which 

conduct a variety o f operations in a number of states. Now based in Delhi,49 PRADAN 

has an annual operating budget in 1996 o f more than Rs (Indian Rupees) 5 crore (50 

million rupees, or approximately US $1.4 million),30 a significant portion of which was

Table 5.1: NGO-GO Case Studies

NGOs Program s

Year of NGO Annual Principal GO/s
NGO Creation Age* Budget (Rs) Involved Type of Project

PRADAN 1992 9 50,000,000 DRDA/PWD Irrigation lank 
Restoration

AWS 1986 9 2,080,000 DRDA Watershed Rehabilitation
PHCC 1990 5 4.900,000 TNFD Afforestation

SPEECH 1992 5 5,000,000 TNFD PRA Education
SHIELD 1994 2 300,000 NAEB Afforestation

* At the time of the inception o f the development program

provided by international donors, including the Ford Foundation and the European Union. 

The organization has (unlike the majority of Indian NGOs) a wealth o f resources, 

including its own office buildings in several states, extensive libraries, a number of 

vehicles, and computer facilities. PRADAN is well-known throughout the Tamil Nadu 

NGO community, and has working relationships with a number o f NGOs and other 

groups, as well as with local, state and national GOs.

At the time of the study, the Madurai office served as the national office of PRADAN, originally housed 
in Delhi. Since that time the Delhi office has resumed the role of headquarters, while the director of the 
Madurai office has ‘spun off that branch to continue the south Indian operations of PRADAN under the 
auspices of a new organization. Development of Humane Action (DHAN).

50 Source: PRADAN 1995. Conversions of Rs to US$ reflect the exchange rate at the time of the fieldwork, 
approximately Rs 35 - USS 1.
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PRADAN conducts operations in nine Indian states with a full-time paid staff o f more 

than 75 people working with 31,000 families in 1007 villages. PRADAN’s scope o f rural 

development activities includes programs in natural resource management (including land 

and water rehabilitation and management, agroforestry, wasteland development, and 

small-scale irrigation), income-producing microenterprises (such as tasar silk production, 

poultry rearing, mushroom cultivation, and animal carcass processing), and creating and 

maintaining self-help groups for savings, microcredit, and self-employment. More 

recently, PRADAN became involved in a Government of Tamil Nadu (GoTN) program 

to investigate and address the high levels o f female infanticide in a number o f areas in 

rural Tamil Nadu.

PRADAN was created in 1983 through the efforts of several university-educated rural 

development practitioners and the Delhi office o f the Ford Foundation, an international 

NGO [INGO]. Their motivation to create the organization was based on two convictions: 

first, that the non-govemmental sector in India had “ an important catalytic role in 

complementing government efforts at rural poverty alleviation” (in sharp contrast to the 

more confrontational social action groups that proliferated in the late 1970s). Second, 

they felt that the effectiveness of many NGOs could be enhanced through “ professional 

inputs in a wide variety of technical and managerial fields” (PRADAN 1997:1-4). 

PRADAN's approach was to address both concerns in a less ideologically driven, and 

more pragmatic, atmosphere than either the Gandhian spiritualism or the radicalism o f the 

social action groups. PRADAN was founded to serve as a catalyst, rather than an 

antagonist, toward Indian government at all levels.

PRADAN's initial approach as a catalyst was: to identify young development 

professionals with relevant managerial, organizational, and technical skills; to train them 

in the practical aspects of rural development; and with personal and professional support, 

to place the individuals in other NGOs with which they would work to improve the 

agencies’ capacities to conduct their work. The purpose was to integrate them as
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members of the NGOs, who would work directly with them while retaining access to 

PRADAN for organizational and technical support. PRADAN calls this process 

'professionalization from within'; the core idea is that through experience, individuals 

would over time gain the skills and experience necessary to be able to work without the 

formal support o f PRADAN, maintaining only an 'alumnus’ status with the latter. At the 

same time, the involved NGOs could continue to look to PRADAN for technical and 

managerial assistance as they expanded their own capabilities.

The founders surmised that this second agenda, enhancing NGOs’ capacities, was a 

natural and logical concomitant of the first. The lessons learned through experience, 

however, indicated that this was not necessarily the case. Young and inexperienced 

professionals, they found, lacked the skills necessary for managing organizational 

development; PRADAN itself was “ built largely with people with little or no grassroots 

experience, little organizational experience and a lot of 'formal knowledge" (PRADAN 

1996a:III-8). At the same time, attempts to team the professionals with outside 

organizations was less than completely successful. PRADAN professionals themselves 

often felt that they were serving two masters, were resented as outsiders by the NGO 

staff, and often did not experience the kind of personal professional development which 

PRADAN had intended to impart.

In response to this perceived shortcoming, PRADAN augmented its original mission 

of institutional development. In addition to the original strategy o f assisting medium- and 

large-sized organizations, they added a focus on smaller, local voluntary agencies; 

professionals were to act as outside assistants, rather than as resident members of the 

organizations. The focus of the professionals changed as well, with a greater 

concentration on the technical aspects of specific programs in small geographic areas than 

previously. The approach was perceived to be preferable to the original one in several 

ways, especially on the part o f local and community-based groups which placed a higher
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priority on PRADAN’s ability to provide technical and financial skills than on the NGO’s 

need for organizational growth and change.

PRADAN’s original emphasis on issues of organizational improvement continues, 

though, even in these small groups. In addition to the provision of technical and 

administrative expertise to individual NGOs, PRADAN serves also as a forum for local 

NGOs, assisting in the development o f organizational attributes within individual NGOs 

which will improve their cooperation and beneficial working relationships with those at 

the grassroots.

The directors of PRADAN realized from the organization’s outset that the role of

NGOs in influencing the policy process would be crucial. An early progress report

(December 1984) states that

If their innovations [are] to make a dent on the condition o f the poor, voluntary 
agencies need to devise mechanisms by which they can influence policy. 
PRADAN Professionals therefore, spend some time in translating their project 
level work into implications at the policy plane (PRADAN 1996a:VII-5).

Through both research and field experiences, PRADAN has maintained a continual

involvement in the study o f NGO participation in the policy process (see PRADAN 1986,

1988, 1990, 1991 for titles resulting from their policy studies). A study of PRADAN’s

participation in a recently initiated state-wide program focused on revitalizing a

traditional method o f crop irrigation and watershed rehabilitation provides an

understanding o f the NGO’s relationships with government.

Case Study: Tank Irrigation in Tamil Nadu

One of PRADAN’s more recent and extensive efforts to participate in government 

policy processes has been in the area o f natural resource conservation: the reconstruction 

and long-term management o f a number of traditional irrigation tanks located throughout 

rural Tamil Nadu.

Because o f the seasonal and erratic rainfall throughout the region, the use o f various 

methods of acquiring and storing sufficient irrigation water is necessary in most areas of
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South India. Irrigation tanks are one such time-tested technology, used throughout the 

region for storing rainfall and runoff for a number o f uses: crop irrigation, groundwater 

recharge, domestic use, cattle watering, pisciculture and other uses. Tanks consist 

essentially o f an empoundment pond created by the construction of a manmade bund 

(embankment) on a hillside or slope, with channels to transport water to the users. The 

length and height of the bund, and thus the size o f the tank vary according to the slope o f 

the land and the anticipated rainfall/runoff. Irrigation tanks have been remarkably 

efficient for the storage of water and were historically constructed throughout south India, 

as well as in Sri Lanka and other countries. Tank irrigation currently accounts for more 

than 30% of all irrigated land in the state of Tamil Nadu. In the states o f Andhra Pradesh, 

Tamil Nadu and Karnataka alone it is estimated that today there are about 140,000 tanks, 

in various states of repair. There exist approximately 39,000 irrigation tanks of various 

size in Tamil Nadu alone, of which more than 20,000 are relatively small, serving 

command areas (ayacuts) of less than 40 or fewer hectares (ha) (Sakthivadivel et al. 

1982:2).

Despite the their long-standing use, most irrigation tanks in Tamil Nadu have fallen 

into neglect and disrepair. As in other states, large-scale technologically-intensive forms 

o f irrigation (dams and canals) as well as the pumping of groundwater resources from 

bore wells have taken precedence to less extensive, •minor' forms (tanks and farm 

ponds): the bulk of government funding for irrigation purposes has gone to such large 

projects. Ascher and Healy (1990) point to a number of political and institutional reasons 

for this bias toward large scale projects. They state that one o f the most difficult problems 

in many natural resource issues, and especially in the area of irrigation, is that o f 

equitable distribution of benefits— both regarding the even-handed distribution o f water 

for those in the command area (the area immediately served by the irrigation project) and 

how to provide benefits for those outside the command area. In addition, there are 

technical difficulties; tanks require constant maintenance and upkeep to keep in proper
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repair. The result o f these forces is that minor irrigation is underutilized in proportion to

its potential, (see Sanpathy 1984: ch.4)

The disregard o f tank maintenance is not only a recent problem; a 1868 report o f the

British Chief Engineer of the Mysore State writes that

One thing to my mind is perfectly clear, namely that no department or collection of 
departments can even hope to keep going the ordinary maintenance o f the ... tanks in 
this province. The work is at once too large in the aggregate, too small in detail -  as 
well in fact [to] attempt to keep every hut in the country in repair (Vani 1992:99).

In pre-colonial time, irrigation tanks were maintained by individual farmers and

village organizations. Historical epigraphs indicate that farmers received grants or rent

and tax remissions from local rulers for their participation in tank maintenance and repair

(Ambler 1994:9-1). The British, though, treated tanks mainly as a source o f revenue,

rather than as a long-term supply of a valuable renewable resource; they concentrated the

expenditure of funds for tank maintenance only on those which returned a given amount

o f revenue to the State. Others, not as remunerative, were considered a financial burden

and not worth the cost of repair, and were thus allowed to languish. Eventually, though,

the British recognized the need for these resources, and attempted to re-create local

traditional institutions - ‘tank panchayats' -  for small tank maintenance, an exercise that

proved futile.

For a number of reasons, the disrepair of the majority of small tanks and the loss of 

irrigation water to many of the marginal farmers o f Tamil Nadu persist. To a large extent, 

jurisdiction is a primary cause. The local institutions necessary to the ongoing 

maintenance of small tanks do not exist (due to the inability o f governments to provide 

the necessary human and other resources for the work). Moreover, control o f the tanks 

remains largely with the local and state governments. Despite their attempts to assign the 

responsibility of tank maintenance to local fanners, most agencies are unwilling to 

relinquish control over the larger tanks. Responsibility for tanks which serve less than 40 

ha o f land is, by law, shared by local panchayats and the Tamil Nadu Public Works 

Department (PWD); however, many panchayats in the state exist in name only and lack
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the power to raise the necessary funds for tank management. Control o f local irrigation 

resources remains effectively with local elites and state agencies. Finally, government 

control o f tanks and related components is fragmented among a number o f agencies and 

levels o f government (although local governments are responsible for many of the tank 

structures, the surface water itself is under state control). Any changes to existing 

practices must be approved by a number o f (often competing) agencies unwilling to 

relinquish control over their area o f jurisdiction.

In 1992, PRADAN formally agreed to work with Anna University o f Madras on an 

ongoing research program investigating distribution problems o f water usage. They 

approached the District Rural Development Agency (DRDA), which was working on the 

AU program, to request that a portion of the funding be set aside for a research study. 

PRADAN chose 12 sites to conduct a pilot program, focusing on the specific problems of 

the smaller tanks and marginal farmers (which had been abandoned by the DRDA and the 

state).51

Following the study. PRADAN entered into negotiations with several state GOs. The 

discussions, which took place over a period of several years, focused primarily on how to 

effectively devolve power to local farmers to develop plans and processes for 

rehabilitating, maintaining and managing damaged tanks for villagers’ use in a way that 

would coincide with local needs and practices. PRADAN’s approach was to create local 

Water Users Associations (WUAs) which would have immediate control over 

maintenance of the tanks and distribution o f irrigation water. PRADAN’s expectation was 

that local grassroots organizations could more effectively manage the day-to-day 

operations of the tanks and the distribution of the water than a district or state agency.

After months o f often contentious negotiation, agreement was reached with the 

DRDA; however, months o f additional discussions were required before the state Public

51 PRADAN officials felt that, because the repair and maintenance of small irrigation tanks is a common 
property resources issue, any related program activities (including funding) legitimately require 
participation of the State (Vasimalai 1997).
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Works Department (PWD) agreed to the proposal, and the program could begin 

(Saltyagopal 1997). According to PRADAN, negotiations on the issue o f devolving 

government power over the tanks to WUAs. This included encroachment by local elites, 

project funding, red tape, and the time frame for project activities.

The first problem, encroachment by local elites, involved portions o f the tank beds 

(waterspreads) that emerge as the water recedes, and land adjacent to the tanks, which in 

many cases are owned by the government. These are frequently damaged by 

unauthorized, illegal agricultural use, usually due to the activities o f local elites or those 

having access to local government officials who allow such illegal activities to occur. 

Also, managers of one tank in a connected series -  a tank cascade -  may withhold water 

from tanks downstream for their own unauthorized uses. Convincing authorities to 

prosecute encroachers or prevent such activities is often difficult; those who challenge the 

status quo often face retribution from those who wield local power. In addition, formal 

transference of authority for to WUAs often threatens government bureaucrats, who fear 

the loss of their authority.

Scheduling of project funding was another contentious issue. The usual method of 

funding public works consists o f a schedule o f payments to the contractors after the 

completion of a given percentage o f construction. The standard schedule, in this case, was 

unsatisfactory to the WUA members, in that workers' pay would not be immediately 

available (often forcing would-be workers to take jobs elsewhere), and that the method of 

payment (and the hands through which the money passes) almost invariably results in 

using a portion o f the construction funds to pay off corrupt officials. In this case, 

PRADAN' size was an asset; using some of its own reserves, PRADAN was able to pay 

village workers while negotiating changes with the DRDA on the schedule and methods 

o f payment.

