Reimagining the Role of Civil Society Organizations

This editorial is based on “Civil society organizations too need to be accountable” which was published in
Hindustan Times on 14/10/2024. The article brings into picture the critical need for accountability among
Civil Society Organizations in India, emphasizing that their influence on public policy must be grounded in
compliance with legal standards. Recent violations of the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act highlight the
urgent necessity for transparency and alignment with democratic principles to maintain public trust.

For Prelims: Civil Society Organizations, Foreign Contribution Regulation Act, 2010, Right to Information
(RTI), Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016, Electoral bonds scheme, Association for Democratic
Reforms, Self-Employed Women's Association, Aadhaar, Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan, World Press
Freedom Index, Corporate Social Responsibility.

For Mains: Role of Civil Society Organisations in India, Key Issues Related to Civil Society Organizations in
India.

In India, Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) play a crucial role in advocating for social justice and policy
reform, yet they often operate under a veil of exceptionalism, claiming intimidation by the State
when faced with legal scrutiny. This duality highlights a pressing need for accountability.

Recent actions against certain think tanks for violations of the_Foreign Contribution Regulation Act, 2010(
FCRA) underscore the importance of compliance and transparency in their operations. As entities
influencing public policy and opinion, CSOs must align their practices with democratic principles and
the rule of law to maintain public trust and uphold the integrity of civil society.

What is the Role of Civil Society Organisations in India?

= Advocacy and Policy Influence: CSOs in India play a crucial role in advocating for marginalized
groups and influencing policy decisions.
o They act as a bridge between citizens and the government, bringing important issues
to the forefront of public discourse.
o Through research, campaigns, and lobbying efforts, CSOs have been instrumental in
shaping legislation and government programs.
o A notable example is the Right to Information (RTl) movement started by Mazdoor Kisan
Shakti Sangathan, which led to the passage of the RTI Act in 2005.
o A recent example is the role of CSOs in advocating for the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities Act, 2016, which led to its implementation and subsequent amendments.
e Organizations like the National Centre for Promotion of Employment for
Disabled People (NCPEDP) have been at the forefront of this advocacy.
= Social Service Delivery: CSOs significantly contribute to filling gaps in public service delivery,
especially in areas where government reach is limited.
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o They provide essential services in healthcare, education, sanitation, and disaster relief,
often reaching the most vulnerable populations.

o During the _Covid-19 pandemic, CSOs played a vital role in supporting communities. For
instance, Goonj, a prominent CSO, launched the 'Rahat

= Governance and Accountability: CSOs serve as watchdogs, promoting transparency and
accountability in governance.

o They monitor government programs, conduct social audits, and expose
corruption, thereby strengthening democratic processes.

o The Association for Democratic Reforms (ADR), for example, has been instrumental in
pushing for electoral reforms as seen in Association For Democratic Reforms vs
Election Commission Of India 2024 and increasing transparency in political funding.

o Their analysis of electoral bonds and campaigns for voters' right to information
have led to significant public discourse and legal challenges, culminating in theSupreme
Court's recent decision to strike down the electoral bonds scheme in February 2024.

= Community Mobilization and Empowerment: CSOs play a crucial role in mobilizing
communities, raising awareness about rights and entitlements, and empowering marginalized
groups.

o They foster collective action and build local leadership, enabling communities to address
their own challenges.

o The _Self-Employed Women's Assaociation (SEWA), for instance, has been pivotal in
organizing informal sector women workers.

o With 2.9 million workers associated with the Self-Employed Women's Association across 18
states, they have successfully advocated for the rights of these workers, leading to
significant policy changes.

= Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship: CSOs are often at the forefront of developing
innovative solutions to social problems, fostering social entrepreneurship, and promoting
sustainable development.

o They pilot new approaches that can later be scaled up or adopted by the government.
Akshaya Patra Foundation, for example, has revolutionized mid-day meal programs in
schools through its centralized kitchens.

o As of 2023, they serve over 2 million children daily across 22,367 schools in 15
states and 2 Union Territories, demonstrating how CSO innovations can significantly
impact public service delivery at scale.

