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Though self-reliance is fast becoming a dirty word, the first among
the great gains of our national freedom has been India’s Green
Revolution. That has largely freed us from dependency in a funda-
mental sense at the national level. From a chronologically earlier
date, the right to vote and to be voted to office in a democratic
framework has been a priceless gain of India’s political freedom.
Decentralized governance, represented by the 73rd and 74th amend-
ments to the Constitution, with particular emphasis on representa-
tion for women and the hitherto politically deprived classes, and the
mandatory holding of elections with minimal time lag, is the latest
of our gains. At the institutional level, a cohesive, voluntarily re-
cruited national Army, Navy and the Air Force, India’s scientific
establishments in atomic, space and defence research, educational
institutions of excellence, like the Indian Institutes of Technology
and India’s superior judiciary represented essentially by the Su-
preme Court of India and, by and large, by the High Courts, are the
great gains and evidence of a modernizing Indian State. But all
these gains, from the way they have been applied, have only been
partial gains which did nothing to make India great in terms of its
tryst with destiny. The failure in the core areas of household level
food and nutrition, sanitation, shelter, health and education - to-
gether impacting in the form of a population explosion and then
forming a vicious circle -- is known to all of us. The most impor-
tant reason for this is our failure to mobilize our people and involve
them. participatively in national development, though it was this
very national mobilization that gave us our political freedom.

Prescribing solutions ideologically, whichever way, would be doing
more of the same thing. The only relevant paradigm is the total
mobilization of the people, not only through rural and urban self-
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help groups but also through schools and colleges where the most
vibrant form of energy resides, waiting to be galvanized. The thrust
must include technology so that in the shortest possible period, these
most urgent problems are tackled. To mobilize themselves people
need sensitive support. '

The 73rd and 74th amendments to the Constitution have been dis-
cussed a great deal in the federal context, particularly for the em-
powerment they bring to women and the hitherto politically de-
prived classes of the country. A basic expectation of decentralized
governance is that because decisions will be taken where the people
actually are, their priority needs will be met and that the scope for
corruption will be eliminated. This, we know from experience, will
not happen unless the people themselves take decisions in a partici-
pative capacity and not through their representatives. The issue is
participative versus promises-based representative democracy, as prac-
ticed currently in India, including at the Panchayat level. The shift
in paradigm will come only if the people are helped to organize
themselves so that their own institutions backed by group strength
empower them. This will challenge the established authority and
invite certain consequences. The understanding and knowledge re-
quired to manage those changes and consequences is a gap to be
filled in terms of social and technological support. The State has
shown almost conclusively that it cannot do this. We need only to
look at Bihar and Andhra Pradesh as the prime examples as also
pockets of several other States in India. Voluntary organizations
obviously have a serious bridge-building role. This hope is justified
by the several cases of successes achieved by many of them, large
and small, everywhere in the country.

There is considerable ambiguity on the part of the Government
regarding the role of voluntary organizations and organization of
people’s institutions at the grassroots level, contrary to stated policy
intentions. The Government is still a long way from acknowledging
that a prime requirement of efficient development governance is to
know how far it can go and no farther, in programme implementa-
tion. Voluntary organizations, of course, are not an end in them-
selves. The people themselves and people’s own organizations are
the ultimate reality in the struggle for survival and the role of vol-
untary organizations is to objectively help the poor to organize them-
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selves, provide them with social support and the support they need
in the future to access all resources available in the general economy
and from the Government, especially technology, in a participative
mode and withdraw at the appropriate time. Both sides need to
realize their limitations and limits and therein lies also the raison
d’etre for collaboration. For example, there is no benefit in a bu-
reaucracy-dominated voluntary organization substituting Government
bureaucracy. For all this to be meaningful, the Government has to
believe in this basic approach to development and lay down a na-
tional policy. This policy should emphasize that mobilization and
organization of the people, with women as the central focus and
with the prime objective of empowering them to participatively de-
cide their own development destinies in their own context, is and
would be the basic feature of the development paradigm in India.
Such a national policy would, for the first time, “legitimize” and
empower voluntarism, in addition to modernizing Parliament’s own
attitudes to the concept of accountability regarding public funds.

