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Introduction 

 

Having explored civil society’s contribution to development in Unit 3, we shall now, in 

Unit 4, look at its contribution to strengthening democracy and improving 

governance. We shall first explore the meaning of democracy and governance. 

Critical analyses of concepts such as representative democracy, liberal democracy 

and good governance are central to understanding democracy and governance. 

Building on this understanding, we shall then study implications of the concepts of 

democracy and governance for civil society at large.  

To understand how civil society contributes in practical ways to strengthening 

democracy and improving governance, some interesting illustrations have been 

provided in the Unit. Finally, we shall also look at how CSOs can work at the level of 

policy formulation and influence and consider some of the future challenges for civil 

society when working on issues related to democracy and governance.  

 

Learning Objectives 

 

After completing this Unit you will be familiar with: 

 What democracy means, what forms it takes, and the implications of such 

meanings and forms for civil society 

 What governance means and its implications for civil society 

 What actions CSOs take in order to strengthen democracy and make governance 

more inclusive at the levels of both practice and policy 
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4.1 Civil Society, Democracy And Governance 

 

4.1.1 What Is Democracy? 

The word democracy comes from a combination of two Greek words, demos 

(‘people’) and kratos (‘rule’), so it means, literally, ‘rule by people’. Other forms of 

rule such as oligarchy (rule by a few people) and autocracy (rule by a single person) 

are quite different.  

Democracy takes many different forms. In what is called representative democracy 

people do not vote on decisions directly (as was the case in ancient Greece: such 

systems are known as direct democracies), but are represented by people they 

choose or elect to a governing body (government) or assembly (parliament) or both. 

These representatives may be chosen by the electorate as a whole or on a 

constituency-by-constituency basis, or a combination of the two. Representative 

democracies have become common in recent times: most of the world’s population 

now lives in such systems. In them, citizens, in periodic elections, give their elected 

political leaders the mandate to rule. 

Stout (1996) states that democracy consists of a set of institutions that guides the 

methods of governance. It ensures that elections are held periodically and that these 

elections are free, fair and supported by the rule of law in a multi-party system. The 

term liberal democracy is also often used. It describes a type of representative 

democracy where the powers of the government are limited by the rule of law and 

the separation of powers between executive, judiciary, and legislature; and where 

people are guaranteed certain inviolable liberties and rights, such as freedom of 

speech and association. Not all democracies or representative democracies have all 

these features.  

In recent years, difficulties and failings have become apparent in representative 

democracies. We noted in Unit 1, for example, that citizens around the world are 

becoming more mistrustful of the representative democratic process and as a result 

more apathetic about playing their part in it. 
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The increasing apathy shows up most clearly in voting trends. In particular, in many 

of the ‘settled’ democracies we referred to in Unit 2, the very models of democracy 

that are held up as representing benchmarks for less established or transitional ones 

to aim at, voter turn-out at elections at all levels have declined and are still declining. 

In many Western countries nowadays 50 per cent electoral turn-outs are regarded as 

good! Thus, in such countries, less than half the voting population may be 

‘represented’ in the legislature. Where the result of the election is evenly split, less 

than half of that half may be ‘represented’ by the party forming the government. 

Legislatures and executives of the state thus formed poorly represent the people and 

their needs and demands. 

Why is this happening? The mistrust that has generated this evident apathy has 

several dimensions: each party has its own obsolete ideology (and they seem to 

have become less and less different from one another these days), and for some 

electors none of the ideologies on offer necessarily fit with their personal views, 

beliefs and desires; politicians generally have become mistrusted and often viewed 

as being remote from the realities of the everyday world, arrogant, self-interested, 

egotistical and even corrupt; the adversarial nature of debate in parliament is seen 

as barren, ritualistic, distasteful and even childish. An exclusive political class, which 

in some places has become a long-standing ‘political dynasty’, has emerged which 

sees ‘politics’ as its exclusive preserve – one that those not in the class have no right 

to enter. As we have seen, one manifestation of this is that many politicians are 

threatened by and resentful of the role that civil society plays in fostering public 

discourse and debate. Politicians feel that such debate is their business and nobody 

else’s! And in any case legislatures themselves appear to be increasingly side-lined 

by decisions made without debate by government. 

In short, the view has grown that democracy in its representational form has become 

ossified. Elections are contested through multiple political parties, each with their 

own simplified body of ideologies. The adversarial ‘debates’ that then take place in 

parliament are, of course, always ‘won’ by the party in power. As Chandoke puts it: 

“Civil society can in one sense be identified with democratisation and liberalisation, 

but it is a far more comprehensive and deeper concept than democracy. Democracy 
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can become, as it has often become, identified with the practices of the State. And 

these ‘democratic’ practices have often been reduced to rituals and staged political 

events, such as elections, parliamentary representation and plebiscites which are 

meant to reaffirm the legitimacy of the State” (Chandoke, 1995, p. 25). 

4.1.2 Civil Society And Democracy 

In earlier Units of this course, we have shown how the existence of civil society is an 

essential component of a vibrant democracy. Diamond (1991) points out six aspects 

of the contribution civil society makes to democracy: 

 It acts as a political, cultural and moral check on the power of the state 

 The differences within civil society means more opinions coming to the fore and 

the power of the state is not held by a small group and their set of ideas 

 Associational life, central to CSOs, can be agents of people’s political 

participation and can facilitate it even better than political parties 

 Since people have a deeper stake in civil society, its strong presence shall bring 

stability to the state. This would mean more demands on the state, which would 

mean improving the capacities of various groups to bring about their own welfare. 

New and improved political leadership could arise from within civil society which 

would be more representative of and sensitive to the people’s needs and 

demands 

 Civil society, due to its inherent characteristics, shall oppose authoritarianism or 

monopoly of power 

There is more to it than that, however. Among common citizens, found by the 

Commonwealth Foundation’s study, some of the following ideals were held closely 

(excluding some that have already been touched upon in the previous Units) (Knight, 

Chigudu, & Tandon, 2002): 

 There is a need for a deeper and more participatory democracy and democratic 

culture than currently exists;  
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 Citizens should have bigger and wider roles in democracy than those of voter or 

beneficiary; and  

 There should be stronger connections between citizens and their governments 

than currently exists. 

As a result of these views and the worrying trends of recent years referred to earlier, 

there have arisen other conceptions of democracy, known as ‘deliberative 

democracy’, or ‘participatory democracy’. Or, it would be perhaps more accurate to 

say, that there has been a re-discovery or re-emergence of such conceptions. This is 

because, as we have seen in Unit 1, the separation of the ‘civil’ and the ‘political’ 

domains has come about only in relatively modern times.  