A pervasive issue confronting all bureaucratic procedures is the process o f submitting 

proposals and receiving approval from the myriad o f involved agencies, which often
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leads to delays, misunderstandings, and contradictions, and which, in turn, results in 

bottlenecks or interruptions in implementation. Especially at the local level, agency 

officials and operatives are hesitant to take any initiative that may stray from strict state 

or Central policies and which may threaten their position. Moreover, according to one 

PRADAN official, the corruption of middle-level officials frequently results in the failure 

to pass on existing rules or changes in policy from higher levels to the local offices 

(Vasimalai 1997).

Government program and project implementation is usually planned in a rigid time 

frame of several months or a few years. This often coincides with the schedule of 

elections— politicians showcase the visible benefits of their sponsored programs at 

election time (see Ascher and Healy 1990, especially ch. 7). Many NGOs, on the other 

hand, realize that the time frame for their own work, especially in creating and 

maintaining institutions for long-term project maintenance, can be an extended process 

whose results are not visible for some time. Reconciling differences between GO and 

NGO views is usually a long-term process in itself (Shanmugan 1996). All these 

problems are exacerbated by the temporary nature o f the District officials' tenures and 

replacement; they are regularly re-posted every 2 or 3 years to prevent cooptation of 

officials by the populations they served (see Chapter 2).

PRADAN has been successful, to a degree, in addressing some of these problems. 

They were successful in creating WUAs to manage the small tanks, and persuaded the 

PWD to revise the schedule o f payments to the tank workers. According to a former 

Director, these changes occurred because of; 1) PRADAN’s past record of successful 

collaboration with GOs; 2) the commitment of the NGO to long-term involvement in 

programs, one not limited to project funding cycles; and 3) its willingness to negotiate 

with relevant government agencies, and sensitivity to GO concerns and difficulties 

(Vasimalai 1997) The claims regarding PRADAN’s success at engaging in collaborative 

relationships will be evaluated in the analysis o f the cases in Chapter 6.
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2. Auroville

Auroville is an anomaly in the midst o f south India. It was created in 1968 as an

experiment in what was intended to be an intentional ‘‘ international cultural township” in

the environs of Pondicherry, a former French colonial enclave on the southeastern coast

o f India. According to its founders, Auroville would be a “ universal town where men and

women of all countries are able to live in peace and progressive harmony above all

creeds, all politics and all nationalities. The purpose of Auroville is to realize human

unity.” (Auroville 1996)

At first glance, Auroville as a whole, as well as its constituent working units, cannot

be readily considered an NGO as the others in this study are, in the sense that NGOs

intentionally work with a local village or grassroots constituency in the pursuit o f efforts

to accomplish rural development (see Chapter 3). According to one Auroville document,

Auroville is not a village development society, but an experiment for a large group of 
volunteers interested in tackling the problems besetting humanity .... In this context, 
the villagers present a significant challenge but not the whole focus of the Auroville 
endeavour (Auroville 1998).

However, the deliberate effort on the part o f AWS to work with local villages in the role

of a legitimate NGO has had repercussions for its ability to work with local GOs as a

collaborative partner.

Auroville was created with a great deal o f enthusiastic support from both the Gol and 

UNESCO (its inauguration was timed deliberately to mark UNESCO’s twentieth 

anniversary), and received funding from both in its early years. The connection between 

the township and UNESCO at the time of Auroville’s creation was such that Minor 

(1999:102) refers to Auroville as a “ project” o f UNESCO.

Auroville’s overarching purpose, at the time of its inception, was not one o f service to 

the villages with which it is interspersed, but was to be an international township and 

experiment in intercultural understanding and cooperation (although, in its 1984 

resolution, UNESCO refers to its activities both in restoring the region’s ecological 

balance, and in experiments in alternative energy sources and economic development -
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see UNESCO 1984). Auroville was created with the idea o f fulfilling a number of 

idealistic principles, yet such practicalities as its ownership and how it was to operate as a 

model o f 'international unity' were not specified at the time. Arguments over its 

ownership continued for almost two decades after its creation, until settled by the 

adoption o f the Auroville Foundation Act in 1988 (Government o f India 1988). There is, 

however, a recognition that in addition to their ideals, practical considerations regarding 

Auroville's existence in the midst of rural India are necessary and that “ ways and means 

of including the material and cultural needs of the villages in the Auroville development 

planning need to be worked out” (APCG 1996:17).

The visitor to Auroville will immediately see that Auroville is distinct from the 

neighboring villages o f Tamil Nadu. The land, which was a treeless wasteland, is now 

lush with native species o f trees and other flora and fauna. Widely dispersed buildings 

reflect European architecture more than local Indian designs. At the visitors' center, one 

is more likely to find cappuccino, brioche, and lasagna than one would lassi, masala dosa 

or thali.

The majority o f the inhabitants of Auroville are distinct as well. Most are not Indian 

nationals; o f the approximately 2000 residents, it is estimated that approximately two- 

thirds hold foreign passports. Many members o f the township— 'Aurovilleans'—do not 

view their work as comparable to that of conventional rural development NGOs. As one 

long-term member noted, “ We really don’t work fo r  the villagers; we do pay them to 

help us, and we tell them what we want them to do” (David Nagel 1997). Yet, in the legal 

sense, Auroville is an NGO; as the director of the Auroville Water Service pointed out, 

the Auroville Foundation was founded in 1988 in order to create a legal body (Thomas 

Gablier 1997). In addition, the Foundation is registered with the Gol under the Foreign 

Contributions (Regulation) Act as an NGO, in large part to legally receive the substantial 

portion o f its operating revenues from foreign sources.
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Over the years o f its existence, Aurovilleans have increasingly realized that

participatory and cooperative activity with local villagers has become vital to the

operation of the township. As Auroville has grown, its efforts to assist local populations

have expanded as well.

As the poverty of the land and the population were clearly interlinked, it was possible 
for Auroville to make multiple efforts in many areas, each helping the other, despite 
lack of formal coordination. The good results, such as they are, depend on the 
people’s effort. The people were very eager to work and, for instance, projects to 
plant trees, bund and fence the land, provided employment and cash to the people as 
well as directly working with the environmental problems (APCG 1996:4).
The geographic location o f the 'universal township’ has itself created an unusual

situation regarding Auroville’s unique relationship with the governments o f  both Tamil

Nadu and Pondicherry. Although small portions of Auroville are located within

Pondicherry, the township is almost completely surrounded by the state o f  Tamil Nadu

(Auroville is located directly inland from India’s East coast; in fact, several settlements of

the Township are located directly on the shore o f the Bay of Bengal). Thus, Auroville, its

operations, residents, and political status all present an unusual situation in the context o f

Indian development.

Auroville conducts much o f its everyday commerce with Pondicherry, and some o f its 

administrative functions are directly tied to the Territory. For instance, all vehicles are 

registered in Pondicherry, and Auroville is represented on some advisory bodies and 

working groups o f Pondicherry (see Giordano et al., in Farrington and Lewis 1993:147). 

The township is, at the same time, legally registered as an NGO with the state o f Tamil 

Nadu and many of the central government-sponsored programs that are applicable to the 

township are administered through the GoTN. Such dual jurisdictions can be confusing 

and, at times, problematic for the daily operations of the township.

Auroville contains a number of diverse research and commercial operations, 

including: environmental regeneration, organic farming, non-traditional education, 

renewable energy research, new building technologies, and a range o f small-scale 

industries and handicraft productions. The operating units are, to a large extent,
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autonomous in their day-to-day operations; there is little formal coordination o f their 

functions.

In the three decades since its inception, Auroville has earned a reputation for its 

contributions to the Indian environment. In addition to reclaiming and reforesting much 

of the local landscape, the Auroville Greenwork Resource Centre has catalogued and 

created a seed bank of indigenous species (the Index Seminum); it also distributes plants, 

seedlings and technical assistance throughout India and abroad. Auroville has become a 

major source of environmental information and innovation in India, in part due to its 

widespread network of scientific and technological knowledge, because o f the 

international nature o f the township, and the frequency with which information is 

exchanged with outside sources. Auroville has become a major, well-established center of 

environmental expertise in India.

Case study: The Auroville Water Service and the local watershed

The Auroville Water Service (AWS) is one of the constituent working units o f the 

township, created in 1986 in response to Auroville's growing need for water resources. 

The AWS reflects the orientation o f Auroville toward its surroundings in general. As are 

other constituent units o f Auroville, the AWS is a loosely organized working group, 

consisting of a staff o f 38, with 13 administrative, executive, and engineering personnel 

and an operational staff of 25. Operating revenue for 1997 was approximately Rs 660 

thousand ($19,000).

Concerned primarily with the development of the township itself, for a number of 

years the Water Service made no concrete efforts to include the active support and 

participation of inhabitants o f the surrounding villages in its plans for the future o f the 

township. Nor, according to the director and founder, did they make a conscious effort to 

address needs beyond Auroville before the inception of the current program (Gablier 

1997). The basic purpose o f the AWS has been to ensure that sufficient water resources
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continue to be available for the future population growth o f  Auroville. It was only with 

the realization of the scope o f the environmental threat to the area’s ecosystem, and the 

size and complexity o f the required intervention on its part, that the AWS looked beyond 

Auroville’s internal concerns to search for solutions to a growing problem.

As a part of Auroville’s planned future growth, the question of sufficient water to 

support the anticipated population of the township arose in the late 1980s. The 

deteriorating status of the area’s water resources has become a critical issue, threatening 

the area's ability to sustain human as well as animal and plant life in a coastal area of 

southeast India. Once a barren wasteland, the phenomenal success o f Auroville to reclaim 

the area and make it productive agricultural land has led to overuse of limited natural 

resources. The challenge facing is AWS is a complicated one.

According to the director of AWS (Gablier 1997, 1998, 1999), water reserves in the 

area have been increasingly depleted in recent decades. Whereas the area was largely 

wasteland prior to the creation o f the township, successful efforts on the part o f the 

Aurovilleans over the past three decades to rehabilitate the land have encouraged 

intensive farming practices in the area by a growing local population o f villagers as well 

as Aurovilleans. The growth of agriculture has led to large increases in the use o f local 

groundwater resources. The widespread installation o f water wells by wealthier farmers, 

who have taken advantage of government-subsidized electricity to conyinually pump 

groundwater— both for their own use and for sale to poorer farmers—has severely 

impacted the area’s water supplies. The almost constant drawing of ground has depleted 

three levels of acquifers, including the deepest, containing “ ancient water” (accumulated 

over millennia and which require long time periods to replace). The withdrawal o f water 

from these acquifers has had predictable results. In addition to the problems of 

salinization and waterlogging of the soils in the area (a common result of over-irrigation), 

another danger has appeared: the acquifers are being recharged by salt water from the 

nearby Bay of Bengal. Furthermore, the saline content o f  an extensive local wetland,
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which is a major resting and feeding point on the migration route for many species of 

migratory birds, has increased. The increased salt content of the water adversely affects 

the food chain in the area, resulting in the diminution of local flora and fauna which, in 

turn, threatens the well-being of the region’s ecology at large.

In 1995, AWS was approached by an agency of the Canadian government, which 

offered funding for the Service to conduct an overall survey of the water resources in the 

area and to suggest possible methods to bring current water use in line with its 

availability. The director of the AWS prepared a proposal for a large-scale engineering 

project to increase the capacity of local tanks. The original proposal was rejected, though, 

because it did not take into account the fundamental causes of the problem or the need to 

modify local communities’ water use practices.

Having had no training or experience in the social aspects of rural development, the 

AWS director consulted another organization in order to modify the proposal to address 

the human needs of the area; it was evident to him that the AWS could not do so alone 

(Gablier 1997). He met with PRADAN in early 1996 to discuss the social and political 

aspects o f the situation, and possible approaches to the mitigation and solution o f the 

growing crisis and its causation. After several days of discussion, AWS and PRADAN 

drew up a 'General Strategy’ for a program that would cause minimal adverse social 

impacts to the area while providing a solution to the overuse o f water resources in the 

area. The strategy includes the construction and rehabilitation of 12 irrigation tanks, 

areawide afforestation projects, a general restoration of the local environment (including 

the re-introduction of endangered plant and animal species), and the creation o f new 

social institutions for the management o f these innovations. The last aspect is almost 

certainly the most difficult; it involves making fundamental changes in the political and 

social relations in the area, including the transfer o f some control of resources to a group 

of previously powerless people who have not learned the necessary skills to effectively 

maintain and use that power.
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AWS realized that the program— which has been named ‘Harvest’—would be further 

complicated by the local political situation. Making the necessary environmental changes 

would require ongoing engagement with a number o f government agencies, each having 

jurisdiction (and competing to retain their control) over some portion of the planned 

program activities. This undoubtedly necessitates a certain measure of negotiation and 

collaboration, along with a way to convince GOs that an alternative to the current 

situation is in their interests.

Recognizing that the dual requirements of creating cooperative (let alone 

collaborative) relationships with the relevant, intransigent GOs on one hand, and with 

comparatively powerless villagers, on the other, was beyond their expertise, AWS asked 

PRADAN to act as a sister organization, to train the AWS members as an organization 

which could then act as an intermediary while, at the same time, initiating the processes 

of building local grassroots institutions and mechanisms capable o f maintaining mutual 

cooperation between the state. AWS and the villages. At the same time, the Madras 

Institute for Development Studies (MIDS), a private think tank in Chennai (the state 

capital), requested to become involved in the program for research purposes.