Within the country by far the greatest challenge we face is an over-
whelming sense of alienation felt by practically every segment of
society, with the exception of the very rich and a small segment of
the upper middle classes. Since these are also largely the governing
classes, characterized by economic and social distance from the peo-
ple, this alienation has been reinforced by an inherent and ever-
growing insensitivity. The ruling classes are not even aware that
the discontent of alienation is now at a boiling point. Behind their
barricades, they know vaguely that something is amiss but not its
entire magnitude. Callous attitudes to hunger, malnutrition, health
concerns, and a host of other livelihood questions, like land and
information, class oppression reinforcing the historically perpetuat-
ed caste and gender inequalities, have all enhanced this alienation,
particularly of the poor in the vast unorganized sector. The rise of
armed movements, like the People’s War Group in Andhra Pradesh,
is a direct result of this alienation.” At another level, alienation
caused by a cultural contempt for minority groups of all types, espe-
cially the regional ones, threatens the unity and integrity of the
nation. Examples of this are the Telangana agitation for a separate
state, the situation in Jammu and Kashmir and the conditions in the
North Eastern States. The traumatic circumstances under which the
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Indian State was born, the partition of a nation at its very birth and
the lack of political and social action at reconciliation thereafter
continues to pose fundamental challenges to our secular commit-
ment. Our nation-building has hardly started despite the work of
Sardar Patel and the Founding Fathers of our Constitution.

It is important to flag the deteriorating moral attitudes leading to
corruption in all walks of life in our society. While admittedly the
politicians started the slide, aided by some elements in the bureau-
cracy, to the great gain of many criminals and businesses, ultimately
the losers have been the ordinary citizens. The loss to them has
been two-fold: (a) corruption being antithetical to development, has
slowed down development, and (b) more seriously, an impression
has now gained wide currency in the country that corruption as a
way of life is inevitable, that nothing can or need be done about it
and that it should be acquiesced in. The Government itself is the
fount of this, institutionalizing corruption in its own so-called
“dream” budget, through a born-again Voluntary Disclosure of In-
come Scheme (VDIS). The damage that an official action of this
kind, blessed by Parliament, would cause to the psyche of the youth
of this country and the helpless sense of outrage it inflicts on every
honest citizen, and the concept of the Rule of Law, are incalculable
and will last for generations. The cynicism with which the Govern-
ment is promising “100 per cent peace of mind” to the tax evaders
through officially-sponsored media publicity, paid for by the honest
tax-paying citizens, is a stunning irony. Corruption, whatever be
the source, should be fought because that is the single biggest cause
of alienation -- alienation and marginalisation of the honest from
identifying themselves with nation-building. Condoning corruption
is the opposite of nation-building. Voluntary organizations have,
therefore, to seriously discuss this dilemma in the context of collab-
orative relationship with the Government. They should also discuss
in this context, how they can maximize the benefits of the results
arising from the only credible institution in the country, namely, the
Supreme Court, questioning corruption. This, more than any other
issue, should bring all voluntary organizations on to one platform.

Do what we may to promote a participative pro-poor governance at
the micro-level, which is fundamental to good government, all of it
can be nullified by policies at the macro-level that are detrimental to
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the poor. Not only do social sector policies have relevance to the
poor but the so-called macro-economic policies relating to exports,
imports, fertilizers, taxation, prices, credit and environment have
the mischief to impact adversely on the poor, to defeat the objectives
of good social sector policies. The lack of household level food
security in India would illustrate this point in a telling manner. For
decades, different Governments have looked at the Public Distribu-
tion System purely from the point of view of the subsidies involved.
They never looked at it as an essential subordinate strategy, relevant
to a holistic and comprehensive poverty eradication strategy that
answers concerns like nutrition, health, education, wage employ-
ment and self-employment, all having implications for the feminiza-
tion of poverty and the big question of population. The country does
not even know what proportion of the Union Budget’s Food Subsidy
actually goes to under-pin the price support operations that guaran-
tee the ever-increasing Minimum Support Prices for the tax-free,
surplus farmers and what proportion to support the poor. This is not
transparency and it misrepresents the interests of the poor and, im-
portantly, brings up the question of Right to Information that has
serious implications for the poor people’s right to Government re-
sources.