These new conceptions of democracy are based on the notion that democracy is 

government through wide participation and discussion, so that laws and policies can 

be based upon reasons that citizens are more likely to accept, even if they disagree 

with them, because they have been involved in the debate which led to them. In 

these forms of democracy the political arena is one in which leaders and 

representatives (if they exist) ‘and’ citizens can all make arguments, listen, and 

change their minds. 

Tandon (2003a), understands democracy as more than the mere formal electoral 

process. Inclusive democracy entails empowering the people from just voters or 

beneficiaries of the state to citizens on whom the state machinery is dependent on. 

Therefore, they participate in political processes and the state no longer looms 

above them as some sort of benefactor on whose largesse they need to rely.  

In these conceptions, therefore, democracy is a process by which individuals 

participate not just in electing representatives but in debate, discussion and 

contestation so as to generate decisions which are then truly regarded as collectively 

binding the entire community. Since civil society, as noted in Unit 1, has among its 

functions the provision of space for this dialogue and contestation, it is thus a vital 

pre-requisite for this conception of democracy to be a reality (Chandoke, 1995). 
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Here, we should note that democracy – even in its participatory form – is more than 

a process. It is far more than the powers, authorities and institutions the process 

creates. It is far more as well (in liberal democracies) than the existence of certain 

inviolable human rights and freedoms. It is a culture, a way of life. This culture has to 

be nurtured constantly. The pedagogical role of civil society in this nurturing is 

therefore as important as the role of providing space for debate and of acting as an 

agent of political reform.  

Roniger (1994) states that a civil society and democracy need not go together 

always and that civil society precedes democracy. He states that there is some 

convergence between the pluralistic character of civil society and the dispersion of 

interests and social forces. But this is not a sufficient condition for the existence of a 

democracy. It also does not mean that this pluralism would strengthen the open 

domain of public life (Roniger, 1994). 

If this deepening of democracy is to occur, certain other key roles for civil society are 

apparent. 

Firstly and most obviously, civil society generally and CSOs particularly have to work 

for the reforms that are needed for participatory democracy to become a reality. The 

existence of civil society is a cornerstone of democracy, as we have noted, but 

participatory democracy will not come about just because civil society exists. Rather, 

it is for civil society, through its actions, to help build it.  

Secondly, the essential preconditions may not even exist. In Unit 1 it was noted that 

civil society has been a key player in the popular uprisings against dictatorial 

regimes in a number of autocratic or oligarchic authoritarian states that have been a 

feature of recent history. These include the overthrow of communist regimes in East 

and Central Europe and the former Soviet Union; the overthrow of military 

dictatorships in Central and South America and East Asia; the success of the Anti-

Apartheid movement in South Africa in the early 1990s; and the end of a number of 

single-party regimes, especially in Africa. In various ways, and to various extents, 

these changes were attributed to civil society. Further, as democracy took root in 
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these countries (the expression ‘fledgling democracies’ is still used to describe 

them), the recognition grew that their continued stability as societies and nations 

depended not just on the adoption of democratic forms of government and market-

driven economies, but on the existence, too, of vibrant civil society. 

To put this simply, the task of civil society is not necessarily just that of promoting the 

evolution of representative liberal democracies into more participatory and 

deliberative ones. It may well be a tougher task than that, where it is in the context of 

states that have no democracy at all, or are still consolidating it, or where they are 

still in transition, or where there is internal conflict.  

Thirdly, democracy is not a simple phenomenon. It is, in particular, multi-layered: 

legislatures and executives exist at many levels – local, provincial and national. 

There is even a transnational executive and legislature in the European Union. 

Because government has in many countries decentralised, with the powers and 

responsibilities of local government in general increasing, it might be thought that at 

that level democracy would be more participatory in its nature, but in general, the 

reality is that it is merely replicating the same institutionalised and non-participatory 

tendencies that are seen at the national level. 

4.1.3 What Is Governance? 

The word governance derives from Latin origins that suggest the notion of ‘steering’, 

as opposed to ‘directing’ This ‘steering’ of society can be contrasted with the 

traditional ‘top-down’ approach of governments ‘directing’ or ‘ruling’ society.  

From a civil society perspective, Tandon (2003b) defines it as the process of 

maintaining and keeping tabs on public resources for the common public good. 

The World Bank defines governance as a method of how power is exercised and 

utilised in managing social and economic resources for the development of the 

country (The World Bank, 1992). 

Both definitions imply that governance means, broadly speaking, that decisions are 

made not through traditional ‘top-down’ methods that government usually involves, 
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nor through delegation to the laissez-faire market mechanisms of supply and 

demand. Instead, governance is inclusive and involves collaboration and partnership 

among many stakeholders. To turn such concepts of governance into practical 

reality, and to link it to the earlier discussion about participatory democracy, we can 

say that through the process of democracy priority areas of ‘public good’ are 

identified through debate and contestation. Then, through the mechanisms, 

institutions and processes of governance the acquisition and application of public 

resources to fulfil such public good are carried out.  

In recent years, the expression democratic governance is being used to make a 

distinction between the governance practiced through democratic values, institutions 

and practices and the governance achieved only through reforms of public 

administration. Tandon (2003b) refers to the larger systems, procedures and 

processes in a democracy that forms the building blocks of such a governance. 

Governance is not just carried out at the level of society as a whole. These days, 

governance is used in other contextual and institutional settings – corporate 

governance, local governance, global governance, and self-governance. Like 

democracy, therefore, it may take place at different levels and in various 

organisational or contextual settings. 

“The definition of Governance, therefore, entails not merely the performance of 

government bodies of the so-called ‘public’ institutions; it also entails the 

performance of various institutions in society which address public good by using 

public resources. These include academic institutions, media institutions, political 

parties, development organisations and NGOs. (All) such institutions address the 

public agenda and influence the understanding and supply of public good. They 

therefore use resources that are publicly acquired and sanctioned… The governance 

agenda also includes the...private sector, which has begun increasingly to use public 

resources (which) include capital as well as resources like land, water and forests…” 

(Tandon R. , 2003b, pp. 67-68). 
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Good governance is another much-used expression, applied to all the above 

settings: it means purposefully practicing governance, as described here, and doing 

so in the absence of such debilitating features as corruption, lack of transparency, 

lack of accountability mechanisms, etc. The most accepted understanding of various 

attributes for good governance include: rule of law, responsive, transparent, 

accountable, participatory, effective and efficient. 