Following the creation o f the General Strategy for the watershed’s rehabilitation, 

AWS conducted several preliminary activities with the assistance of PRADAN. First, 

they visited the involved villages on a number of occasions: 1) to identify possible area 

leaders who could act as AWS contacts and initiators within the villages; 2) to create 

understanding, enthusiasm and support for the program among villagers; and 3) to solicit 

local information, ideas and concerns. Second, AWS began a concentrated study of the 

environmental and social conditions in the area in order to tailor components within the 

overall program to fit more closely the individual needs o f each community, and to 

coordinate relations between villages associated with tank cascades. Finally, AWS 

initiated a series o f discussions with involved state and central GOs in an attempt to foster 

inter-agency cooperation and coordination on the program. In January 1997 they
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participated in a “ National Seminar on Farmers’ Participation in Tank Rehabilitation and 

Management” sponsored by the GoTN and the European Communities, a sponsor o f the 

AWS program (IMTI 1997). The project is still in the preliminary stages, and relatively 

little construction work had taken place at the time of the interviews.

Another important facet of the relationship with local governments is the role o f the

central government in local decision-making. As explained in Chapter 2, the federal

system of Indian government, and its presence in local government through in the form of

the District Collector and other IAS officials working at the local level, is an important

feature o f rural development. One of the central partners with which the AWS has created

a collaborative relationship is the District Rural Development Agency (DRDA) (see

Chapter 2), an autonomous agency in the Gol’s Department o f Rural Development. The

DRDA is, according to the Ministry of Rural Areas and Employment, “ the [central

government's] implementing agency for all the rural development programmes at the

district level” (http://www.nic.in./rural/drda.htm). The Director o f the AWS indicated

that the DRDA has been one of the central government’s primary contacts in the program

and that the two organizations have, over the past few years, succeeded in building a

collaborative relationship based on reciprocal needs:

[Our] partnership came out o f mutually built confidence, and also a mutual interest. 
They want results, we provide results, they have the money to spend in tanks and we 
need money to work in tanks. ... This mutual interest is fundamental to build a 
partnership (Gablier 1999).

As mentioned, the original proposal for the watershed program was rejected by both 

State and international funding agencies, and had to be redesigned to better fit the needs 

and capacities o f the local populations. AWS turned to an experienced NGO—  

PRADAN— for consultation and training and the creation o f an approach which would 

include a holistic view of the communities, resources, and how to minimize the adverse 

impacts o f the program on local villages (Gablier 1997).

The following cases involve NGOs whose sizes, budgets, and operations are 

considerably smaller than either PRADAN or the AWS. The also lack the wide range of
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contacts and technical capacities of the larger organizations. How these NGOs have been 

successful in working with GOs despite their lesser endowments provides some insights 

into how critical collaboration may occur among those NGOs with less political power, 

staff and financial resources.

3. Palni Hills Conservation Council

The Palni Hills Conservation Council (PHCC) was founded in 1985 as a small ad hoc 

group o f concerned citizens— including botanists, environmentalists, foresters and 

businessmen— living in the environs of FCodaikanal, originally a British hill station52 in 

the hills o f western Tamil Nadu. Over the intervening years PHCC has grown in size and 

in scope; today there are 63 full-time and approximately 50 part-time paid employees, 

and a varying number o f ad hoc volunteers and technical experts. The NGO is involved in 

a number o f diverse environment-related activities, including the planting and growing of 

tree seedlings; investigations of water pollution in the area; apiculture; biodynamic 

agriculture; and wetland preservation. PHCC's operating budget for 1997 was Rs 4.9 

million (US$ 140 thousand).

The organization was created by a few individuals who shared a general concern over 

the environmental degradation that was occurring in the area, especially the impacts of 

rapid urbanization in the resort and its surroundings. PHCC’s first activities focused 

primarily on local informal education programs, promoting environmental awareness and 

protection among the populations of the area surrounding Kodaikanal. The members soon 

realized that efforts at preserving the natural environment in the area required addressing 

a wide range of issues, many of which they felt “ had to be talked about with the local 

government.” (Jeyakaran 1997) Their first experience in engaging the government on 

environment issues was an effort to prevent the planned uprooting o f an ancient tree in

S2 Hill stations were enclaves in the cooler, higher elevation areas of India created by the British to provide 
an escape for the colonial rulers from the torrid summer climate of India. Today most serve as tourist 
destinations.
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Kodaikanal. As they identified more issues regarding the area’s environment (to which 

they felt that the local government had not fulfilled their responsibilities to the public at 

large), PHCC took an active role in confronting the local and state governments for their 

inaction in implementing existing environmental laws and regulations.

In 1987, PHCC sought action under the Environment (Protection) Act (1986) to 

prevent the construction of a complex of vacation homes on the grounds that the resulting 

untreated sewage, which was to be discharged into a local marsh that supplied water to 

the Kodaikanal, would severely damage the already fragile local ecosystem; and there 

were insufficient water resources to support the development and the planned boring of 

water wells would further upset the fragile ecological balance. After receiving no reply 

from the state government— which a Times o f  India article claimed was in “ active 

connivance” with the developers in destroying the local environment (Bhushan 1988)— 

PHCC appealed to the Union Ministry o f Environment and Forests (MoEF) to force a halt 

to further construction. An acrimonious exchange ensued between Centre and the state 

officials, which finally resulted in the cessation o f further construction, although 

occupation o f the housing built before the filing of the petition by PHCC was allowed to 

remain (Hindu 1998).

In 1994, PHCC took a further step toward compelling the local government to fulfill 

its legal obligations. They brought suit against the city o f Kodaikanal and the District 

Collector for their lack of performance on several counts, notably the city’s failure to 

prevent (and, in fact, authorizing) the construction of a hotel in violation o f the city’s 

building code (Hindu 1994). The code restricted construction to buildings o f no more 

than two stories in height. The developers of the hotel, who were constructing a seven- 

story building, insisted that five of the stories were constructed below grade and were, in 

fact a multi-level basement. In a hotly contested and widely publicized campaign, PHCC
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was ultimately successful in compelling the Kodaikanal government to order the 

demolition of the hotel.53

In their efforts to protect the natural environment of the Palni Hills the PHCC has 

moved beyond the immediate environs o f Kodaikanal to include restoration o f the 

ecosystem in the hills themselves. This program was initiated, in large part, to restore the 

natural resource endowment in the area so as to provide for the sustained resource needs 

o f the rural populations (Jeyakaran 1996,1997)

Despite these examples, not all o f PHCC’s relations with local and state governments 

have been confrontational; there have been a number of projects on which the NGO and 

GOs have worked together constructively, although often separately. For instance, PHCC 

is working with the Kerala Forest Department to develop an elaphant corridor linking the 

Palni Hills with a national park, and has participated in a series o f joint wildlife censuses 

at several national parks as well as in the Palni Hills.

Recently, PHCC has succeeded in entering into partnerships with a number o f local 

GOs. According to several officials, this has been the result o f the NGO’s history of 

community involvement and their willingness to work with local authorities even while, 

at the same time, taking individual GOs to task as the occasion arises (Fisher (1997:110) 

calls this strategy acupuncture, “ the willingness of NGOs to take on the state, while 

becoming permanently involved in the process of change through the state"). One recent 

activity o f PHCC in creating a critically collaborative working relationship with 

government has been the Kadavakurichi Interface Forestry Management Programme.

C ase Study: The Kadavakurichi Hill Interface Forestry Management Programme

In 1990, the state coordinator for the Swedish International Development Agency 

(SIDA) approached PHCC with a request that the latter participate in a program that was,

53 At the time of writing the former Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu was still under indictment for her alleged 
collusion in allowing the illegal construction of the hotel.
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at the time, being implemented by the Tamil Nadu Forest Department (TNFD) in the 

Kadavakurichi Hills, located near Kodaikanal in Tamil Nadu’s Western Ghats. PHCC 

had been working on its own initiative in areas adjacent to the FD-owned reserve forest, 

planting seedlings, rehabilitating wastelands, and encouraging the participation o f local 

farmers in local afforestation activities, with some funding from the Gol, notably the 

National Wasteland Development Board (NWDB). SIDA, which had been funding the 

TNFD’s Social Forestry Program and was aware o f PHCC’s work in the area, suggested 

that PHCC work in concert with the Forest Department, with the hope that a joint effort 

could improve the results of the FD’s efforts. The PHCC officials responded, stating that 

they conceived of two ways that the NGO might work with the Forest Department: either 

to “ follow the standard government menu of activities,” which would place PHCC in the 

role o f contractor to the FD’s project; or, (an alternative that PHCC advocated) to look for 

ways to improve the FD’s project by determining the best course of action based on a 

study of the situation and subsequently preparing their own proposal for presentation to 

the GO (Jeyakaran 1997).

PHCC was aware that the FD’s sole effort at afforestation of the Kadavakurichi Hill 

area to date was to plant a limited number o f seedlings within the reserve forest (owned 

and strictly regulated by the FD), which were quickly destroyed due to the browsing of 

new shoots by grazing animals. PHCC officials recognized, in part from their own 

experiences at land management, that more was necessary for successful afforestation and 

rehabilitation o f the area, and that any solution would have to be workable in the context 

o f the social, as well as natural, environment of the area. They conducted a house-to- 

house survey o f the villages in the area that formed an ‘interface’ between the reserve 

forest and agricultural land, in an effort to determine alternative solutions for the area’s 

problems. The survey, which used Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) techniques (see 

below), included not only a review of current land use and vegetation cover, but also the 

local population’s agricultural practices: who was using the forest resources, for what
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purposes, and what they perceived as their own needs. The study, which was presented to 

SIDA and the TNFD, recommended a number o f new activities designed to rehabilitate 

the land directly adjacent to the reserve forests— the interface— in order to provide 

resources for local villagers’ use as an alternative to the depletion of resources within the 

reserve forests. Their decision to concentrate on rehabilitating the interface area was 

made, in part, on the basis o f the legal status o f the reserve forests, which were being 

illegally encroached by the villagers.

Response to the results o f the study varied by level of government. At the local level, 

the results were dismissed summarily; local officials viewed PHCC as intruders into their 

domain and legitimate jurisdiction, and were uninterested in what they saw as a challenge 

to their authority. At the district level, there was a sense of curiosity among a number of 

officials, but PHCC felt that, while there was an interest in the study, most officials were 

unwilling (or felt unable) to deviate from their standard practices, and would continue to 

rely solely on their own personnel and regulations. It was only at the state level of the 

Forest Department that serious consideration was given to the study: a number o f top- 

level officials, although not all, were willing to discuss the possibility o f changing their 

policies regarding restoration in the area, including the application o f untried innovations.

As the result of several years o f  negotiation with PHCC, in June of 1995 the District 

Forest Officer o f the state Forest Department signed a Management Agreement (Tamil 

Nadu Forest Department 1995) with PHCC. Several of the provisions o f the document 

indicate an uncharacteristic departure from the Department’s previous attitude o f disdain 

toward working with the public, including agreements on:

• decentralizing the responsibility for the program’s management -  “ to be brought 
under the sole and exclusive control of the [District] Interface Forestry 
Division...” (p.2);

• sharing decision-making with PHCC as well as the local Village Executive 
committees (p.4); and

• submitting disagreements involving “ any major disagreement in the preparation of 
the JFM (Joint Forestty Management) plan ...” to outside arbiters “ for 
consultation and decision . . .” (p.6).
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In addition, the FD agreed to participate in rehabilitating the interface forest areas as well 

their own reserve forests, and to share the funding of the rehabilitation.

The most important role that PHCC sees for itself in this project is that o f a catalyst: 

creating and strengthening village organizations and grassroots planning committees such 

that the people themselves will be prepared to participate with Forest Department 

personnel in implementing the Joint Forestry Management program. As a central 

component o f the Kadavakurichi project, PHCC has established community centers and 

educational programs (both traditional and non-traditional). farmer training programs, 

and planning groups in each of the involved villages. As a result o f the NGO’s 

educational activities, people who have been traditionally wary about having any contact 

with the Forest Department personnel (whom they see as the policemen) are now 

beginning to participate in the government programs, although many are still somewhat 

hesitant about doing so (Jeyakaran 1997).

The Kadavakurichi project, which PHCC began in four villages in 1994, has since 

been expanded to more than twenty. According to the Director of PHCC, however, the 

Forest Department has withdrawn some of its participation in the program, and the ’joint’ 

aspect o f joint forest management is being abandoned by the FD (Kannan 1998).

4. Society for People’s Education and  Econom ic Change

The Society for People’s Education and Economic Change (SPEECH) is 

representative of the majority of NGOs in India -  it is small, operating almost exclusively 

in two blocks, or “ taluks,” 54 of the state with a total of 25 full- and part-time operatives. 

SPEECH, which has a small office in the city of Madurai for administrative purposes, 

bases its operations in the small village o f Tiruchuli, located approximately 11/2 hours’ 

motorcycle ride over dirt roads south o f Madurai, in the arid region of southern Tamil 

Nadu. It was founded in 1987 in response to the perceived need to promote the self-

54 The taluk is the smallest unit of government in India larger than the village; there are 6 taluks in the 
Virudunagar district of Tamil Nadu.
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development of the rural poor in an area suffering some o f the most dire conditions in the

state: the highest infant mortality rate in Tamil Nadu, excessive exploitation by

politicians (even in comparison to other areas), abnormally high illiteracy rates, and

prolonged periods of drought (the area is so dry that many of the inhabitants cannot

produce any crops, and many families’ children—who work in the local matchstick and

fireworks factories— are their sole breadwinners).

SPEECH’S stated mission is that o f "‘combating rural poverty and socio-political

imbalances to improve mass education among the area’s rural poor” (Erskine 1999) The

founders saw the need to raise local recognition o f the underlying causes o f the problems

of deprivation in the area, and to assist villagers in acquiring the skills to improve their

living conditions through their own action. To accomplish this SPEECH introduced a

number o f community activities: organizing community members for self-help efforts,

providing access to preventative health care provision, teaching techniques for local

natural resource management (specifically land and water use), and promoting and

developing sustainable organic farming practices in the area.

According to its own brochure, SPEECH’S approach to accomplishing these ends

is highly class based rather than caste based. It ... emphasizes the fact that liberation 
of human potentials [sic] cannot be confined to a "bottom-up' oneway [sic] process, 
but initiate a twoway [sic] process o f transformation at the top to accommodate the 
changes being generated at the bottom. (SPEECH Statement o f Purpose-n.p.)