= Environmental Conservation and Climate Action: In recent years, CSOs have become
increasingly crucial in addressing environmental challenges and promoting climate action
in India.

o They raise awareness, conduct research, and implement grassroots initiatives for
sustainable development.

o The Centre for Science and Environment (CSE), for instance, has been instrumental in
shaping India's climate policy. Their research and advocacy efforts have contributed to the
implementation of stricter vehicle emission norms and the promotion of renewable energy.

o In 2023, CSE's "State of India's Environment" report significantly influenced policy
discussions on air pollution and climate change mitigation strategies.

= Digital Rights and Cyber Security: As India rapidly digitalizes, CSOs are playing an emerging
role in protecting digital rights, promoting cyber security, and ensuring equitable access to digital
technologies.

o QOrganizations like the Internet Freedom Foundation (IFF) have been at the forefront of
this movement. IFF's advocacy and legal interventions have been crucial in challenging
surveillance technologies, protecting data privacy, and promoting net neutrality.

o Their campaign against the use of Aadhaar biometric and facial recognition enabled
attendance systems has sparked a national debate on balancing security needs with
privacy rights.

= Promotion of Civic Engagement and Participatory Democracy: CSOs play a vital role in
deepening democracy by promoting civic engagement and participatory governance.

o They encourage citizen participation in decision-making processes and foster a
culture of active citizenship. The Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) in Rajasthan
has been pioneering participatory social audits of schemes.

o Organizations like PRS Legislative Research have been working to enhance citizens'
understanding of complex legislative processes.
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What are the Key Issues Related to Civil Society Organizations in India?

= Funding Constraints and Financial Sustainability: CSOs in India face significant challenges in
securing stable and diverse funding sources.

o The _Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act (FCRA) amendments in 2020 have further
restricted foreign funding, impacting many organizations' operations.

o Domestic philanthropy has not adequately filled this gap, leaving many CSOs
financially vulnerable.

o According to a recent report 54% of CSOs reported a decrease in funding post-Covid-19.

o This financial instability has forced many organizations toscale back operations or shut
down entirely, particularly affecting grassroots organizations working with marginalized
communities.

= Regulatory Environment and Government Scrutiny: The regulatory landscape for CSOs in
India has become increasingly complex and restrictive. A total 0f20,701 NGOs have lost their
FCRA licenses since 1976.

o This heightened scrutiny has led to self-censorship among CSOs, particularly those
working on sensitive issues like human rights or environmental protection, potentially
limiting their effectiveness in advocacy and social change.

= Lack of Accountability and Transparency: While CSOs advocate for transparency in
governance, some face criticism for their own lack of accountability and transparency.

o Inadequate financial reporting, opaque decision-making processes, and limited public
disclosure of activities and outcomes have eroded public trust in some organizations.

o In 2019, the Women and Child Development Ministry has filed an FIR againstNGO Indian
Council for Child Welfare (ICCW) for misusing government-allocated funds and failing to
refund the unspent balance.

o This lack of transparency undermines public confidence.

= Political Polarization and Shrinking Civic Space: The increasing political polarization in India
has created a challenging environment for CSOs, particularly those working on sensitive issues like
human rights, minority rights, or environmental protection.

o Some organizations face accusations of being "anti-national" or working against
India's interests, leading to public backlash and sometimes legal challenges.

o The 2023 World Press Freedom Index ranked India 161st out of 180 countries,
reflecting the broader constraints on free expression that also affect CSOs.

o This polarized environment has led some organizations to self-censor or avoid certain
issues, potentially limiting their effectiveness in addressing critical social and political
challenges.

= Limited Collaboration and Sectoral Fragmentation: The CSO sector in India often suffers
from limited collaboration and coordination among organizations, leading to duplication of
efforts and inefficient use of resources.

o Competition for funding and recognition sometimes hinders partnerships that could
amplify impact.

o This fragmentation not only reduces the collective impact of civil society but also weakens
its voice in policy advocacy and social change efforts.