To conclude this discussion about the meaning and application of governance, we 

must add that the term is subject to misuse and over-simplification. Some use 

‘governance’ as if it means no more and no less than ‘government’. While we have 

noted the World Bank’s definition of ‘good governance’, what it really means by the 

term is ‘smaller government’ and more accountable, more transparent, less corrupt 

and more efficient government, together with the greater protection of civil and 

human rights and maintenance of the rule of law (Oommen, 2003). This real 

meaning is evident in the conditionalities associated with Structural Adjustment 

Programmes. In addition we can note that while the two Bretton Woods institutions 

broadly favour democratic regimes, they do not limit lending to them, unlike many 

other donors.  

4.1.4 Civil Society And Governance 

In broad terms, we can say that in addition to the roles civil society should play in the 

strengthening of democracy and the changing of its nature, there are other roles it 

must play in bringing about and maintaining governance both in the overall societal 

context as well as in the various domains and contexts in which governance takes 

place. Central to this task is not just that of monitoring government, but holding it to 

its task of evolving into governance. 

“The assertions of civil society vis à vis the State forcefully drive home the message 

that the State cannot be let off the hook. It needs to be reformed and brought back to 

perform its task of responsible governance” (Tandon & Mohanty, 2003, p. 19). 

We noted in Unit 2 that among the reasons why many international donors like to 

support CSOs are: 
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 CSOs represent a way of ‘by-passing’ governments they regard as at best 

inefficient and at worst corrupt, and, as government shrinks, they not only 

substitute for it in the delivery of development programmes but deliver them 

more effectively and efficiently 

 Through their ‘watchdog’ role as monitors of government behaviour and 

performance, CSOs play valuable counter-balancing roles to state power, and 

thus play an important part in the achievement of governance and good 

governance. 

In the above lie certain problematics regarding civil society’s role in respect of 

governance: donors associate civil society with a view of ‘good governance’ that 

sees part of it at least as lesser governance which promotes free market economic 

policies (Tandon & Mohanty, 2003). This conceptualisation of good governance by 

international donor agencies can be criticised on two grounds (Tandon & Mohanty, 

2003):  

 It is highly simplistic – it assumes that once elections are held, public 

institutions will perform their tasks efficiently and check corruption, thus 

achieving the simple conceptualisation of ‘good governance’ they hold. In this 

view, governance is seen as a separate realm that can be improved without 

any reference to what is happening in other spheres of human existence. The 

wider social context, in which polity operates, is not taken into account, even 

though, as we have noted, the existence of democracy of any kind does not in 

itself mean that there will be good governance. 

 The fact that civil society is itself fractured from within is ignored. It therefore 

does not take into account the fact that achieving good governance requires not 

only change on the part of government and the state, but also within civil 

society itself, in favour of greater accountability, transparency, inclusivity and 

participation. 
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In addition, of course, many CSOs would not agree that ‘smaller government’ is 

necessarily a desirable feature of good governance. As we noted in Unit 1, citizens 

themselves say they want a strong state and strong civil society, although a ‘strong 

state’ is not necessarily achieved by a ‘big government’.  

Further, ‘good governance’ does not only entail the reform of government. It also 

means the reformation of society more generally, including civil society itself, and 

reforming the ways in which markets are governed. 

Oommen (2003) opines that good governance can only happen if the citizen, market 

and civil society come together. This would aid in overthrowing the monopoly held by 

the state. This would also keep a check on the excessive emphasis laid on profits by 

private businesses and the consequential threat it lays on natural resources.   

According to Oommen (2003), the overall goals of good governance should be 

reducing disparity, minimising discrimination, and eliminating collective alienation. 

These are all, we should note, ‘public good’ issues. These three constitute a 

hierarchy – the first (disparity) being the most widespread and perhaps the least 

problematic, the third (collective alienation) being the most problematic and found 

only in few societies, with the second, discrimination, falling in between. But if each 

is to be achieved, civil society and CSOs in particular will need to play advocacy and 

monitoring roles directed not just at government, but across all the forces and actors 

working within the trinity, including civil society itself. Oommen  adds that there can 

be no claim laid on good governance if there exists no collective conscience or if civil 

society is numbed to the issues of the people. 

We can therefore say that civil society’s work to achieve good governance must be 

multi-faceted and directed at numerous targets at all levels and in all sectors of 

society so that there is, at the very minimum (Tandon, 1999): 

 Protection of universal and fundamental human rights and freedoms 

 Rule of law, practised in a non-discriminatory manner – efficiently, impartially and 

quickly  
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 Transparency, accountability and inclusivity among all public and private sector 

agencies about how decisions made about public issues and public resources  

 Devolution of resources and decision-making power to local level  
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4.2 Bringing About Change – Practical Interventions By CSOs To 
Strengthen Democracy And Improve Governance 

As has been discussed in the previous section, civil society is an essential actor in 

the goals of achieving both a strong participatory democracy and processes and 

mechanisms of good governance. Its roles include being a builder and reforming 

force of democratic processes and institutions; a perpetuator of the culture of 

democracy; and both a facilitating partner and participant in inclusive, public-good 

orientated governance. In this section, the practical actions CSOs can take at the 

grass-roots to achieve these and other goals related to democracy and governance 

are described. In the following section we examine policy-related actions. 

4.2.1 CSO Actions To Strengthen Democracy 

The democracy-related activities of CSOs, both in India and in other countries, have 

grown markedly over the past two decades. In this section we give brief accounts of 

CSO projects in a number of countries. 

First of all, CSOs are using informal and continuing education techniques to make 

ordinary people aware of their democratic rights. Here is an example:  

Illustration 1: Democracy learning circles in the Pacific 

In the tiny country of Vanuatu many citizens do not understand how decisions are taken and 

have no involvement in the political process. A project mounted by the Asia Pacific Bureau 

for Adult Education (ASPBAE), a regional CSO network, organised ‘Learning Circles’ (a 

small group of 5-15 people), using a kit that comprised six learning modules to promote 

discussion and further inquiry: 

 Key democracy concepts, including the rule of law, political competition, and good 

governance 

 A brief history of democracy and governance in Vanuatu  

 Decision-making at local, national, and regional levels  

 Key elements of the governance system in Vanuatu  

 Issues for democracy in Vanuatu 

 Active citizenship, the role of citizens’ organisations, and advocacy. 

Learning Circles are based on self-managed learning and are participatory in nature. The 

group collectively chooses the time, location, style and pace of learning.  
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A Project Coordinator encouraged as many NGO and church networks as possible to begin 

Learning Circles and to involve their constituencies down to village level. The organisers are 

clear that access to the Learning Circles materials should be as open as possible.  