This is a conscious realization that interaction between villagers and local government

agencies and bureaucrats is necessary, although local initiatives are generally unlikely to

succeed unless the need for change is accepted by government, as well as larger land

owners and local elites. From the outset, the officers o f SPEECH found that their ability

to effectively influence local GOs was limited, largely due to their small size and

dependence on the state and national governments for funding. In turn, according to the

director, their size and dependence on governments makes them vulnerable to

manipulation by corrupt officials.
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Limits to their ability to influence GOs became evident when, in 1989, SPEECH 

attempted -  unsuccessfully -  to convince the local Public Works Department (PWD), a 

state agency largely responsible for the regulation and verification o f infrastructure and 

construction projects (see Chaturvedi 1988) to allow increased local control of a 

watershed project. They found that their participation could progress no further than that 

o f a contractor and implementor of pre-designed government projects.

However, SPEECH has, in recent years, been able to enhance its ability to work with 

government agencies despite its limitations. This influence has resulted not from its 

participation in the implementation o f rural development projects or from exhortations to 

local GOs. but because SPEECH is skilled in a set of techniques that are increasingly 

seen as an important new way to elicit local participation in the planning and policy 

making of rural development: Participatory Rural Assessment (PRA).

Case Study: Participatory Rural Appraisal

PRA has emerged in the past few years as an innovative approach to eliciting 

information regarding the rural poor. Instead of the mainstream approach to gathering 

data, there is a reversal: the poor themselves are encouraged to take the lead in the 

process o f information gathering, teaching outsiders about their lives, livelihoods and 

other information crucial to development interventions. PRA is based on the idea that 

local people are capable of, and should, conduct the appraisal and analysis of their own 

lives (see Chambers 1994).

In 1989 SPEECH first learned of Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), and what 

could be accomplished through its use. In the same year, the founder o f SPEECH, John 

Devavaram, attended a training session held by a Kamataka-based NGO, and gradually 

became convinced that PRA could be a valuable set o f techniques for use by NGOs and 

GOs for eliciting community participation in development efforts, and in learning 

pertinent information regarding the local conditions. He returned to SPEECH and
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convinced skeptical operatives to attend a one-month training seminar in Kerala taught by 

Robert Chambers, a veteran scholar of rural development and one of the creators o f the 

PRA approach. Soon after their training, SPEECH began to train the staffs o f other local 

NGOs and donor agency personnel in the uses of the techniques.

In 1992 Devavaram was approached by a Gol official who was on assignment as a 

liaison officer between the Gol and the Department of International Development and 

Cooperation, Denmark (DANIDA) for the state Forest Department’s DANIDA-sponsored 

social forestry program. DANIDA, as many other international funding agencies, 

increasingly advocates the use of participatory appraisal techniques in the programs they 

fund, and advocated the FD’s use of PRA in the planning of the program. Because 

Devavaram was an advisor for the DANIDA-sponsored program (as well as a member of 

the board of SPEECH), he suggested that SPEECH be asked to provide training. The 

NGO was contracted to conduct a series of training sessions. SPEECH'S position, that of 

being the sole organization in the region with the expertise to train the FD personnel in 

the techniques, was a fortuitous one.

At the outset of the FD’s training, there was again a great deal o f skepticism among 

the local-level officials about the merits of using such unfamiliar, untested techniques. 

The training was initiated only at the insistence of the Division-level Forest Officer, an 

IAS official, who was familiar with the techniques and impressed with their results. As a 

result o f a two-day set o f sessions focusing on the practical uses and applications, many 

of the attendees were convinced that PRA had the potential to be a time- and cost- 

effective means of obtaining useful information. Forest Department officials that attended 

the workshops were especially impressed with the quality and amount o f information 

they were able to elicit from the villagers in such a short, concentrated period of time. 

According to one official, the FD agents also perceived that villagers, normally fearful of 

government agents, became much more willing to be active participants when they 

viewed their role as that o f teachers to the bureaucrats, rather than as passive recipients of
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official edicts (Rengasamy 1997). The reversal of the roles, which places villagers as 

teachers o f the outsiders, is a crucial feature o f PRA.

The teaching of PRA, says an advisor to the NGO, is context-dependent. SPEECH 

teaches the techniques at three levels. At the highest levels, he explained, the theoretical 

aspects o f PRA are taught to policy makers and administrators; at the grassroots level, the 

practical techniques are stressed, for use by field workers and district-level officials; and, 

at the intermediary level a mixture o f theory and techniques are taught. The use o f PRA 

in rural development has caught on in many government circles in the state; “ even the 

[district] collectors are supporting the use o f PRA.*’ (Rengasamy 1997)

SPEECH has emerged as a major source of PRA training in Tamil Nadu, and has 

created a new organization, the Tamil Nadu Association for PRA, solely for that purpose. 

In 1995. they were asked by the state PWD to take part in a tank systems study in a 

southern area of the state, “ examining hydrological and socio-economic 

interrelationships between tanks within a single watershed” because, according to the 

PWD, they were one of only a few organizations in the state with the capability of 

conducting PRA (Chandrasekaran 1997:2-5). SPEECH has been sought by other GOs in 

the state to teach PRA methods: both the Agricultural Engineering Department and the 

Revenue Department have requested PRA training. The organization has also conducted 

national-level as well as an international workshop in teaching PRA techniques.

5. Sem patti Hill Initiators for Ecological Development

The smallest and youngest o f the NGOs chosen for this study is the Sempatti Hill 

Initiators for Ecological Development (SHIELD). SHIELD is the youngest o f the NGOs 

studied, and concentrates solely on environmental issues in a small geographic area; the 

organization has few paid staff (two full-time and one part-time) and a budget o f less than 

Rs 3 lakh ($8600) in 1996.
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The NGO, with a one-room office in the village o f Palamedu, located approximately 

24 kilometers north of Madurai, was created in 1992 as a part of PRADAN’s ongoing 

program of fostering the creation o f small, local NGOs to address local problems. The 

intent o f the PRADAN officials has been to create a small organization that could act as 

facilitators in forming small functional village groups to address local environmental 

problems -  in this case, to counter the effects of deforestation in the immediate area of 

Palamedu. According to their 1995-96 Annual Report. “ [t]he main focus o f SHIELD is 

creating awareness among the people on environmental issues and promoting such 

activities as afforestation, soil conservation measures, developing orchard and 

agroforestry models." In addition to this. SHIELD lists as one o f their main objectives 

“ promoting viable linkages between Government Department[s] and people.” One way 

of fostering village participation is by including members of each of the villages in which 

they are operating in their governing board. Another is to conduct education programs in 

local primary schools, in which university volunteers assist in the teaching.

The scope of SHIELD’S operations is small, and intentionally so: it was felt that a 

local organization would work best if its growth were carefully controlled, so that its 

activities and effectiveness would not be overwhelmed by uncontrolled growth. Unlike 

the majority of small NGOs that focus on a limited geographic area, the directors of 

SHIELD have recognized their limitations in terms of size, age, and access to resources. 

In order to emphasize the advantages that reflect these characteristics, they have chosen 

to place a limit on the scope of the NGO’s operations. According to the director, SHIELD 

will limit its activities to no more than 25 villages. Rather than increase their size in the 

future in order to work with an expanded clientele, they will create new NGOs to handle 

increases in the number o f needy clients. At the time of its creation, the organization 

worked in only four villages (with populations averaging less than 100) in a single block 

of the Madurai district. By 1996, their operations had been expanded to 15 villages.
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Bureaucratically, SHIELD is quite top-heavy, with a 20-member volunteer Executive 

committee (seven of whom are farmers and landless, unskilled laborers, known as 

‘coolies’). The day-to-day operations, however, are managed by two full-time and one 

part-time employee; training is accomplished by these people, with the addition of 

outside volunteers and other NGO personnel, brought in on an ad hoc basis to share their 

expertise. At the same time, the SHIELD board holds monthly meetings to assess the 

progress of their efforts and to plan upcoming activities; the board include two 

representatives of each of the villages in which they are working. The NGO refers to its 

operational structure as a ‘member control organisation’ in accordance with its stated 

commitment to be accountable to the needs of its rural constituents.

Case Study; Afforestation in the Sempatti Hills

As discussed earlier, the Gol, in addition to the powers available through several 

provisions in the country's constitution, has created a rural development bureaucracy that 

both duplicates and parallels the responsibilities for various aspects o f rural development 

under state jurisdiction. The experience o f SHIELD, their failed attempt to conduct a 

series o f afforestation projects with the state’s Forest Department, and their subsequent 

interaction with an agency of the Gol illustrate the nature of India's federal system.

In 1992, their first year o f operation, SHIELD requested funding from the Tamil 

Nadu Forest Department (TNDF) for the creation of a joint forest management project in 

an area adjacent to an State reserve forest near the village o f Palamedu. At the time, 

SHIELD had begun working on a program for the Animal Husbandry Department to 

increase fodder production on about 30 hectares of wasteland.

The TNFD denied the NGO’s proposal, despite SHIELD’S willingness to take the 

responsibility for all program administration and implementation, and in contradiction to 

an order from the State Conservator o f Forests to comply. SHIELD turned instead to a 

central government agency within the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF), the
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National Afforestation and Eco-Development Board (NAEB), which has a program for 

providing grants-in aid to NGOs and schools wishing to conduct activities "‘directly or 

indirectly connected with development of wastelands.” including the planting of 

seedlings, training and extension programs, soil and moisture conservation works, 

afforestation, and grass and fodder development (including silviculture). (NAEB 1996:1) 

SHIELD submitted a proposal for funding to plant about thirty thousand tree seedlings on 

100 acres o f privately owned land, to provide a buffer zone to the reserve forest.

The NAEB has its own grant requirements, including the limitation o f a particular 

project to non-profit entities, local participation (including such local institutions as 

village panchayats) in planning and implementation, and strong provisos that 1) the 

sponsoring organization have the capacity to successfully implement the project and 2) 

that

the established NGOs take on the role o f facilitators, innovators and/or motivators 
rather than the implementors of projects of NAEB assistance. Thus NGOs are 
expected to motivate people to form into groups at the grass-roots level [and] help 
them to formulate technically sound & viable waste lands development proposals 
. . . ” (NAEB 1996:2)

However, the NAEB outline is relatively flexible in allowing individual NGOs to 

design many o f the aspects of the individual project for which they are requesting 

funding, including how the money is to be spent, the methods of training farmers and 

other participants, the technical details of the project, and when and how it will conduct 

periodic reviews o f the project’s progress with the villagers.55

At the conclusion of the first year of NAEB funding, SHIELD’S program was 

evaluated by a private consulting firm, which transmitted their findings and suggestions 

to NAEB. Since that first year of funding SHIELD, NAEB has incrementally increased 

the funding level to SHIELD; the NGO has subsequently increased the project size, from 

4 to 10 villages.

55 NAEB has a regional office in Bangalore, but monitors the progress of its grantees largely through the 
use of contracted consulting firms which conduct field reviews of the NGOs, their past operations and 
plans for the projects for which they are requesting funding. The contractors subsequently file written 
reports and recommendations with the Delhi office.
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Conclusion

Chapter 4 explained the nature o f NGO-GO collaboration, and suggested that such 

relationships had at their basis a component o f shared power—that, in order for a 

government agency to accept the prospect of voluntarily ceding a portion o f its power to 

control the development process to another actor, the latter would have to possess some 

countervailing power— in the form of capability, or recognizable attribute(s)— that 

would make the particular NGO a credible partner in the estimation o f a government 

agency.

In this chapter specific cases of rural development, in which efforts to create 

critically collaborative relationships between NGOs and GOs were undertaken, are 

presented. Whether or not such relationships have occurred in the cases will be 

investigated in the next chapter. The factors identified as important to the creation o f the 

NGO-GO relationships, how each affected the creation of that relationship, and the 

degree to which the relationship can be identified as a critical collaboration, will be 

discussed as they apply to each o f the cases.
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CHAPTER 6

Collaborative Relationships, Policymaking, 
and Program Design

The most important relationship for the NGO sector is with the government. Since both 
government and the NGOs represent a diverse and confused universe, there is no fixity 
to their relationship—which is marked both by admiration as also suspicion and hostility .

D.L. Sheth and Harsh Sethi (1991)

Chapter 5 described the cases o f five NGOs that have worked with various levels o f 

Indian government in attempts to halt or reverse the deterioration of the natural 

environment in Tamil Nadu. Although each case indicates distinct differences between 

the NGOs, the programs and/or the manner in which the relationship between the NGOs 

and GOs was initiated, there appear to be elements o f an existing or developing 

relationship of critical collaboration in each. As explained in earlier chapters, critical 

collaboration is a complex and ongoing process, and individual collaborations vary with 

differences in the participating stakeholders, as well as the contexts within which they 

operate. It will be recalled that a critical collaboration is a conscious effort on the part of 

two or more parties to act together as partners in the identification and solution of a 

problem that is of concern to them, and that they are mutually acknowledged as both 

legitimate and capable actors.

This chapter analyzes the circumstances leading to the NGO-GO relationships 

described in the previous chapter. The analysis identifies those features o f the GOs, 

NGOs and the contexts in which they operate that were seen as important to the creation 

o f the collaborative relationships. Identifying the necessary factors in each case for 

creating a critical collaboration makes it possible to answer the central question of this
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study: under what circumstances do NGOs and GOs work together as interactive and 

interdependent entities?

As explained in Chapter 4, a fundamental feature o f collaborations is the component 

o f shared power, seen as capabilities. A collaborative relationship, involving two or more 

stakeholders addressing a given problem, is based on mutual perceptions that each is 

capable of contributing to the solution o f that problem, that it is to the greater advantage 

o f all parties to work in partnership than to work separately, and that the stakeholders 

have mutually agreed to share the authority to both define the problem and its solution/s. 