= Impact Measurement and Reporting Challenges: CSOs often struggle with effectively
measuring and communicating their impact, which is crucial for attracting funding and
demonstrating value to stakeholders.

o Many organizations lack robust monitoring and evaluation systems or the capacity
to conduct rigorous impact assessments.

o This gap in impact measurement not only affects organizations' ability to improve
their programs but also makes it difficult to justify their work to donors and policymakers,
potentially leading to reduced support and funding.

= Digital Divide and Technological Challenges: The rapid digitalization of society has exposed
a significant digital divide within the CSO sector.

o While some organizations have successfully leveraged technology for their work, many,
especially smaller and rural CSOs, struggle with limited digital infrastructure and skills.

o A recent survey stated that 95% of CSOs say the internet is critical to their ability to
do their work, however, as much as 78% lack the digital technology tools to do so.

o This digital divide not only affects CSOs' operational efficiency but alsolimits their reach
and impact in an increasingly digital world.
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= Volunteer Management and Retention: Many CSOs face challenges in attracting, managing,
and retaining volunteers, who are often crucial to their operations.

o High turnover rates and limited long-term commitment from volunteers can disrupt
program continuity and organizational growth.

o A recent survey stated that while 78% reported employee participation in
volunteering programmes, only 26% reported the number of volunteers, and 39%
reported the number.

o This inconsistency in volunteer engagement poses challenges for CSOs in planning and
executing long-term projects and building sustainable community relationships.

What Measures can be Adopted to Enhance the Role of CSO in India?

= Streamline and Simplify Regulatory Processes: The government could streamline FCRA and
other regulatory processes to reduce bureaucratic hurdles for CSOs while maintaining
necessary oversight.

o This could include creating a single-window clearance system for registrations and
compliance, digitalizing processes to reduce paperwork, and establishing clear timelines for
approvals.

o Implementing a risk-based approach to regulation, where organizations with a track
record of compliance face fewer restrictions, could also be beneficial. For instance, the
initiative by the_Ministry of Home Affairs to allow online submission of FCRA annual
returns is a step in the right direction, but this could be expanded to cover all regulatory
interactions.

= Promote Domestic Philanthropy and CSR Partnerships: Encouraging domestic philanthropy
through tax incentives and simplified giving processes could help offset the decline in
foreign funding.

o The government could consider increasing the tax deduction limit under Section 80G
of the Income Tax Act for donations to registered CSOs.

o Additionally, facilitating stronger partnerships between CSOs and corporates under
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives could provide sustainable funding sources.

o Creating a national CSR-CSO matching platform, similar to successful. models in other
countries, could enhance collaboration and resource allocation efficiency.

= Invest in Capacity Building and Skill Development : Establishing a national capacity-building
program for CSOs, potentially funded through a public-private partnership model, could address
skill gaps in areas like digital literacy, financial management, and impact measurement.

o This program could offer both online and offline training modules, mentorship
opportunities, and resources tailored to different organizational sizes and focus areas.

o Collaborating with academic institutions and corporate training programs could
bring in expertise and resources.

o The recent National Education Policy 2020's emphasis on skill development could be
leveraged to include CSO management as a focus area.

= Enhance Transparency and Accountability Mechanisms: Developing a comprehensive, user-
friendly national CSO database that includes financial reports, program outcomes, and impact
assessments could improve transparency and build public trust.

o This platform could be modeled after successful international examples like GuideStar,
adapted for the Indian context.

o Encouraging CSOs to adopt standardized reporting formats and undergo voluntary
third-party audits could further enhance credibility.

o The government could incentivize these practices by offering benefits like expedited
grant approvals or tax incentives to organizations that maintain high transparency
standards.