(The Commonwealth Foundation, 2004) 

 

A similar type of work involves using informal and continuing education techniques to 

enable citizen participation in the identification and debate of current issues. CSOs 

need to act continuously to ensure that an understanding is gained and maintained, 

both within civil society and among the individuals and organisations constituting the 

public and private sectors, of what the public good means both generally and in the 

context of current and pertinent issues. This implies both proselytising and ensuring 

that CSOs’ own views are based on a thorough understanding of issues, gained 

through research and/or consultation among people less able to articulate their own 

views, and ensuring that such voices are heard. Here is an example: 

Illustration 2: “Shadows have no voice”, Uganda 

This project was developed by a national level CSO network in Uganda, the Development 

Network of Indigenous Voluntary Organisations (DENIVA). 

In Uganda, people’s main concerns were corruption, political intimidation, unemployment, 

and the oppression of women. DENIVA decided to dramatise the issues in a play, Shadows 

have no voices. 

In the event, two plays were devised, both on the themes of domestic violence, defilement of 

young girls, corruption, and the lack of education for girls. 

The plays were taken into rural areas in the West and North of the country and publicised on 

FM Radio, a popular medium in Uganda. They were put on in five locations. Afterwards, the 

audience and the actors held a discussion of the play, which focused on locally controversial 

topics, such as a housewife standing up for her rights against a cruel husband, a father 

forcing his daughter to marry a rich man who already had five wives, and corrupt police 

being arrested for accepting bribes from community leaders. 

Through the discussion, citizens become aware of their rights in relation to the issues 

presented. In a culture of violence, people are often angry. The objective was to move 

people from anger to skills’. Once this transition is made, people can act constructively. 

The plays were taped and shown on national television. A debate on the topics was held on 

local radio. 

(The Commonwealth Foundation, 2004) 
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In many countries, CSOs have also carried out voter awareness and voter 

registration campaigns as well as got involved in election monitoring activities. In 

doing this, CSOs have learned that it is essential to avoid being or even appearing to 

be politically partisan or, in other words, attempting to influence voters to favour a 

particular party. What helps to avoid this is by running voter awareness/registration 

campaigns on a continuing basis rather than merely during elections. 

Illustration 3: Citizens’ education for democracy in Papua New Guinea 

The failure of government in Papua New Guinea has led to a loss of belief in, and 

withdrawal from, the political process and from community affairs by citizens of the country; 

theft of public and private property; and an increase in disorder in the form of tribal violence 

and violence against women and children.  

The project, developed by a coalition of CSOs, has worked out a process of dialogue 

between communities, civil society groups and government in the East Sepik Province. In 

effect, it was a mass programme of education, using community trainers, who use: 

 Popular education involving theatre, song, and community dialogue  

 Popular and participatory workshops with small groups of local leaders and activists 

 Certificated studies for community based service providers 

 Computer-based self-study 

The resources produced included written, audio and visual information on people’s role in 

the electoral process, the constitution, and dealing with bribery, all in popular format, 

including substantial use of comic strips. 

The project worked with communities, NGOs, training institutions and schools to inform 

them and, through them, ordinary citizens, about the rights and responsibilities of 

government, civil society and citizens in democracy. Topics discussed included the PNG 

constitution, the role of the Ombudsman, the Leadership Code, and the Electoral Reform 

Process.  

In the local language (Pidgin English), these were the key messages of the project: 

Don’t Sell Your Vote - (Noken Maketim Vot Bilong Yu) 

What Kind of Leader are You? (Yu Wanen Kain Lida?) 

The project also organised the painting of a community mural; a three-day citizens’ festival 

and training workshop; and a popular handbook on governance issues. 

The mass education programme has reached 40,000 people and has led to a number of 

follow-up activities, such as People’s Festivals.  

(The Commonwealth Foundation, 2004) 
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4.2.2 CSO Actions To Improve Governance 

The governance related activities of CSOs both in India and in other countries have 

grown markedly over the past two decades. The objectives of the projects they have 

established include these: 

 Making governance institutions more participatory, transparent and 

accountable;  

 Enhancing the capacity of citizens and grass-roots CSOs, including improving 

the ability and capacity of grass-roots CSOs and individual citizens to take a 

share of responsibility, as partners of government, for designing and delivering 

services (including through the kinds of multi-sectoral partnerships discussed in 

Unit 2) 

 Building citizen leadership capacity  

 Strengthening gender inclusive practices 

In this section we give brief accounts of CSO projects having some of the above 

objectives in a number of different countries.  

Strengthening Local Governance 

In the past two decades several countries have adopted decentralised local 

governance. Many CSOs have become involved in strengthening local governance 

institutions by facilitating greater citizen participation and making efforts to enhance 

transparency and accountability in these institutions. 

Illustration 4: Capacity Building of Panchayati Raj Institutions1 (PRIs) through 

Panchayat Resource Centre (PRC) 

Unnati, a CSO working in the western region of India, has been working on the capacity 

building of representatives of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) since the first round of local 

governance election after the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act was brought into force. In  

 

                                                 
1
 The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1993 laid basis for strong Panchayati Raj institutions (PRIs) in India. 

Under this panchayats were established at village, intermediate and district level, through regular elections every 
five years. The PRIs’ functions were as institutions of self-governance, endowed with powers and authority to 
formulate, and implement schemes for economic development and social justice.  
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partnership with other local CSOs, Unnati established Panchayat Resource Centres (PRCs) 

at the block level aimed to provide support to the gram (village) panchayats in effective 

delivery of public services, promotion of social justice and creating an enabling environment 

to hold the panchayats accountable to people through gram sabhas and social audit. Most 

panchayat representatives, particularly the newly elected women and Dalit representatives, 

can work effectively if they are provided timely support and training required to perform the 

tasks. The information and skill level of the representatives can be continuously upgraded 

given the nature and demand of the work to be done through a mechanism that provides 

continuous support to make PRIs effective. 

PRCs are often run by local CSOs in close collaboration with the state government, district 

and block panchayats. For legitimacy and recognition, many PRCs are located in the block 

panchayat office premises. PRCs are staffed by a minimum of three members (with 

combination of male and female staff) to provide capacity building support to PRI 

representatives. These staff members provide support in financial management, 

development of work plans and estimates, and support women and Dalit representatives for 

effective panchayat functioning. On rotation basis, while one member manages the PRC 

desk, the other members visit the gram panchayats and provide required support at the 

doorstep. 

In order to provide ongoing local support, the PRCs also promote a local resource group 

drawing active leaders from among ex-elected representatives, retired teachers, self help 

group leaders and retired government officials. This resource group interfaces between the 

elected representatives and the villagers for gram sabha mobilisation, seeking important 

information and monitoring of basic services to improve availability, access and quality. 

The PRC works in such a way that the elected representatives, resource group members, 

local administrative officials and local community members are received in a dignified 

manner. The demands of the members are listened and complied. The demands can be 

regarding information on latest government programmes and schemes, information on 

responsibilities and powers as per law, or procedural guidance relating to village level cases 

of encroachment, basic service delivery, public/community construction work, lack of co-

ordination with the administration and village level workers, including gram sevaks.  