To the degree that collaborations actually occur, there should be some evidence that all 

stakeholders entering the relationship are, in fact, endowed with some perceptible 

measure of power applicable to the problem at hand. This chapter goes beyond the 

activities of the case studies themselves to identify the capabilities that allowed the 

individual NGOs to be considered by their GO counterparts as worthwhile partners, and 

compare the mechanisms by which the collaborative alliances were established. As the 

narratives in the previous chapter indicate, each of the NGOs studied was successful, to 

varying degrees, in creating or maintaining constructive relationships with government 

agencies although, as will be explained, these may not all be accurately described as 

relations of as critical collaboration.

If an examination of these few cases can give an indication that a variety o f 

organizational factors do lead to collaborative relationships, one may infer that it is 

possible for similar interrelationships to occur from one or more o f several beginnings; 

that collaborations are not limited to a certain few narrowly defined NGOs and supportive 

GOs, but can occur under differing conditions and settings as well.

Having said this, what can be learned about critical collaboration from these five case 

studies? To what extent is each of the cases an example of this form o f collaboration? It is 

premature to make a final decision in the sense that the projects under study continue to 

evolve, but the activities o f both NGO and GO to date should give an indication of the
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degree to which each case has evidenced collaborative activity between the NGO and 

GO. Whether each of the ensuing relationships can be termed 'critical' as defined in 

previous chapters will also be explored in this chapter.

Overview

To what extent can these cases serve as examples o f critical collaboration? It is 

difficult to identify a threshold in a NGO-GO relationship, beyond which it can be 

recognized as a critical collaboration. First, it is important to understand that critical 

collaboration is a process rather than a goal or a state of organization. Next, each 

collaboration in the study is distinct in the way in which it was established and the degree 

to which the relationship has progressed. For example, PRADAN's participation in the 

tank rehabilitation project was the result o f a state GO’s request for the participation for a 

large, well-known NGO with a proven record of collaboration with GOs throughout 

India. Auroville's watershed project, on the other hand, grew out o f what was perceived 

as a growing crisis by GOs, outside donors and AWS itself. PHCC initiated its 

relationship through sharp critique of government actions and inactions, while SPEECH’S 

relationship with a state GO grew from an outside donor's requirement that its funding o f 

the program would be conditional upon the participation o f the rural beneficiaries. And 

the experience of SHIELD indicates a feature of the shared jurisdiction over rural 

development that is a part o f Indian federalism, in that the NGO was able to able to find 

financial support for a small-scale afforestation program from an agency of the central 

government after being denied support from the state's forest department.

One measure of the existence of a critically collaborative relationship, though, might 

be inferred from a formal declaration of the mutual decision o f the parties to work as 

partners. This reflects an important feature o f the concept: that the decision to work 

together as critical partners, as distinct from other, less interdependent relationships, is a 

deliberate decision on the part of all stakeholders. In the cases o f PRADAN and PHCC, 

each NGO signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with its GO counterpart as a
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means of formalizing the collaborative roles. SHIELD’S relationship with the National 

Afforestation and Eco-Development Board (NAEB) was established through the approval 

of a grant application, and confirmed through an evaluation completed for NAEB by an 

outside consulting firm. Likewise, SPEECH entered into contracts with individual GOs 

for PRA training. AWS, at the time of the research, had not signed any formal agreements 

with its associated GOs, yet this can be anticipated, as the MoU is standard procedure for 

NGO-GO interactions.

Figure 6.1: Degree of Critical Collaboration*

PHCC

SHIELD

PRADAN 
AWS (ZZ

SPEECH^

Linkage Cooperation Operational
Collaboration

Critical
Collaboration

* Arrows indicate possible future level of collaboration

Ultimately, though, the existence of a relationship o f critical collaboration must be 

measured by the evidence of the participants working together to find mutually 

acceptable answers to the problems they face together. As with most political endeavors, 

the process o f collaboration often involves a certain degree o f negotiation and 

compromise.

The degree to which the relationship between NGO and GO in each case can actually 

be varies (see Table 6.1). In all the cases there is a common factor, in that each has moved 

beyond the original point o f contact at which the two organizations made the initial 

decision to work together, and all have continued for at least several years. This is not to 

suggest, however, that the continued existence of the relationship is guaranteed. PHCC’s
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ongoing relationships with various local GOs indicate that the collaborative process is a 

dynamic one, and that the degree to which the partners choose to continue that 

relationship varies in each instance (see below).

Both SHIELD and SPEECH are involved in programs that are far less complex in 

design than either PRADAN or AWS, and require less negotiation regarding the 

particular policy aspects involved. SPEECH’S experience indicates that while the NGO- 

GO relationship has not become more complex in terms of a greater interdependence 

between the NGO and any specific GO (in terms of 'scaling up’ the NGO’s influence), 

SPEECH has 'scaled out’ through its creation of a new organization to teach PRA 

techniques to an increasing number o f  GOs in the state.’6 The study of AWS suggests the 

existence of an incipient, yet growing, case o f collaboration. And, in the case o f SHIELD 

working with NAEB (and, to a lesser degree the experience of SPEECH), the question 

arises as to the extent to which the relationships are really examples o f critical 

collaboration, or if their relationships fall short of the definition.

The factors investigated to test the validity o f the posed hypothesis—the attributes o f 

the NGOs and the GOs involved in the cases studied, as well as the contexts that shape 

their working relationships— were outlined in Chapter 1. These also appear in Table 6.2, 

which highlights the variations found in each of the factors identified as important to the 

creation of critical collaborations. During the conduct o f the interviews, some of the 

indicators of those factors appear to have been central to the study, while others proved to 

be less important than originally expected. Several indicators also appear to have been of 

greater importance to particular cases, while relatively unimportant to others. And, as is 

the case when studying any complex system, it is difficult to disaggregate the effects o f a 

single factor from the entire set o f circumstances, o f which each is an interconnected part.

For instance, the local policy culture (LPC), as one of the indicators of the context in 

which collaboration takes place, was not seen by the NGO or GO officials directly as a

56 See footnote 34 on the ideas of ‘scaling up’ and ‘scaling out’.
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determining factor in the collaborations per se. This is not to suggest, however, that the 

concept of the local policy culture is not a valid one. As discussed, the concept of 

collaboration hinges on power held by those involved in the relationship. In addressing 

problem at hand, all parties to the collaboration are aware of who wields the power to 

accomplish, delay, redirect to their own advantage, or thwart an intervention. As one 

component o f that power, the LPC in any given location is a common recognition o f the 

contexts within which local efforts at rural development take place, and should be 

considered to be a set of operating rules. The configuration of local power is both 

acknowledged and, at the same time, subject to challenge by all parties (see Mukhia 

1989).

The issue of NGO ideology seems to be consistent among the NGOs studied. Most 

view their primary roles as empowering their rural constituents with the capacity to.

Table 6.2: Factors Leading to Critical Collaboration

Factors

Approach to Initiator Source of Source of
NGO Size Government of Contact Capacity Legitimacy

PRADAN L Mainstream GO request T, Ex History
AWS L Mainstream OutsideDonor T, Ex History
PHCC Med Social Action Advocacy T, Ad History

SPEECH S Mainstream OutsideDonor SK SK
SHIELD S Mainstream NGO request Association Association

L e g e n d :

Size: S = small Med = medium L= large
Source of Capacity/Legitimacy: T= technical Ex = experience Ad = advocacy 

SK = specialized knowledge Association = NGO-NGO association

eventually, have the means to confront state and local GOs on their own and acting as 

intermediates between GOs and the poor. There was no recognition on the part o f the 

NGO personnel interviewed that the two cannot be conducted simultaneously. The only 

exception to this occurred in the case o f AWS, which appears not to have had any clear 

idea o f their role regarding the surrounding villages at the initial stages o f the watershed

142

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



program, although the realization of this shortcoming has led to a conscious effort on the 

part o f the NGO to learn what they can do as an organization to include the local 

populace in the design and implementation of the program.

How those ideologies are translated into action is another issue. The modi operandi, 

the approaches to government employed by the NGOs to achieve their objectives, appears 

to be a function of the individual NGO’s ability to constructively engage the government. 

In three of the cases, the NGOs had relatively few difficulties in engaging the 

corresponding GOs. At first view, this appears to be related to NGO size; both PRADAN 

and AWS are highly visible and influential organizations, and have entered collaborative 

relationships relatively easily. However, SPEECH, one of the smaller NGOs, was asked 

to work with a characteristically intransigent GO despite its small size, limited scope of 

activities and isolated location. The two exceptions to these cases. PHCC and SHIELD, 

both found it necessary to use different tactics: PHCC through asserting public opposition 

to government activities and illegalities, and SHIELD by appealing to the central 

government (with PRADAN serving as a guarantor for the smaller NGO’s capacity to 

perform).

The NGOs' attitudes toward working with government, though, varied to a degree. 

There were no instances in which an NGO had strong objections to doing so (although 

there were several other NGO directors interviewed who steadfastly refused to have any 

contact with GOs or bureaucrats). PRADAN, as its original mission statement indicates, 

seeks collaborative engagement with a variety o f GOs (although, as with its decision to 

participate in the state’s irrigation tank program, PRADAN carefully chooses the 

programs in which it will participate). SPEECH, on the other hand, was initially wary 

about working with GOs, yet not unwilling to serve as trainers. AWS sees partnerships 

with GOs as necessary to the accomplishment o f its objectives, yet does not appear to be 

overly sanguine about the process. PHCC, despite its aggressive approach to GOs in the 

defense of the local natural environment, favors working cooperatively and
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collaboratively with GOs, although it sees no contradiction in taking organizations and 

individuals, even those with which they are collaborating, to task for issues that it sees as 

important. Even after almost a decade o f challenging GOs in the Kodaikanal area, PHCC 

continues to see one of its most important roles as a critic and watchdog of government 

activities, while at the same time it works closely with GOs to solve problems. And 

SHIELD, the smallest o f the NGOs studied, appears to be satisfied at present with the 

role it is playing with the central government.

The question o f technical expertise, one of the proposed indicators o f NGOs, was 

found to be one aspect o f a larger issue, that of capacity. The issue of organizational 

capacity will be discussed below along with the associated factor o f legitimacy.

The issue of NGO-NGO relationships was a major factor in two of the cases. Officials 

o f both AWS and SHIELD indicated that it was necessary for the NGOs to look outside 

their own organizations for the resources that they used to give them the requisite 

capabilities to work with government. In the case o f AWS, the NGO’s own self­

perception as a legitimate NGO is part of a learning process included in its ‘General 

Strategy' toward the planning and implementation of the watershed rehabilitation 

program. In the case o f SHIELD and its relationship with the NAEB, the directors of both 

SHIELD and PRADAN indicated that the association between the two, and the support 

given by PRADAN to the smaller organization, were central to the NAEB’s approval of 

the smaller NGO’s afforestation project. While these two cases involved specific 

interactions with other NGOs, all of the cases indicate that relationships between the 

NGO and outside individuals and/or organizations were important, if not vital, to their 

successful operations, in terms of either enhancing or reinforcing their legitimacy and 

capacity vis-a-vis their GO counterparts.

Other indicators were seen as important to the establishment o f collaborations, both 

by the NGO and GO members involved, and in the course o f the study of the 

collaborations. A review of these factors comprises the following discussion.
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Conditions necessary for collaboration 

Government organizations and the political context

The political context within which governments and NGOs work is a major 

component o f the milieu within which development interventions take place. The 

argument could be made that, to a significant degree, the ability o f Indian NGOs to work 

together with government agencies in partnership derives from some distinctive features 

of the Indian political context.

As mentioned in Chapter 2, India may well present a political context that is not 

readily apparent in other countries. Political dissent and protest are generally accepted 

tools for the rural poor, as well as other groups, classes and castes to make their case to 

the government. The system is relatively stable; there are many cross-cutting social and 

cultural distinctions in Indian society which tend to compartmentalize and prevent 

widespread unrest. If, indeed, the Indian political system is endowed with the level of 

toleration and acceptance o f public activism widely mentioned, one might expect that 

efforts on the part o f NGOs to influence government policy toward rural development 

would have become a regular component o f the political landscape, and that there may 

have emerged institutional arrangements that would allow, or even encourage, large 

numbers o f Indian NGOs to participate in the rural development policy process. 

However, this has not occurred to any great extent.

Despite a continued sense of mistrust and jealousy on the part o f many GOs, the 

attitude o f the Gol, as well as some state and local GOs, has shifted toward a policy of 

fostering a greater degree o f participation on the part o f local governments, the population 

and NGOs in the development process. This has led, at least at the central level, to a 

greater sense o f cooperation than of hostility. The concepts o f decentralization of 

decision-making and planning o f rural development have been a recurring concern of
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central government policy,57 and the Gol has adopted an official policy o f encouraging 

NGOs to strengthen the capacity o f the rural poor to demand their legal rights from 

government. And, as has been mentioned, the creation o f central ministries and agencies 

to work directly with NGOs at the grassroots level— either bypassing, complementing or 

working in concert with state and local GOs to overcome the inertia that often brings 

local efforts to a standstill— have blurred constitutional distinctions between the roles of 

the central government and the states in the policy process. The Gol has taken advantage 

o f the federal system of government in assuming shared jurisdiction for some 

environmental fora that were previously limited to the states by the Eleventh Schedule of 

the Constitution.

The level of active participation o f the central government in local NGO activities is 

evident in several case studies. In the case o f PHCC, the National Wasteland 

Development Board (NWDB) worked with the District Collector to provide funding and 

municipally-owned land for PHCC to initiate their program. The National Afforestation 

and Eco-Development Board (NAEB) provided funding for SHIELD’S afforestation 

efforts, which had been rejected by the state’s Forest Department. It should also be noted 

that several district-level agencies (notably the office o f the District Collector and the 

District Rural Development Agency (DRDA)) are Gol bureaucracies, and staffed by IAS 

officials.