Sharp targeting of the poor in the Public Distribution System has
been advocated by some of us for over 15 years. But there is no
political will to do it and the proposal for a Targeted Public Distri-
bution System has fallen by the way side. All the political parties
are responsible for it, though a country-wide Targeted Public Dis-
tribution System is perfectly manageable if we involve voluntary
organizations and people at the grassroots level. Meanwhile, for
years, the Government has been selling procured food grains outside
the Public Distribution System, under the open market price scheme,
involving huge subsidies, which has nothing to do with the poor.
There have been years when in addition to the open market sales,
the country also exported food grains when 75 million people did
not have even 2 meals a day. This was then followed by an import
of food grains! While the exports deprived the possibility of the
poor gaining nutritionally, the imports did not enhance access, be-
cause the Public Distribution System does not target the poor sharp-
ly. Also, the actual per capita consumption of food grains has
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declined in recent years. There are several examples of this kind in
other policy areas as well. Such disempowering policies perpetuate
and reinforce alienation. Many of our problems mistakenly viewed
in a law and order and violence perspective are mostly the result of
such wrong policies. The policy-led social alienation is thus a core
issue of governance and nation-building. All this constitutes a polit-
ical failure, as also a societal failure.

A combination of all these alienations and the resulting collapse of
the Rule of Law, pose a threat to the unity of the country. Any
partnership between voluntary organizations and the Government
should be based on the recognition of the need to dispel this alien-
ation from our midst -- through a convergence of the interests of all
and not that of any particular sections of our society as it is being
done by the Government at present. We have the experience in the
voluntary sector to handle all the socio-economic manifestations of
this alienation, in terms of required strategies for organizing the
people, identifying entry points, networking, support structures and
technological competence. But our need is to bring together all
these talents to forge a mechanism to negotiate with the Govern-
ment the priorities to be adopted as a national development consen-
sus. This mechanism should also be seen as an essential networking
strategy for the mobilization of resources, particularly science and
technology, to back and under-pin social mobilization, based on
information and conscientisation. This sort of continuing and insti-
tutionalized mobilization is a guarantee against failure while en-
hancing synergy. This mechanism should not be confused with a
large scale but sporadic get-togethers of voluntary organizations and
NGOs but should be a permanent one that provides for actual inter-
change of resource and information between NGOs and voluntary
organizations, on an institutional basis, used demonstrably and
quantifiably and documented for public scrutiny in terms of .the
benefits generated.

This mechanism should establish linkages with national institutions,?
like the National Institute of Nutrition and Indian Council of Agri-
cultural Research and individuals like Dr. A.P.A. Abdul Kalam
whose multiple roles as a scientist, humanist, development activist
and the nation’s security provider are a shining example of synergy
and convergence, holism and integrated development.’ An effective
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standing mechanism that has eminent technologists and social think-
ers, like Dr. M.S. Swaminathan, Dr. Yeshpal, Dr. Kalam, Dr. Kurien,
Dr.C. Gopalan, Dr. Ch. Hanumantha Rao, Dr.L.C. Jain, Mr. Nirmal
. Mukharji and heads of grassroots level voluntary organizations, is
the starting point for a meaningful partnership and collaboration
within the world of voluntarism. This would in turn clothe it with
the necessary stature and credibility to advise, guide and lead the
Government in a collaborative mode and be a credible counter to
disempowering Government policies. This is when voluntarism will
be seen to be an antidote to big Government -- global or national.
An over-arching mechanism of this stature does not obviate the
need for the mechanism already set up in September, 1994, by the
Government of India, on the basis of the Action Plan drawn up in a
two-day convention, in March that year, of about 100 voluntary
organizations and the Government. That is an operational mecha-
nism and even if a few of the recommendations it made in its first
meeting in December 1994, has been earnestly implemented a truly
collaborative model would have emerged. That this has not hap-
pened is not necessarily the fault only of the Government. Once a
machinery was created, its activation was as much the responsibility
of voluntary organizations as that of the Government. This mecha-
nism should be revived on a priority basis.