The resource group members are encouraged to visit the PRC to share their current 

activities on support to panchayats. Administrative officials often seek information relating to 

government orders to changes in guidelines of development programmes, responsibilities 

and statutory powers as per law, etc. Local community members come with individual and/or 

community grievances. These may include delay in release of instalments, non-registration 

under various development programmes, poor quality and/or exclusion from basic services. 

The PRC staff members provide information for initiating action, including facilitating 

response from the concerned line departments at the block and district levels. 

Each PRC keeps a daily and monthly activity register. Visitor registers are also maintained at 

each centre. The following resource materials are made available at each PRC - (i) basic 

contact information regarding the elected representatives and administrative personnel at  
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the gram panchayat, block panchayat and zilla parishad levels; (ii) copy of government 

orders and resolutions; (iii) forms and guidelines of various social security schemes; (iv) 

agenda and proceedings of the gram sabhas and ward sabhas attended; (v) related 

newspaper clips; (vi) copy of PRI rules; (vii) citizen charters of various government 

departments and agencies; and (viii) popular materials published by government and NGOs. 

During community meetings, the staff members share details of various development/social 

security schemes, legal provisions, government resolutions and orders. The community 

members and elected representatives are encouraged to share their concerns with the staff 

members. Typically, the elected representatives, especially women, discuss their concerns 

regarding their marginalisation at the gram sabha or gram panchayat meetings. The points 

raised by them are included in the agenda for the meeting. The community people are 

motivated to share their experiences relating to non-performance of PRIs, quality of basic 

services and lack of information from the village level worker or gram panchayat and block 

panchayat administration levels. 

In response to the concerns of the elected representatives, the PRC staff members facilitate 

the functioning of the elected representatives through (i) preparation and prioritisation of the 

agenda; (ii) provision of additional information – responsibilities and statutory power and 

sources of income for the gram panchayat; and (iii) linkage with administration at block 

panchayat and zilla parishad level. For addressing the concerns of the local community, the 

PRC provides procedural guidance and application support. 

The meetings are also used for issue-based community mobilisation. The villagers are 

informed of the impending gram sabha, its agenda and the scope for articulating the 

interests of specific groups, especially women and Dalits. The PRC staff members also 

mobilise the community to take an active part in the gram sabha. They work to encourage 

the inclusion of ward level proposals within the agenda and discussion at the gram sabha. 

In case of government sponsored campaigns, missions and camps, the PRC staff members 

disseminate the details of the programme. They mobilise the community, especially women 

and Dalits, to take part and facilitate their access to such programmes. Support is extended 

to the local administration for organising the programme. A separate help desk is organised 

at each block level camp. 

(UNNATI, 2015) 

 

Assuring Delivery Of Public Services By Various Governance Institutions 

This entails CSOs working with governance institutions to ensure participation in 

service delivery planning and monitoring. It also entails improving transparency, 

accountability and inclusiveness of public and private institutions to better ensure 
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that they all practice good governance, at any or all levels from local to global. This 

example comes from the local level.  

Illustration 5: Decentralising Health Planning in Rajasthan, India 

With an aim to mainstreaming the issue of gender in panchayats, and to make these 

institutions of local governance more gender responsive, PRIA launched the project 

‘Strengthening Gender Response of Panchayats in Rajasthan’. The project enabled 

panchayats to optimally utilise their mandates and institutional resources. Enhanced 

capacities of members of a CSO network, which are physically proximate and accessible to 

the panchayats, acted as a sustainable support system in this regard. Public pressure was 

built to create an enabling environment for panchayats to address the issues of maternal 

mortality and sex selection. The primary objective of the project was to make the issues of 

maternal mortality and sex selection as priority agendas for local governance in Rajasthan. 

Local governance institutions were sufficiently supported by a capable CSO network to 

address these issues more effectively and efficiently. 

The project established a pan‐Rajasthan civil society network to work towards educating and 

advocating gender issues in local governance with regard to maternal mortality and sex 

selection. CSOs acted as local support groups and were always available to local 

governance institutions to provide appropriate support on gender and governance issues. It 

developed appropriate tools and methods to address maternal mortality and sex selection 

and piloted them to test their efficacy in local governance. A major effort was taken to 

sensitise the media on gender issues. It fostered institutional collaborations between the 

CSO network and local media which aimed at influencing government policies and 

programmes addressing maternal mortality and sex selection at the panchayat level. The 

project engaged with district and state level institutions to respond to the demands to 

address maternal mortality and sex selection issues at each level. 

The project trained and sensitised a total of 2580 elected representatives, 3154 Village 

Health, Sanitation and Nutrition Committee (VHSNC) members and 700 community based 

organisations on the issues of maternal mortality and sex selection. Seventy participatory 

health plans were prepared by VHSNC and Social Justice and Social Welfare Committees 

(SJSWC) members and owned by the respective gram panchayats. Gram panchayats 

‘owned’ the health plan after discussion and presented the plan to the gram sabha for 

discussion and feedback. The gram sabha approved the plan after suitable revision to make 

it a legitimate participatory health plan of the gram panchayat. This helped institutionalise the 

demand for health services. As a result, gram sabhas and panchayat meetings have  

begun to prioritise women’s issues (including maternal health and sex selection). An eight-

bed maternity ward was constructed in Public Health Units (PHUs) in one of the gram 

panchayats in Govindgarh district through the gram panchayat's initiative and community 

contribution. One of the block panchayats started the practice of issuing a badhai patra 

(congratulatory letter) to the parents of a new born girl child. The practice was replicated in 

other districts. In many gram panchayats the project ensured 100 percent institutional  
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delivery in coordination with VHSNCs. Regular and informed meetings of VHSNCs are being 

held, followed by proactive initiatives to address health issues at the village level through 

appropriate utilisation of untied grants.  

Social Justice and Social Welfare Committees (SJSWC) (the standing committee of the 

panchayat responsible for primary health care) have been activated and regularly interface 

with VHSNCs. VHNSCs are taking the lead in initiating participatory health planning at the 

village level in collaboration with SJSWC. Some gram panchayats have initiated 

implementation of some components of the health plan from their own resources (including 

available resources under various other schemes). Panchayats have been linked with the 

health delivery system. Gram panchayats have been capacitated to interface with their 

panchayat samitis and zilla parishads in accessing resources from the government health 

delivery system such as District Health Society and offices of the collector, health 

department and panchayat department.  