The lack of coordination between policy decisions made at the national level and the 

implementation of the same at the local level, however, remains a major obstacle. Despite 

the GoTs continuing efforts to increase local participation in rural development planning, 

it has been largely unable to mandate cooperation by block- and district-level bureaucrats 

or local netas (elites and power brokers). There is no certainty that changes in central 

policies will be transmitted successfully to the state and local levels, even for larger

57 L.C. Jain cites numerous government efforts to decentralize development in India, including the 
existence of a Royal Commission Upon Decentralization that operated from 1907-1909 (Jain 1985).
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NGOs, with the levels of funding and legitimacy enabling them to engage policy makers

at the national seats of government. A PRADAN document echoes this concerns:

This is in fact, the crux of the problem; viz, how to establish relations with the lower 
orders o f bureaucracy and the NGOs. There has never been a significant problems 
[sic] with the officials who are secretaries to the government and the NGOs. They are 
normally accessible to staff from NGOs and provide them the necessary support. 
However, they have never been able to transmit their enthusiasm for the NGOs lower 
down." (PRADAN I996c:23; see also Jaix 1992)

At the local level, collaboration (or even cooperation) between NGOs and GOs is 

highly dependent on the individual agency or individual decision-maker. As discussed, 

relations often depend upon the personal interests of the District Collector, who is a 

central actor for many rural development activities. As the director of AWS pointed out, 

the organization (as well as Auroville as a whole) has been generally more willing to 

work with the government of Pondicherry than that o f the state, for several reasons: in 

part due to the Territory's smaller size and the ease and frequency which the GO and 

NGO interact (due in part to the geographic proximity of the Pondicherry government 

offices), which facilitates personal interactions, and because the District Collector of 

Pondicherry (at the time) had an ongoing interest in the activities in the township and was 

disposed to assist their efforts (Giordano 1997). SPEECH'S linkage with the state 

Agriculture Engineering Department in teaching PRA techniques was enhanced by the 

interest o f an individual IAS officer detailed to work with DANIDA as a liaison to local 

GOs in Tamil Nadu (Venkatasamy 1997).

As mentioned in the previous chapter, SPEECH has been sought by a number of 

Tamil Nadu GOs for PRA training. The Revenue Department, seen by many as the most 

monopolistic, intransigent and powerful o f the state agencies, displayed an 

uncharacteristic willingness to collaborate with a small NGO. According to an IAS 

official, the Director o f the Department wanted to have his staff trained in PRA in order 

to change their approach to rural clients. '‘Ordinarily, when people from his agency go to 

the village, they want the people to fear them; this is interpreted as a show of respect. The 

Revenue Department’s director wanted to use PRA to foster the trust o f the masses”
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(Venkatasamy 1997). Many GOs, however, continue to resist the participation of outside 

organizations and individuals in what they deem to be their jurisdiction. As was common 

to two of the cases (PHCC, SHIELD), the Tamil Nadu Forest Department was 

consistently resistant to change and cooperation with other groups.

Another important factor in the operation of all organizations is funding. 

Organizations such as PRADAN, with diverse sources of funds, have the capability of 

operating in ways that smaller NGOs cannot. For example, in addition to conducting their 

own experiments and trials without having to justify the activities to outside funding 

agencies, PRADAN was able, as was the case of the tank program, to continue to finance 

their operations temporarily while bargaining with the partner GO for modifications to 

the schedule of payments to workers. The ability to initiate and maintain operations 

without waiting for the appropriation o f government funds (which may entail a lengthy 

bargaining process) may be crucial to operations, especially if a program is sensitive to 

seasonal climatic changes. NGOs that depend on governments for a large portion of their 

operating budgets, however, are much more likely to be required to conduct their 

activities in accordance with government oversight and limitations.

The sources o f program/project funding also affect the nature o f the relationship 

between NGO and GO, as well as those between the two and outside donors. Foreign 

donor organizations frequently place conditions on the funding of the project, or make 

suggestions concerning the content or focus o f the program, which may be the initial 

force behind a working relationship. In the case of SPEECH it was, in part, DANIDA’s 

emphasis on the state Forest Department’s use of PRA techniques in their social forestry 

program that made it possible for such a small, geographically isolated NGO to play a 

significant role in a GO-led program. Similarly, PHCC became involved with the state’s 

Forest Department in the Kadavakurichi Hill program because of the involvement o f the 

Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) with the Forest Department and their 

influence in bringing the two organizations together. The initial withholding of funding
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for the watershed program of AWS was, in part, due to the Canadian government’s 

concern that the original program plan placed too much emphasis on the engineering 

aspects o f the work and not enough on the needs o f the local villagers.

As noted, the associations of smaller NGOs with larger, well-established 

organizations— both indigenous NGOs and international organizations— appear to have 

been crucial to their ability to work with government agencies. Just as foreign donors can 

serve to enhance the positions o f small, resource-poor NGOs, associations with other 

organizations can play a significant role in enhancing a small NGO’s ability to contribute 

to a collaborative relationship. At the same time, though, donors themselves often have a 

strong voice in shaping the directions that rural development interventions take, or place 

demands on both GOs and NGOs to perform in accordance with donor requirements or 

face forfeiture o f the latter’s funding.

These factors all point to the idiosyncratic nature o f NGO-GO relations in Tamil 

Nadu, and that explains the fluid nature o f the contexts within which the NGOs work. 

Both GOs and NGOs vary according to their individual characteristics, yet there is greater 

variation among the NGOs. The review of the cases now turns to an analysis o f some of 

the attributes o f the NGOs that made it possible for them to establish collaborative 

relationships with government.

Attributes of the NGOs studied

From the evidence presented in the research, it appears that a number o f substantial 

differences exist between the NGOs under study. Are those differences incommensurable, 

or is it rather the case that they instead engender varied, yet effective approaches toward 

similar outcomes with local and state governments -  different paths to reach the same 

goal? As seen in the previous chapter, the NGOs studied have certain qualities that made 

them credible partners for collaborative relationships. And, as has been suggested, these 

qualities are reflected as power—’’the power to define the problem and to propose a
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solution [which] is effectively shared among the decision makers.” (Gray 1989:119) 

What are the features that these NGOs possess that make them viable partners to 

government? Are there any apparent characteristics of the NGOs studied which might 

contribute to an explanation o f their ability to create (or maintain) collaborative 

relationships with GOs in Tamil Nadu? Size is the most frequently invoked criterion for 

NGOs' ability to engage government, and it is to this indicator that the discussion first 

turns.

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the majority o f indigenous NGOs in developing countries 

are small, resource-poor and operate with limited resources in a small geographic area. 

Only a small proportion o f a country's NGO sector is “visible' to their own central 

governments as well as outsiders, and these few large NGOs tend to have a 

disproportionate impact on both domestic and international policy makers.

An NGO’s size may affect its ability to perform certain roles. Larger organizations 

can be involved in several, sometimes unrelated, activities simultaneously, while smaller 

ones are more limited in their scope and variety of activities. One may expect a large 

organization (and especially a well-funded one, a feature that is characteristic o f many 

larger NGOs) to have greater political influence, or to be able to marshal other 

organizations’ involvement for a particular cause. Larger NGOs are considered to be able 

to reach policy- and decision-makers at the central level and affect central policies in 

ways that are not available to smaller groups (Bragg 1996). In addition, larger 

organizations are more likely than small, financially limited ones to spend the time and 

resources to reflect about who they are, and what they are doing, and plan for future 

operations and changes.

Size, along with the other attributes that accompany it, does make a large NGO more 

visible to governments and to funding sources, and may enhance the NGO’s ability to 

make its voice heard at the centers o f national policymaking to a much greater degree 

than the majority o f smaller groups. However, this does not necessarily translate into
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improved relations with GOs at the local level, where policies are interpreted and 

implemented.

A number o f authors contend that central government policy-making bodies are not 

always the determining link in program/project success. The crucial level o f formulating 

and implementing rural development programs is located not at the macro-level (where, it 

is largely assumed, policies are made) but at the micro-level, in the contexts o f the local 

levels o f government and the local policy culture (LPC), where development work is 

ultimately carried out. As noted in the previous section, all the calls from the central 

government for local participation and decentralization will come to naught if policies are 

ignored or blocked at the state and local levels.

For the two largest NGOs studied here, size alone has not been an automatic 

determinant of the successful achievement of their goals. In the case o f PRADAN, its size 

has given the members access to directly appeal to central and state government agencies 

for authorization to change rules and regulations. However, as one observer notes, this 

clout has meant that PRADAN, as a result of bypassing local and state officials in favor 

o f working with state or central-level governments, has raised the ire o f a number of local 

bureaucrats who resent the imposition of higher levels o f government into their areas of 

jurisdiction. A former District Collector for the Madurai District noted that some local- 

level officials dislike working with PRADAN because o f their perception that the NGO 

‘bypasses proper channels' and, instead, appeals directly to state and central government 

agencies. Because PRADAN has such power to contact and influence higher-level policy 

makers, it tends to overlook the input o f local officials in the creation and implementation 

o f projects and instead impose its own decisions and procedures upon local agencies 

(Rajivan 1997).

The Auroville Water Service faces a different problem. It is not so much that their 

size determines their effectiveness, but that they have not, in the past, had a real sense of 

mission regarding the area surrounding them. In terms of access to funding, technical
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expertise and other resources, the functional units o f Auroville have the means to conduct 

large-scale development activities. However, the lack o f an orientation toward 

development outside their own borders, as well as a dearth of actual experience in 

working with the local villages (as opposed to hiring villagers to assist in their own 

activities), has meant that an extensive (and continuing) learning process has been 

recognized as an essential part o f the watershed program. Despite Auroville’s size, 

resources, endowments, international connections and wealth o f technical expertise, its 

constituent working units have had little experience of working with groups outside their 

own borders, and no formal mechanisms exist by which such experiences can be shared 

internally. Auroville was successful in creating its own, somewhat insular, social 

environment, which has been seen by many to be insufficient for their existence in a 

larger context. AWS is working to overcome this perceived shortcoming.

Coordination with multiple agencies and levels of government is what the AWS sees 

as potentially their greatest 'sticking point’. Because they are designing a 

multidimensional program, the components of which address varied aspects of the natural 

environment (including flora and fauna restoration, afforestation, surface-and 

groundwater management, and agriculture) the AWS will, by necessity, be involved with 

a number of district, state and central bureaus, agencies and ministries under whose 

jurisdiction these components fall. Moreover, many o f these issues are within the 

jurisdiction of more than one agency. The process o f successfully coordinating with not 

one, but several GOs (at local, state and central levels), whose interrelations with each 

other (as well as with NGOs) are often less than harmonious, becomes considerably more 

problematic. (Giordano 1997)

Auroville’s relationship with government parallels those o f other large NGOs in 

regard to its access to resources, especially foreign funding. Its large size and proven 

track record makes it attractive to GOs looking for partners. Auroville has an additional 

advantage when dealing with government officials: because o f the number of expatriate
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experts who work there, and their connections with foreign governments, NGOs and

funding agencies, Auroville members enjoy a cachet denied most Indian NGO officials.

According to Tom Gablier, a founder and the current director of AWS, “

When a government official finds out that it is someone from Auroville, the doors 
open for us. We are much more likely to be allowed to have our case heard, and can 
generally bypass the usual lower-level red tape— although this does not automatically 
mean that we are more likely to get a favorable answer.”

As the government comes to see that the AWS is not out to usurp their position, and they

■'learn that they have nothing to lose.” GOs become more willing to entertain the

possibility o f policy change. (Gablier 1997)

For the two largest NGOs, then, the factor of size— in and o f  itself—  is neither a

constraint nor an advantage. Both have substantial and multiple sources of funding, a

diversity o f activities, the available assistance and support of many outside organizations,

and a broad network of both indigenous and international supporters. For both, access to

government officials and policy makers at multiple levels is not seen as a constraint.

Nevertheless, the consequences of the two largest NGOs" size may actually work against

them. PRADAN’s access to the centers of policy making—at the expense of working

more closely at the local level to design rural development interventions—has resulted in

a level o f mistrust of local bureaucrats which, in turn, may compromise better relations at

that level. Similarly. Auroville’s clout— including the international attention (and

funding) it has received since its creation in the late 1960s, as well as its concentration on

its own growth and well-being during that time— led to a sense o f mistrust among both

GOs and villagers, who see Auroville as ‘pushy and arrogant’ despite the widespread

view among the local population o f Auroville as a 'transparent’ and reliable entity.

(Giordano 1997)

Closer to the other end of the size continuum, PHCC, SHIELD and SPEECH indicate 

through their experience that small organizations can, under propitious circumstances, 

interact positively with government agencies. However, the ways that such interaction are 

initiated differ distinctly from the manner o f  both PRADAN and AWS, and from each
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other as well. The cases nevertheless indicate that they have been able to work with 

government agencies in ways that are proportionally greater than considerations o f their 

size alone might be expected to allow.

SHIELD was unsuccessful in working with state-level bureaucrats but was able, with 

the backing o f a larger, well-established NGO (PRADAN), to work successfully with an 

agency of the central government. SPEECH, because o f their possession o f a set o f skills 

needed by government agencies— the ability to conduct participatory rural appraisal 

(PRA)— was sought by a number of GOs for training purposes (although the interest on 

the part of many of the GOs was the result o f donor organizations' imperatives). And it 

appears that PHCC, through its campaign o f public advocacy actually created changes in 

the political environment which in turn, enabled the NGO to work with government: they 

mobilized the support of local populations to create highly visible appeals to established 

environmental and land use laws, along with a body of technical data and environmental 

experts, to back their assertions and advocacy.

If size were the sole determining factor in choosing an NGO for inclusion in a 

collaborative partnership, it might be expected that the smaller NGOs would have been 

far less successful than the larger in establishing such relationships. Yet all have been 

able to enter into some form of cooperative relationship, several of which may qualify as 

critical collaborations. Do there exist factors other than organization size that may be 

important in creating such relationships?