= Foster Collaboration and Knowledge Sharing: Creating sectoral and regional CSO networks or
coalitions could enhance collaboration, reduce duplication of efforts, and amplify collective
impact.

o These networks could be facilitated through regular conferences, online platforms, and
joint projects.

o Encouraging the formation of issue-based consortiums, where CSOs working on similar
themes pool resources and expertise, could lead to more effective interventions.

= Implement Evidence-Based Policymaking: Establishing formal mechanisms for CSO
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participation in policy formulation and implementation could enhance the effectiveness of
government programs.

o This could include mandating CSO representation in relevant government
committees, creating regular consultation forums, and incorporating CSO-generated data
and research into policy decisions.

o The NITI Aayog's recent initiatives to engage CSOs in policy discussions could be
expanded and institutionalized across all government departments, ensuring diverse and
grassroots perspectives inform policymaking.

= Promote Digital Transformation and Innovation: Launching a 'Digital CSO' initiative to
support organizations in adopting technology could enhance their efficiency and reach.

o This could include providing subsidized access to digital tools, offering technical
support for digital transformation, and creating platforms for sharing innovative tech
solutions within the sector.

o Encouraging partnerships between tech companies and CSOs through challenge
grants or innovation funds could drive the development of India-specific solutions.

o The government's Digital India initiative could be expanded to specifically address the
digital needs of the social sector.

= Enhance Financial Sustainability Through Social Enterprise Models: Encouraging CSOs to
develop sustainable revenue models by incorporating social enterprise approaches could
reduce donor dependency.

o This could be supported through specialized training programs, access to low-interest
loans for social enterprises, and creating marketplaces for CSO products and services.

o The success of organizations like Goonj in developing sustainable models demonstrates the
potential of this approach.

= Strengthen Impact Measurement and Reporting: Developing standardized impact
measurement frameworks tailored to different sectors of CSO work could enhance the ability to
demonstrate and communicate impact.

o This could be supported by creating a national impact measurement resource center,
offering training and tools for CSOs to implement these frameworks.

o Encouraging the use of technology for real-time data collection and analysis could improve
the accuracy and timeliness of impact reporting.

o The government could consider making standardized impact reporting a
requirement for accessing certain funds or benefits, incentivizing adoption across
the sector.

=-Enhance Public Engagement and Volunteerism: Launching a national campaign to
promote volunteerism and civic engagement could increase public support and participation in
CSO activities.

o This could include integrating community service into school curricula, creating a
national volunteer database, and offering incentives like academic credits or skill
certifications for volunteer work.

o Leveraging social media and digital platforms to connect potential volunteers with
CSOs could streamline engagement.

Conclusion

CSOs in India are indispensable for fostering social justice and influencing policy reform. By
implementing measures to enhance their capacity, transparency, and collaboration, CSOs can strengthen
their role in shaping a more equitable and just society. The path forward requires a concerted effort
from both the government and civil society to create an enabling environment where these
organizations can thrive and fulfill their mission.

Drishti Mains Question:

Discuss the role of Civil Society Organizations in promoting social justice and policy reform in India. How
can accountability be strengthened within these organizations to enhance their effectiveness?

UPSC Civil Services Examination, Previous Year Question:



Mains:

= How can the role of NGOs be strengthened in India for development works relating to protection of
the environment? Discuss throwing light on the major constraints. (2015)

= Examine critically the recent changes in the rules governing foreign funding of NGOs under the
Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act (FCRA), 1976. (2015)

= Can Civil Society and Non-Governmental Organizations present an alternative model of public
service delivery to benefit the common citizen? Discuss the challenges of this alternative
model. (2021)

= Do you agree with the view that increasing dependence on donor agencies for development
reduces the importance of community participation in the development process? Justify your
answer. (2022)

= |[n dealing with socio-economic issues of development, what kind of collaboration between
government, NGOs and private sector would be most productive? (2024)

= Public charitable trusts have the potential to make India’s development more inclusive as they
relate to certain vital public issues. Comment. (2024)
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