Multi-stakeholder dialogues were organised in each of the 13 intervened districts to 

encourage convergence and complementation among different actors for implementation of 

health plans prepared by gram panchayats. This also provided an opportunity to catalyse 

district level environment in favour of collaborations between panchayats and the health 

department around women’s health in particular and primary health in general. During the 

multi-stakeholder dialogues as well as otherwise, the health department and district 

administration promised to support implementation of parts of the village health plan by 

providing resources available under National Rural Health Mission or other schemes. 

Collaborations between people, panchayats and the government have been initiated at the 

local level and highlighted at the state level for suitable scaling up and appropriate policy 

changes for self-sustenance. 

(PRIA, 2015a) 

Building Civil Society Capacity 

Unit 5 of this course focuses on this issue in detail. Here we give one short example 

of a project that aimed to create the basic building blocks of civil society capacity 

building. 

 

Illustration 6: Building increased public awareness about human rights and justice  

This project was mounted by Jamaicans for Justice (JFJ), a CSO based in Kingston, 

Jamaica. 

Community-based criminal gangs; an under-resourced and slow court system; and a number 

of killings by a police force seen as a repressive tool of the state: all these things brought 

about a lack of confidence in the justice system and a deep sense of alienation from the 

police among citizens in Jamaica. 
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To help remedy this, JFJ embarked on a programme of awareness-raising among groups, 

many of whom are at the wrong end of the Jamaican justice system, through schools, youth 

groups, community-based organisations, and service clubs.  

In collaboration with Street Law Inc., a Washington-based organisation which operates in the 

same sphere, JFJ developed training materials, including videos for use with the target 

groups. JFJ then trained a number of trainers and embarked on a series of bi-monthly 

presentations to these groups, aimed at de-mystifying the legal structure and procedures, 

helping participants manage conflict both at home and in the community, solve problems by 

nonviolent means, and develop a better understanding of their roles as citizens. 

Ten monthly forums and eight bi-monthly presentations were made to different civic 

associations, youth groups and schools on issues related to police actions and rights; the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights; and how the parliamentary system of democracy 

operates. 

The project resulted in enhanced citizen awareness and understanding of human rights and 

produced educational materials. There was direct interface with the police department, 

resulting in new forms of training for police officers and an improved climate of cooperation 

between citizens and the police. 

(The Commonwealth Foundation, 2004) 

 

 

Illustration 7: Leaning how to be an advocate 

This project was designed by IRED-Anglophone West Africa, the West African office of an 

international CSO, IRED. 

Nigeria emerged from a long period of authoritarian rule only recently. There is still little 

respect for the rule of law or tradition of peaceful conflict resolution. The people most 

vulnerable are the poor, particularly women. The aim of this project was to connect members 

of community-based organisations with political leaders by training their leaders and 

members in advocacy to influence policy on issues concerning women and poor people. 

Three five-day workshops were held. These brought together 50 participants from CBOs. 

The workshops used participatory learning and action methods to:  

 Analyse the concepts of advocacy and lobbying 

 Identify issues specific to Nigeria 

 Train participants in practical methods and tactics of advocacy work 

Training was put into practice in role-plays – forming political parties, running elections, 

dealing with bribery, intimidation, discrimination, etc. These were recorded on video, so that 

participants could watch themselves afterwards. They were encouraged to take risks, to 

make mistakes, and evaluate their performance, so that they would improve next time. 
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In workshops, participants used their preferred language, mainly Yoruba, but English was 

also used too. Jargon was banned, and a collection of commonly used words in democracy 

and development theory was demystified; abstract terms like ‘participation’ or ‘governance’ 

were thus understood. 

Following the workshops, participants formed their own advocacy organisations using IRED’s 

participatory materials. They defined their constituencies, elected interim leaders, and 

enlisted the help of the local authority to help them register their organisations.  

(The Commonwealth Foundation, 2004)  

 

Strengthening Gender Inclusive Practices 

This example shows a practical approach to one aspect. 

 

Illustration 8: Women's Political Empowerment and Leadership 

Agency, engagement and participation of citizens make governance inclusive. Inclusive 

governance implies equal participation of both men and women. The Indian constitution has 

accorded women an opportunity for political representation at the local governance level in  

 

 

the form of at least 33% of the seats reserved for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions and 

Urban Local Bodies. Despite such provisions, most women face constraints in pursuing a 

political career due to various personal, social and institutional reasons. 

Political representation in numbers alone cannot be a sufficient mechanism for women to 

exercise their agency. Years of discrimination have incapacitated them to articulate the 

priorities of their constituency and influence decision-making. Gendered identities and 

practices limit their capacities to articulate and act upon their claims and concerns. Male 

elected representatives and government officials have reservations about the potential of 

women elected representatives to govern, as they are also by and large ignorant of 

administrative processes. 

PRIA’s experience has shown that women who want to enter the political arena at the grass-

roots level lack the self-confidence to speak up in public, lack information and knowledge of 

political processes and survival strategies in politics, and are unable to fight social 

constraints. To be effective leaders, women need skills, knowledge and information to 

articulate their concerns and influence decision making as per their concerns. PRIA’s 

commitment towards the broader objectives of gender equity, women’s empowerment and 

social justice within the Constitutional agenda of local self-governance was the basis for 

undertaking this project in the Indian states of Haryana, Rajasthan, Bihar and Gujarat. 

The objectives of the project were to: 
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 Strengthen women’s leadership through capacity building by providing them 

opportunities for systematic learning, facilitating such learning and supporting capacity 

enhancement on an ongoing and sustained basis to facilitate meaningful participation of 

women leaders; 

 Mobilise women leaders to network around common issues, interests or concerns and 

articulating their common concerns and priorities in meetings to influence district level 

planning and implementation; and 

 Build agency of women leaders so that they participate and articulate their concerns and 

priorities and ensure that women’s issues are reflected in the manifesto/agenda of the 

contesting candidates in local governance elections. 

A training needs assessment (TNA) was conducted to identify the different needs of the 

women leaders for their effective participation in the political arena. Primary stakeholders 

(women elected representatives and non-representatives) as well as secondary 

stakeholders (male elected representatives, CSOs, community based organisations, NGOs, 

media personnel and government institutions) were involved in the assessment. Multi-

stakeholder dialogues and group discussions were chosen as the participatory methods to 

conduct the TNA. A curriculum for capacity building was designed with four steps ranging 

from local to district to national level exposure. 