Entire programmes like the ICDS, Creche-cum-Day Care Centres,
DWCRA, EAS, PMRY and MSY, those pertaining to Child Labour
Eradication, Solar Energy and Bio-Gas, Literacy, RWS and many
components of the Public Distribution System can all be run exclu-
sively by the communities with large management inputs from vol-
untary organizations. That will have the benefit of demystifying to
the people, especially through training in skills that empowers, the
so-called technical components of these programmes, while promot--
ing the organization and equipping of the people to handle their
own livelihood issues as has been done by voluntary organizations
in many ‘places in our country. For the PRIs, support from voluntary
organizations in a variety of ways -- technical and organizational --
would be a big confidence builder. Given their budgetary con-
straints, not to mention several others, the Government should quickly
devise ways and means to facilitate such collaborative efforts. Vol-
untary organizations should work out the comparative advantages of
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such community-run programmes, with their guidance, and give
them wide publicity in the media to mobilize opinion within the
Government and outside in favour of such efforts.

In terms of strategy, voluntary organizations should look at the
Government at two levels. The first is the normative level accord-
ing to which the Government is a tax collector, resource allocator,
policy-maker, institution creator, defender of the nation’s internal
and external security, dispenser of equal justice and security to all
the citizens and the upholder of the Constitution. The other level
consists of particular institutions and individual functionaries that,
in their very nature, are sensitive to the processes of nation-building,
such as the National Commissions for Women, Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes, Minorities and Human Rights and individual
pro-active Government functionaries. These two levels do overlap.
Partnership between voluntary organizations and the institutions at
the first level would have to be accountability, demanding and some-
what formal, while an outright coalition is feasible at the second
level. These different sets of relations have to be calibrated carefully
so as to take full advantage of the opportunities they both offer.

The Alternate Economic Survey, for example, is a marvelous docu-
ment which sensitizes the people to a lot of truthful information and
makes a direct contribution to the public’s right to information, at
one level. But, if the same effort has to be undertaken to mobilize
people at the grassroots level all over India, NGOs would face con-
flicts, e.g., the truth about huge hidden subsidies for the rich farmers
in the matter of irrigation, fertilizers and power. Surely, that would
affect their work on watershed development in the village where
everyone has to be involved in micro-planning. We, therefore, need
strategies for different groups of NGOs, discharging different func-
tions but working with a clear understanding of the over-all objec-
tive of all of them put together at an apex level. This will call for
identifying over-all strategic objectives, such as, the macro-policy
changes we need, and how such changes will affect interest groups
at various levels, such as in Parliament, Legislatures, Panchayats,
political parties with different ideologies, industrial and business
houses, organized classes in the Government and industry and even
funding agencies. A collaborative context calls for a relentless ad-
vocacy of proposals with the Government and other interest groups
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and changes will not, however, come only by advocacy. Pressure has
to be built at the grassroots level by sensitizing and mobilizing the
people. All this calls for research, studies, analyses, prioritization,
timing and assignment of different tactics of approach to different
actors. Voluntary organizations have to have an apex think-tank to
achieve this stupendous task, with autonomous formations, as-
signed sub-tasks, taking absolute care to do this as a strictly national
effort.’

Collaborative relations, with the Government in a framework of
dignity for voluntary organizations, or partnership with the poor,
would call for resources at their disposal. Subject to a verifiable
code of conduct, voluntary organizations should be free to mobilize
such resources, especially from within the country. In the West,
industries, businesses, the Church and corporate executives make
large contributions to volunteer efforts. Economic liberalization in
India has brought in its wake considerable benefits to the corporate
sector, businesses and many individuals and they should be remind-
ed of their obligations to society, both for moral and practical rea-
sons. Social solidarity is the only guarantee for social peace. Volun-
tary organizations have to aggressively get this message across to
everyone who has benefitted from the existing structure so as to
maximize their resources. Austere life-styles and excellence of qual-
ity of work on the part of voluntary organizations would be the other
side of the coin, represented by openness in the composition of the
organizational structures, emoluments and work ethics. A well-pub-
licized, uniform national code of conduct for voluntary organiza-
tions in this context will greatly further the aspirations for collabo-
ration with the Government, and render credibility to demands, such
as those for the amendment of FCRA, and other efforts at national
service.

In a world that is precipitously globalizing, any discussion on a
meaningful partnership and collaboration between voluntary organi-
zations and the Government, should also take into consideration the
national Government’s relationship with other Governments inter-
nationally. There are four critical issues that are relevant at the
Global-National level. These are growth, environment, military ex-
penditure and debt. The superstition that the economic growth