One means o f judging both the suitability o f an organization to work with is to review 

its past record of activities and accomplishments. Younger and, in many cases, smaller 

NGOs have less of a history—and, thus, a ‘track record’—than older (and generally 

larger) agencies. It becomes difficult for GO staff to understand an organization’s 

approach to development as well as past and present activities, and to choose among 

potential partners, if they do not feel comfortable in working with a particular 

organization. An understanding of the kinds o f activities the organization has been
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involved in, as well its history o f working with government agencies, therefore serve as 

an indication of the possible ‘fit’ between the organizations. A concrete record of 

accomplishments, activities and a general sense o f how the NGO approaches rural 

development and governments gives a GO some information on which to determine the 

suitability o f an NGO for collaboration.

The organization’s track record, by which a GO decides whether to work with that 

group, was seen by both PRADAN and AWS as an important attribute in the 

establishment of their relationships with government. Both had built their reputations in a 

different manner. PRADAN, through deliberate efforts to work in cooperation 

government agencies at several levels, had built a record of solid accomplishments in the 

field of rural development. AWS, as a constituent organization o f Auroville, has a 30- 

year history o f accomplishments upon which it could stand: a long-term presence in the 

area, proven achievements, and widespread international connections (although these 

were not accomplished in the context of rural development per se). Both NGOs were 

‘known quantities’ in regard to their accomplishments.

In comparison to the larger, more established groups, the smaller NGOs lacked 

extensive records of concrete accomplishments; this makes GOs' determinations of their 

suitability difficult. In the absence of such a record, these NGOs were still able to 

establish relationships with GOs through other means.

The director o f SHIELD attributed that organization's ability to receive funding from 

the NAEB to their association with, and support of, a large, well-established NGO in the 

area: PRADAN. In this case, the support of a larger, well-established NGO served as a 

‘guarantor’ for the smaller group’s intended performance in the light o f SHIELD’S lack of 

a track record (this factor was stressed by the directors o f both SHIELD and PRADAN; 

both emphasized that without the association, SHIELD would have had little to support 

their case when negotiating with NAEB).
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In the case of SPEECH, the relationship between NGO and GOs resulted from the 

actions of an IAS official who was interested in learning how PRA—which the NGO had 

been trained to use— was actually employed by a 'practically-oriented’ NGO 

(Venkatasamy 1997). Subsequently, the official, who was acting as a liaison between a 

foreign donor and the state Agricultural Ministry, initiated the NGO’s work with state 

GOs when he requested the services of SPEECH in training the GO in PRA. Neither age 

nor history of the NGO were mentioned as relevant considerations.

PHCC, unlike the other NGOs, was able to overcome the handicap of being a less 

well established NGO through its vociferous public advocacy campaign. A combined 

effort of ongoing activities, according to Jeyakaran (1996,1997), gradually convinced 

GOs in the Kodaikanal area to accept the role of PHCC as a working partner. One major 

factor in the emergence of an increasingly amicable working relationship, according to 

one of the founders of the organization, was that the period o f several years o f vociferous 

public confrontation was accompanied by PHCC’s constructive environmental efforts 

(including continual, detailed natural resource studies, technical assessments and parallel 

afforestation projects being undertaken simultaneously). Over time, PHCC's actions were 

perceived by a number o f GO officials as sincere and politically disinterested concerns 

regarding the protection o f the area's natural environment, and the NGO was eventually 

successful in creating a sense of legitimacy for itself as an actor in local environmental 

issues. This, in part, led to the formation of cooperative and collaborative relationships 

with a number of local GOs. PHCC was seen (by GO officials) not as a ‘flash in the pan’, 

but as a genuinely concerned group of citizens whose advocacy was supported by 

concrete action. Their positive, continual track record o f environmental activities 

assuaged many of officials' fears that PHCC was a threat to local politicians (Jeyakaran 

1996).

An organization’s track record (or lack thereof) is also important to several other 

cases. Despite Auroville’s 30-year record o f restoring the health o f the area’s natural
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environment, the Water Sendee’s lack o f orientation toward rural development was 

clearly a limiting factor in their ability to receive funding. Also, the failure on the part of 

AWS to encourage local villagers’ participation from the outset o f the program’s 

planning (although enthusiasm for the program on the part of some villages and villagers 

existed) was seen by the director and others as a threat to the program’s success.

Findings: Capacity and Legitimacy

The results of the case studies indicate that, underlying the various characteristics of 

the organizations and contexts within which the relationships take place, there are two 

basic issues related to the success of creating a collaborative relationship, both o f which 

are perceptions (held by other stakeholders) of a potential partner's suitability as a 

working partner. The first is legitimacy, the degree to which the organization is seen as 

having a credible interest, or ‘stake’ in the situation at hand; the second, capacity, is the 

perception that the organization can participate as expected. Both attributes are vital to 

the establishment o f critical collaborations.

The aspect of actors' legitimacy as stakeholders is a necessary, although not 

sufficient, condition on which to base a collaborative relationship. The second factor, 

which involves issues o f an organization's credibility (and is integral to perceptions o f its 

legitimacy), is that o f the stakeholder’s capacity to perform— that (as discussed in 

Chapter 4) in order to be seen as a credible participant in a collaborative relationship, a 

group or organization must “ possess resources and skills sufficient to justify their 

involvement in collaborative efforts.” (Gray 1985:922). Both factors must be present. An 

organization seen to have a legitimate interest in a problem domain, but lacking the 

capacity to support its concerns with practical action, is unlikely to be chosen as a 

partner. On the other hand, the NGO that has capacity without legitimacy may be 

considered ineffectual or even harmful. As outlined in Chapter 4, both factors were found 

to be central to the establishment o f the relationships between the NGOs and GOs
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studied. In each of the situations discussed in the previous chapter, it was found that each 

NGO under study evinced a measure of both, although each did so in different ways.

Smaller NGOs (just as the rural poor for which they work) frequently are perceived to 

lack the capacity to be accepted as partners in government programs, even though they 

may be seen as legitimate representatives of the rural poor with whom they work. With 

limited tangible resources, and limited visible practical experience in development 

implementation, their ability to engage government agencies in collaboration is 

constrained. How do such NGOs overcome what appear to be such constraints?

SPEECH, one o f the smallest NGOs, was successful in working with local GOs 

primarily due to their possession of a specialized skill that was sought by a number of 

GOs. Despite other limited resources, the NGO had been trained in the use o f PRA, 

which is a set of techniques increasingly required by donor agencies in their programs. 

This necessity, along with the intervention of an IAS officer, has led to the establishment 

of relationships between SPEECH and local GOs.

SHIELD, despite its inexperience and small size, was able to establish a cooperative, 

if not collaborative, relationship with a Gol agency largely due to two factors: a central 

government agency that was willing to allow a degree of discretion to the local NGOs 

who received their grants, and the support of PRADAN for SHIELD as a capable actor.

It was necessary for PHCC to establish itself as a legitimate actor in the 

environmental concerns o f the Kodaikanal area while, at the same time, demonstrating its 

technical capacity in order to make itself a more likely partner for GOs. The NGO used 

the tactic of publicly confronting local and state government as a means o f bringing its 

concerns to the public agenda. Appeals to and demands on local and state governments to 

enforce existing legislation were used in the defense of local environmental conservation, 

as well as the interests o f the area's rural populations in the sustainable use o f common 

property resources. Through its initially antagonistic stance toward the Tamil Nadu 

Government's tacit approval o f illegal activities on the part o f  local builders and
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developers, and Kodikanal’s failure to enforce their own environmental laws, PHCC 

elevated the issues o f local environmental protection and conservation o f natural 

resources from a non-entity to the level o f widespread public debate; even the Chief 

Minister o f the state was brought before the court for her involvement in the illegal hotel 

construction. The situation, in which the NGO in effect created a forum to address 

environmental concerns where none had previously existed, is what Gray (1989:123) 

refers to as 'the power to mobilize’ a problem domain, in which different groups having 

stakes in the economic development (and the repercussions) of the Kodaikanal area, 

especially those individuals and groups with no other effective voice, had the opportunity 

to air their grievances. As a result o f  its continued efforts, PHCC was eventually accepted 

by a number of GOs as a legitimate and concerned actor in the local environmental 

debate. Its capacity to participate with the Forest Department in the Kadavakurichi 

program was established through a history o f achievements, its use of technical experts, 

and the presentation o f a coherent plan bolstered by detailed data regarding the area and 

the problem.

PHCC’s experience affirms an important point. The ability of an NGO to confront 

government action or inaction, or to engender popular protest on behalf o f a particular 

cause, only results in attracting the momentary attention of the particular GO. Even if the 

NGO is seen as a legitimate representative of the poor, if it lacks something to back up its 

insistence with concrete alternatives, governments will do little more than to mollify 

those who challenge their authority. In order for the confrontational NGO— though it may 

be seen as a legitimate actor—to be perceived as more than a temporary nuisance, it must 

be equipped with the capacity to suggest what changes are necessary, and how such 

change can be realistically effected (Rajivan 1997).

In sum, the case studies indicate that there is no single indicator o f the NGOs that can 

be singled out as the ultimate causal factor in the creation of critical collaborations. 

Rather, each of the indicators recognized as being important to the establishment o f  the
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NGO-GO relationships was seen to contribute to perceptions on the part of the 

government agencies involved: that the NGOs possessed both the capacity and legitimacy 

necessary for the organizations to work together.

Conclusion

Having reviewed the individual cases for what are seen as important factors in their 

relationships with GOs in Tamil Nadu, the question should be posed: to what extent can 

these relationships be considered examples of critical collaboration? To what extent is 

each relationship

one that allows both government and NGOs to work together as partners, or 
'stakeholders*—those parties having an interest in the outcome of a particular 
problem, and who are directly influenced by the actions taken by others to solve the 
problem — in both making and implementing efforts at rural development. The nature 
of this form of relationship is one in which an NGO has the capacity to participate in 
the decisions that shape the way that development interventions are conceived and 
planned, as well as the way they are conducted in individual circumstances (p.8)

It is readily evident that PRADAN possessed both the legitimacy and capacity

necessary to be chosen as a collaborative partner in a large-scale government program.

PRADAN, which has ample experience in working in a collaborative, as well as critical,

manner with GOs, was sought by the state government as a partner in their tank irrigation

program. As important as having both the legitimacy and the capacities necessary to

perform with the relevant GOs is the fact that PRADAN has, as a part of their mission as

an NGO, consciously and continuously worked to develop the capabilities to work with

GOs in collaborative relationships.

The case of the AWS provides an insight into a program with perhaps the ‘youngest’

NGO of all the cases. Despite its existence since the mid-1980s, AWS certainly has less

experience— and, as a result, less legitimacy—as a working NGO (as they are defined in

Chapter 2) than any of the other organizations, yet is a part of, by far, the largest, oldest

and perhaps most influential o f all the organizations studied here. Its ability to approach

the creation a critically collaborative relationship with local governments appears to have
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been successful to date, yet its capacity to accomplish its aims with local populations is 

still in question.

SHIELD has had little direct communication with the Gol, despite the fact that the 

two have entered into a relationship that allows the NGO a certain amount o f discretion to 

shape the central government’s program to fit the NGO’s (and the local populations’) 

own needs. While the NAEB’s seeming laxity allows the NGO to tailor its program, the 

question arises: does the NGO have the ability to negotiate existing rules and regulations 

with its Gol counterpart? This cannot be answered at present. Currently, the relationship 

seems to fulfill the qualifications o f the above definition, but the extent to which the 

‘critical' component of the relationship extends into the future may hinge on the GO’s 

willingness to receive and respond to outside input, especially in what is seen as highly 

fluid political and organizational atmospheres.

SPEECH provides training for GOs in southern Tamil Nadu, yet participation on the 

part of some GOs has been less the result of an interest in collaborating than the 

requirement of outside funding agencies’ exigencies: funders often make their funding 

conditional on the use o f such methods. To the extent to which the GOs made the 

decision to improve relations with their rural constituents and subsequently agreed to 

accept training taught by the NGO. their relationships with SPEECH can be viewed as 

critical collaborations.

In the situation of PHCC’s collaboration with the Forest Department in the 

Kadavakurichi Hills program, it is evident that the NGO has, to date, been successful in 

engaging the FD critically. As such, the experience satisfies the criteria outlined for the 

identification of a relationship o f critical collaboration. Whether this collaborative effort 

continues, though, is not at all certain, given the GO’s continued inflexibility toward the 

NGO’s concerns. Without the conditionality placed on the state’s Forest Department to 

work with PHCC by the program’s funder, there is a strong possibility that the
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collaboration would not have occurred in the first place, and that the continuation o f the 

relationship may hinge on this requirement.

A review of the cases in indicates that the creation of collaborative relationships 

between NGOs and state and/or local government agencies was neither an isolated 

happenstance nor simply the extension of relatively beneficent feelings between a 

government agent or agency and a compliant NGO. Rather, the relationships that 

emerged reflect distinguishable and distinctive features o f the several NGOs and the 

events leading to the establishment o f their working relationships that occurred, 

indicating that similar outcomes may result from a variety o f preexisting factors. If this is 

indeed true, one must consider whether collaborations occur from some sort of 

convergence of favorable circumstances or, rather, whether there is an underlying set of 

preconditions common to collaborative relationships. Is it possible that, despite the 

seeming differences in the NGOs and the way that their relationships with GOs occurred, 

there is a common set o f expectations that must be satisfied by the organizations involved 

in order for such collaborations to occur? And, if such causal factors are common to a 

range of social and political contexts found within India, the question that arises is 

whether or not these factors are basic to the creation of collaborations in other political, 

geographic, cultural or social settings.