A number of animators and state coordinators identified the potential women community 

leaders (women elected representatives and non-representatives) and organised a series of 

local level workshops in all four states for initial orientation on the roles and responsibilities 

of women leaders in governance. Further identification and selection of women leaders for 

advanced level of training for political empowerment at the state level then took place. A 

series of one day gender sensitisation workshops was organised with the women who were 

shortlisted to attend state level trainings. A three day state level residential workshop was 

organised at the state capitals for potential women leaders identified at the local level 

workshops. These workshops enhanced specific skills of leaders on communication, 

interfacing, campaigning and planning and building their perspectives on various issues of 

governance and gender. This helped identify and select leaders for further advanced level of 

training for political empowerment of women leaders at the national level. The final selected 

women leaders attended the ‘National School’, a five day training organised in New Delhi. 

This was not only a platform for the women leaders to summarise learnings from earlier 

workshops, but also helped address personal skill building in the larger context of 

leadership, from which emerged successful public figures. 

Some of the key lessons learnt from this initiative include: 

 Capacity building of women, especially elected representatives, is a key area for 

intervention if women are to become more active at the local level; 

 Strengthening the networks of women leaders through sustained efforts at the field level 

helps all women get support to practice and demonstrate their skills as change agents; 

 Campaign mode of raising awareness instead of face to face training help cover greater 

numbers; 

 Since each woman has specific needs, it would be more beneficial to have women train 

in smaller groups on issues like gender, personality development, etc. 
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 There is a need to focus on stress management, family support and counselling and 

handling of character assassination attempts as these affect the women far more.  

(PRIA, 2015b)  

 

THINK TANK  

 

How would you improve any of the illustrations provided in terms of: 

 

Scaling them up to reach larger numbers of people (or in other words turning them from one-

off projects into longer term programmes)? 

 

Using the techniques to reach other groups of marginalised people, such as youth or people 

with disabilities? 
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4.3 Bringing About Change – CSO Work At Policy Level To 
Strengthen Democracy And Improve Governance 

 

The wider question of how civil society can bring about change in public policies, 

through advocacy, is discussed in detail in Unit 5. This section is therefore an 

introduction to some of the techniques involved, and the issues they raise. 

4.3.1 Interaction For Policy Change 

Beyond the kinds of practical projects facilitated or organised by CSOs, described in 

the previous section, there is another level of CSO work – to raise consciousness 

and awareness on issues relating to democracy and governance, in order to change 

policies. In this respect, CSOs need to base their activities as much as possible on 

their practical experience of the kind of work that has been described. 

As Tandon (2002) suggests, all CSOs can give insightful and appropriate 

suggestions to what public policy should be, based on their experiences from 

working with the grass-roots.  

In addition, in its interactions with policy-makers, advocacy by CSOs will involve: 

 Monitoring and analysing the impact of previous and related policies  

 Enabling unheard voices to be heard 

 Wherever necessary, mobilising people likely to be negatively affected by 

particular policies or projects and organise them to protest 

That said, in their work on advocacy, CSOs need to be aware of the danger of acting 

or being seen as playing only the part of resister or rejecter. 

For CSOs, it is not merely sufficient to reject negative policies that may be anti-poor. 

Although this is important, and CSOs have been successful in resisting the 

implementation of such policies, they need to go beyond this. People who are able to 

influence public policy also need to collaborate with the state in providing positive 

content for such policies and guide the state in policy making that is more pro-poor 

(Tandon, 2002). 
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4.3.2 Factors influencing interaction 

Tandon and Mohanty (2002) have identified various factors which influence – 

positively or negatively – interactions between civil society and government on policy 

matters. In considering them, it should be kept in mind that they are equally relevant 

to interactions between civil society and private sector. 

The Context Of The Interaction 

If CSOs are to be effective in interacting with government, it is essential for them to 

have an understanding of the context in which the interaction takes place. Is the 

interaction about, or brought about by, a recent action of the state, such as a 

particular policy decision? Or is the interaction in the context of a long-standing 

historical relationship or discussion between the two parties? Or is the interaction 

entered into in the hope that it will be the beginning of such a relationship or 

discussion?  

The Nature Of The Interaction  

Only when the context is understood can the nature of the interaction be determined. 

In seeking, or advocating for, policy change or policy formulation, civil society 

interactions with government can take many different forms: 

 Organising a mass movement or protest 

 Making more private efforts to raise a matter such as the submission of a 

paper, or the publication of an article in a journal or newspaper 

 Seeking a one-off meeting with politicians or officials 

 Seeking to establish a longer-term dialogue 

All these put pressure on the government, but of a different nature, and invite or 

allow different forms of response. The government’s response to mass action, for 

example, or any action that is public in its nature, may well be at best defensive and 

at worst repressive. Its standing, as well as its decision, is being directly questioned. 
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Such action is, therefore, not always appropriate. In seeking any policy change, it is 

essential to consider carefully what the best means are.  

Layers And Domains Of Interaction   

As discussed in Unit 2 and elsewhere in this course, there are different layers of the 

state. Different relationships and interactions may be needed at the different layers 

even though the focus is the same. If, for example, the objective is to seek change in 

the very nature of democracy and governance, it is more likely that the interaction 

will require the establishment of a long-term dialogue at the national-level.  

Similarly, CSOs should consider carefully which domain of the state should be the 

focus of their interaction – the executive, the legislature or the judiciary? To date, 

most civil society policy interventions have tended to be focused on the executive 

arm of the state – on public officials, ministries and departments. It is only in recent 

years that the judiciary has become a focus, through the use of Public Interest 

Litigation to demand appropriate action by the executive branch of the state, for 

example. Civil society interaction with the legislature, including with the main political 

parties, has been even less common. Here the obvious question is: is concentrating 

solely on the executive the right approach if major policy change is the objective? In 

particular, many major policy changes will very likely need engagement with 

members of the legislature. 

Unilateral Action As The Basis For Interaction 

It would be foolish to see interaction alone as the beginning and end of policy 

change. The alternative to interaction is always worth considering – unilateral action.  

Here, we can learn from CSO experiences on matters closely related to democratic 

function and good governance. National level CSOs in two countries – the UK and 

Canada – were concerned about a number of aspects of the functioning of the civil 

society sector. In both countries their response was to initiate a process of dialogue 

and debate by establishing high-level commissions of enquiry into the state of the  
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sector. In neither country did the CSOs invite government to be involved or even be 

represented on the commission. The strategy was, instead, for the commission to 

prepare a report which was then presented to the government. In both cases, the 

response of government was very positive and the beginning in both countries of a 

new and positive relationship between the two sectors.  

Other Essential Requirements On The Part Of Civil Society For Successful 

Interaction 

Alliances, unity and leadership: For any effective interaction with the government, but 

particularly on matters affecting the sector as a whole or even civil society generally, 

CSOs need to build alliances not just with other CSOs, but with sympathetic allies in 

the various domains and levels of government – with political parties, with the media 

and academia, with community-based associations of the poor and marginalised, 

and with social movements and other representative associations of the excluded. 