All the cases indicate the importance of NGOs possessing the qualities o f both 

legitimacy and capacity. These are viewed as necessary, although perhaps not sufficient, 

conditions upon which the establishment of collaborations ultimately depends. If this is 

true, perhaps the two traits may be important indicators for the creation o f collaborations 

in other countries. How GOs and NGOs in other countries, with differing political and 

social contexts, might be able to establish similar relationships will be discussed in the 

Afterword.
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A fterw ord

The Comparative Context of Collaboration

The real question about collaboration is: do we have a choice? Given the long list of 
multiparty problems awaiting resolution, the record of success to date, the potential 
available, and the dire prospects of irreparable harm to our planet, can we as a global 
society afford not to search for common ground through collaboration?

Barbara Gray (1989)

As shown in the Chapter 6, NGO-GO collaborations in Tamil Nadu are created under 

a variety o f circumstances; the creation of such relationships is not determined by a 

precise set of preconditions. Collaboration in that state is, as elsewhere, largely a hit-and- 

miss proposition fraught with mistrust, individual caprice, competition rather than 

cooperation and is, too often, subject to the whims of those who hold and wield political 

and economic power over the lives and livelihoods of the rural poor. The purpose of this 

summary is to build on the findings in this study in order to identify some basic and 

replicable factors of NGOs and governments that underpin the creation the of critical 

collaborations. The factors are not necessarily applicable or feasible in every political or 

social context, but can be found outside Tamil Nadu or India and should be replicable in a 

number o f other areas.

Overcoming the ideological divide

One of the basic changes that must occur for GOs and NGOs to work together as 

partners is an ideological one. The rigid, artificial distinctions between the sectors— and 

the feeling that one sector of society is the best or only legitimate actor in rural 

development—must be, in some manner, overcome.
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Many scholars and practitioners assert that the artificial division o f state, market and 

civil sectors of society into discrete, compartmentalized entities creates an idealized 

vision of their roles in society. Realistically, the sectors are in truth more interdependent 

and interactive in the area o f development than is generally acknowledged, and that the 

recognition of these existing linkages should be recognized. The problems of 

development are far too complex to be amenable to one sector o f society alone; dedicated 

people with innovative, practical ideas exist throughout society.

Similarly, the distinctions drawn between 'top-down’ and 'bottom-up’ approaches to 

development—the extreme positions that the knowledge and wisdom necessary to bring 

about development is the sole possession of either planners, technicians and university- 

trained experts (according to the top-down adherents) or that o f the poor themselves (in 

the eyes of the populist bottom-up advocates)— is overdrawn. Indeed, the rigid adherence 

to simplistic ideologies prevents those involved in development from realizing the 

possibilities of new and innovative approaches and policies.58 And, has been seen (most 

notably in the case o f the Tamil Nadu Forest Department), many GOs in India are loath to 

include outsiders from participating in the decision making processes and management 

under their jurisdiction. How can those involved in rural development be assured that 

joining with other individuals and groups will be beneficial, and not harmful?

If both GOs and NGOs are to overcome their hesitations about working with each 

other in a mutually dependent manner they will have to have a more complete and 

realistic view of what they can expect o f themselves and each other. This involves a level 

o f reciprocal accountability and openness about organizational mutual operations and 

expectations.

Korten and Quizon (1995:158) write that “ The search for just, sustainable and inclusive approaches to 
development has suffered greatly from the dominance of ... opposing ideologies. If divorced from the 
reality of the prevailing human predicament, ideologies quickly move from useful action guides to 
becoming straightjackets that keep us from seeing important aspects of our reality that imperil our very 
survival.
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Creating a level of mutual accountability

In Chapter 6, the concepts of legitimacy and capacity were identified as crucial for the 

establishment o f collaborative relationships. The idea o f interorganizational collaboration 

is based on a level o f interdependent decision making and expectations of performance on 

the part o f all actors involved. The idea that a stakeholder can, has the ability to, and will 

successfully act as expected, is a basic requirement o f  all cooperative interorganizational 

efforts. In order for both government agencies and NGOs to feel comfortable in offering 

and accepting collaborative roles, there must be a way that stakeholders can determine the 

characteristics, activities and capabilities o f those with whom they may wish to work. 

Especially if. as has been mentioned, the desired end of both GOs and NGOs is to scale 

out successful activities, each must be able to identify those organizations capable of 

working in tandem, and be able to depend upon each others* fulfilling the promises and 

expectations upon which the interrelationship is promulgated. At the same time, both GO 

and NGO leaders must be assured that the ground rules by which they will interact with 

government officials will be clearly elucidated and evenly applied. A level playing 

field— a stable, predictable transparent working environment— is a necessity, not only on 

the part of governments and NGOs, but donors, recipients and all others affected by a 

given intervention. At present such an environment does not exist in India to any great 

extent. If collaborative relationships are to become more than a occasional, haphazard 

occurrence there must be some means by which the parties can reliably gauge each 

others' credibility. This requires, on the part o f both GOs and NGOs, accountability to 

each other as well as to other stakeholders.

On their part, governments are generally characterized as having weak levels of 

accountability to other, outside entities for a number o f reasons. NGOs are viewed as 

appropriate representatives o f the rural poor for the purpose of strengthening the society’s 

ability to make governments perform in accordance with their responsibilities (Farrington
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and Bebbington 1993).59 The experiences o f PHCC point out the effective efforts o f an 

NGO in keeping GOs accountable to the public.

NGOs, lacking the legal and coercive power to maintain their presence and activities, 

face greater difficulties than do governments regarding questions of accountability. 

Because the twin concepts o f accountability and autonomy are basically antithetical, 

NGOs often face the possibility o f losing a large measure of their independence when 

they are subject to outside scrutiny. As important as a degree of accountability may be to 

collaboration with government, many NGO officials feel that the maintenance of 

autonomy is vital to their operations, and that some aspects o f autonomy must be 

carefully protected even as they move toward NGO-GO collaboration. Several authors 

suggest that NGOs may actually be able to maintain a degree o f autonomy and guard 

against cooptation, while at the same time, continue to be accountable to a number of 

stakeholders.

At the same time, NGOs must be aware of the pitfals that accompany the wish to 

work with governments. As NGOs become more dependent on government and donor 

funding, they may find that their original agendas of development more closely reflect 

those o f their funders than their rural constituents. Accountability can, as a result, turn 

into cooptation and corruption. This perception, on the part o f a large numbers o f NGOs, 

was one reason that the proposed Code of Conduct for Indian NGOs (see Chapter 4) was, 

and continues to be, so vehemently opposed.

To provide some measure of accountability to outside partners while avoiding 

cooptation, NGOs must develop mechanisms for performance monitoring, accountability, 

and strategic planning such that their agreement to work with GOs does not result in their 

cooptation (unlike many NGOs, PRADAN has, since its creation, engaged in this kind of

59The role of NGOs in acting to strengthen the poor through ‘consciousness-raising’ is criticized by 
Hashemi (1996:128), who asserts that “ this approach denies poor people their capacity to organize and 
struggle for themselves. ... In NGO strategies, there has never been a sustained faith in the ability of poor 
people to bring about their own transformation. It is this perspective that has disallowed any real 
participation of the rural poor in NGO activities or the development of systems of accountability to them.”
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self-examination and as a result continually modifies its operations accordingly). Such 

efforts are both time- and resource-consuming, and have been approached by only a small 

proportion o f NGOs. Yet NGOs that fail to engage in such a learning process are in 

danger o f losing a significant degree of their operational autonomy when they choose to 

work with their governments.

Institutionalizing NGO-GO relations

If stakeholder accountability is of such importance to the creation of collaborations, it 

seems to follow that a mechanism by which members o f both the NGO and government 

sectors can determine and monitor each others’ suitability as partners should be made 

available.

At present, a large proportion of recognized collaborations involve large, well- 

endowed NGOs which operate in an extended geographic area. Smaller NGOs with only 

limited areas o f operations and resources are much less visible, and less influential, to 

government policy-makers unless they can ally themselves with other, larger groups or 

successfully bring their concerns to the public arena through public protest. Many 

cooperative relationships—including critical collaborations—are established or facilitated 

through personal ties between GO and NGO officials, which means that the larger NGOs 

have an advantage in establishing such relationships. Arguably personal relationships are 

the single most important factor in the successful creation and maintenance o f 

collaborations; PRADAN finds such personal ties central to its relations with GOs at all 

levels, and notes that all such relationships are person-specific.

Although such relationships are viewed by some as an important means of creating 

collaborations, others see the mechanism o f particularistic person-to-person relationships 

as harmful to the NGO sector at large— that, by relying on such ad hoc linkages, 

governments are engaging in both patronage and discretional application o f the law by 

practicing preferential treatment for certain NGOs. While this sort of treatment may be in 

an NGO’s immediate interest, the cause o f development—and the creation of a more
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accountable government—may be better served through the creation o f more systematic 

forms of interaction.

If the creation of collaborations is dependent upon individualized personal contact, 

how is it possible to include the smaller, poorer, less vocal, and more geographically 

limited NGOs in the process o f consideration for inclusion in collaborative efforts? While 

personal contacts may suffice for larger NGOs with the resources to include such efforts 

in their activities, there is less likelihood o f creating such relationships with the small 

organizations whose focus is on the smallest, poorest, least accessible villages and for 

whom collaboration could make a major difference in their efforts. How can a larger 

proportion of the NGO sector be included in the selection process?

One answer would be to implement some standardized form of NGO accountability, 

such as a code of conduct or an independent body to monitor NGO activities (discussed 

above). The creation of a mechanism by which NGOs would report their activities and 

finances openly to government would “ offer a responsible message to governments as to 

why governments must share this burden more broadly with all elements of society ...." 

(Riker 1995b: 124). Despite a general dislike o f being required to make public details of 

their operations, NGOs would be well advised to become more open in their dealings 

with government if they wish to be seriously considered as partners in the policy making 

process.

Another step to greater accountability would be to develop a set o f indicators for 

assessing and monitoring the impact and outcomes of GO and, especially NGO. 

interventions. While government operations are usually widely known, NGO activities 

are rarely well-publicized or subject to rigorous scrutiny. While there is a great deal of 

conjecture and word-of-mouth assertions about what they are able to achieve, there is 

surprisingly little substantive review of NGOs’ actual accomplishments. The concept of 

'social auditing’—of adapting measures traditionally used to monitor financial practices 

for the purpose of scrutinizing the practices and accountability o f rural development
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intervenors— is an innovative approach to such assessment (see Zadek and Gatward 

19%).

To suggest formalizing some of the processes that facilitate the creation of 

collaborative relationships does not mean that the collaborative process itself should be 

institutionalized, even if it were possible to do so. As the cases in the study show, the 

concept of collaboration is most accurately viewed as a process, not a single event; 

because the relationships between the stakeholders are dynamic, they are subject to 

renegotiation as the situation changes. The nature of the relationship between specific 

GOs and any given NGO is highly context-specific, and attempts to routinize the content 

o f the relationship would defeat the process itself as well as the purpose for which it is 

intended.

The future of critical collaboration

The measures proposed above are certainly not panaceas, nor is the accomplishment 

o f such basic change easily or quickly done. The basis of such efforts, as well as the 

success of collaboration formation are all dependent on a sense of trust among the 

stakeholders and a wish to work together. GOs and NGOs may continue to work 

collaboratively despite an ongoing feeling o f mutual antagonism. Also, one must not 

expect that once a collaborative relationship has been initiated that its success will 

automatically ensue. The processes that lead to mutually agreeable policies and practices 

among the stakeholders is one o f considerable and continual negotiation— not only 

concerning the content and eventual outcome of the collaborative effort, but in 

delineating the nature o f the problem itself and what the nature of the collaboration will 

comprise. The fluid nature of organizations and their interactions with each other and 

other elements of the social, political and economic situations in which they work makes 

interrelationships dynamic and necessarily mutable.
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Given the diversity o f the NGO sector, can a large number of individual 

collaborations between NGOs and government agencies at the various levels of 

government bring about significant advances in the accomplishment of rural development 

efforts? Can the experiences o f isolated occurrences of collaboration be multiplied to the 

point that large-scale, even system-wide, change can take place? Fisher (1997) suggests 

that NGO networking at the grassroots, local and national levels may create the 'critical 

mass’ necessary to challenge powerful interests within the government, although she 

despairs that even this will be successful in achieving such change. The answer to this 

concern, I believe, lies, in part, in the creation of a large-scale network of NGOs which 

have the means to aggressively challenge governments. Of equal importance, though, is 

the crafting a mutually agreeable formal arrangement in which individual, as well as 

allied, NGOs can approach governments in the spirit of cooperation and collaboration, as 

well as the more confrontational approaches . Institutionalization of the selection process, 

in a manner that is mutually agreeable to both the GO and NGO sectors, is an important 

move in this direction.

In the final analysis, the possibility that the NGO and government sectors will 

actually work together appears to require at the very beginning the ability o f both to 

overcome their fear and mistrust o f each other. They must realize that neither 

governments, nor civil society, nor markets have the sole knowledge or ability to 

accomplish on its own such a huge, multifaceted task as socioeconomic development. 

Only through a conscious decision to overcome their parochialism in favor o f joining 

forces will it be possible for the various actors to begin to address in a new way not only 

the symptoms, but the causes, o f the problems that continue to hinder the achievement of 

just livelihoods for their rural poor.

Surmounting such feelings is, o f course, not easily accomplished, nor are the learning 

processes that will allow both GOs and NGOs to engage in fruitful relationships. Yet 

movement toward greater NGO-GO interaction has been observed in a number of
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countries, and continuing limits o f official funds and government personnel for 

implementing rural development interventions means that there will remain a role for 

NGOs to play.

Critical collaboration holds great promise. It is not a quick fix to the shortcomings of 

current forms of rural development, and efforts to make collaboration a wide-ranging part 

o f the policy process will take a great deal of effort. But if sincere efforts are made to 

create a truly responsive approach, true collaboration may become more than yet another 

fleeting trend and, instead, contribute to real improvement in the lives in the rural poor of 

the Third World.
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