As we have noted elsewhere in the course, however, civil society is fragmented in 

nature and tends to be anarchic in its behaviour. It must find a way to speak with one 

voice. Nothing can be achieved if multiple and diverse voices are claiming to speak 

on its behalf and, thus, a strong and clear leadership is essential. 

Language: At the same time, it is essential in the interaction that civil society adopts 

and uses a language which the government is familiar with and feels comfortable. 

Even such expressions as, ‘civil society’ and ‘NGOs’ can prove to be stumbling 

blocks in interaction at some levels and in certain domains.  

Resources: It is important to realise, and plan for, the fact that interaction has a cost 

in terms of time and resources. It requires the mobilisation of two main forms of 

resources – human and information (Tandon & Mohanty, 2002). 

4.3.3 Future Directions 

It should be stressed that civil society action to bring about the changes in public 

policies, including those that are needed if more participatory democratic processes 
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and more inclusive forms of governance are to become a reality, is at an early stage. 

Much needs to be done. 

One of the few initiatives taken in this field thus far has been the Citizens and 

Governance Programme of the Commonwealth Foundation (The Commowealth 

Foundation, 2003). This programme developed a summary of the key policy actions 

that need to be taken by civil society, the private sector and government in order to 

enhance democracy and good governance, and, having summarised some of the 

programme’s practical initiatives in the previous section, we can do no better than to 

conclude this unit with the list of policy-orientated initiatives it proposed.  

Action By Civil Society 

 Greater effort to raise awareness of democratic rights and responsibilities 

among citizens 

 Greater effort to promote participation, engagement, and interaction with 

government 

 Strengthening gender-inclusive practices within civil society 

 Greater efforts to promote citizenship education and building citizen leadership 

 Building, nurturing and making effective multi-sectoral partnerships 

Action By The Private Sector 

 Greater effort to achieve transparent and accountable governance of private 

sector organisations 

 Greater sharing of private sector capacities with other sectors 

 Greater effort to understand and acknowledge civil society’s contribution and 

capacity 

Action By Governments 

 Development of clear policies, laws, and democratic practices 

 Development of coherent and explicit national policy on the roles and 

contributions of civil society in development, democracy, and governance 
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 Greater effort to explain the importance of inclusive governance to the general 

public 

 The promotion of the skills and attitudes needed among political leaders, 

elected representatives and government officials on how to work in inclusive 

forms of governance and participatory democracy 

 The promotion of multi-sectoral partnerships, including civil society as well as 

the private sector as equal partners 

 Greater effort to work with civil society in promoting citizenship education and 

strengthening citizen leadership 

THINK TANK 

As we have noted, work by civil society to bring about policy change for needed change in 

systems and processes of participative democracy and inclusive governance is at a very 

early stage. Here is your chance to design a strategy! 

Take any three of the bullet points set out in the text immediately above, preferably one from 

each of the three parts, and make a brief Executive Summary of a project you are proposing 

to bring about the necessary change in policy. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

NOTE BANK 

PRS Legislative Research – How a civil society organisation works with the 

legislatures in India 

PRS Legislative Research (PRS) seeks to strengthen the legislative process by making it 

better informed, more transparent and participatory. Through its work, PRS seeks: 

 To provide independent and non-partisan, research support to Members of Parliament 

(MPs) and Members of Legislative Assemblies (MLAs) across party  lines on all 

legislation and policy debates in the legislature; 

 Track the functioning of legislatures and legislators by releasing detailed data and 

analysis; and 
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 Devise means by which citizens are more aware and engaged in the policy making 

process. 

PRS was founded in 2005 as an independent research initiative. The initiative was incubated 

in the Centre for Policy Research (CPR), New Delhi. With the intellectual and institutional 

support of CPR, PRS has been able to build and deepen its engagement with legislators, 

media and citizen groups to strengthen the legislative process. Recently, the initiative has 

been institutionalised as the Institute for Policy Research Studies. 

PRS tracks the functioning of the Indian Parliament and works with MPs from the Lok Sabha 

and Rajya Sabha across political parties and MLAs from various states. PRS provides a 

comprehensive and credible resource base to access Parliament-specific data, background 

information on Parliamentary and governance processes and analysis of key legislative and 

policy issues.  

The Indian Parliament has about 790 members from over 40 political parties. Each MP 

represents close to two million citizens. Parliament passes 60 Bills a year on average. 

However, MPs do not have trained and high quality research staff or structured institutional 

support to help them navigate the complexities of various legislations and assess their 

implications. Structured institutional support would help support preparation of MPs for 

debates in Parliament. 

PRS aims to deepen and broaden the legislative process by providing MPs with the 

necessary data and analysis for debates in Parliament. This is done by synthesising 

feedback from a range of stakeholders to provide MPs with comprehensive information on 

an issue. The aim is to complement the knowledge base and expertise that already exists in 

the government, citizen’s groups, businesses, and other research institutions. 

PRS publishes concise analysis of Bills introduced in Parliament, background research 

notes on issues of national importance, statistics, graphs and data analysis on Parliament 

activity and legislation. Besides this, PRS holds interactive sessions for the exchange of 

ideas on key policy issues between MPs and experts in the field during Parliamentary 

session.  

Given that MLAs across states face similar constraints, PRS aims to strengthen the 

legislative process through research support, policy updates and workshops for MLAs to 

interact with policy experts and academics and exchange policy ideas and best practices. 

The Laws of India website (www.lawsofindia.org) is a searchable web based public database 

created by PRS of all laws passed by the legislatures of different state/Union Territories in 

India.  

PRS aims to increase public engagement in the legislative process and on issues of national 

importance. This is done by providing information on policy issues, legislative analysis and 

parliamentary processes in the public domain and through collaborative activities with  
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citizens groups and the media.  The PRS Legislative Assistants to Members of Parliament 

(LAMP) Fellowship is a platform for young Indians to have a high-impact engagement with 

the policy-making process at the national level by working with MPs.  

The website is updated daily on Parliament’s activities and legislative news. Engagement 

with citizens is facilitated through the PRS Blog, Twitter and Facebook pages. Workshops 

are held for journalists on tracking the activities of MPs and MLAs. In addition, PRS provides 

inputs to the press and electronic media on the legislative agenda in Parliament, as well as 

data on legislative performance. Members of the PRS team are often approached to 

contribute columns to provide a perspective on various key Bills. 

(PRS, 2015)  
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Summary 

 

In the course of this Unit, we have looked into the concepts of democracy and 

governance and their implications on civil society. Illustrations were provided to 

better understand how civil society contributes to strengthening democracy and 

improving governance at the practical level. We also explored how civil society can 

help strengthen democracy and improve governance at the policy level. 
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