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Voluntary Action for Sustainable Development

Abstract

The action programmes of the Voluntary
Organizations (VOs) relate to community
ORIGINAL ARTICLE organization, community health, education,
natural resource management, skill development
and income generation. The Problems of VOs
relateto funding, one-manship in decision making,
unattractive service conditions of paid staff and
apathy of bureaucracy. Thereisan urgent need to
promote and strengthen voluntary action. Some
of the suggestions for improvement of VOs may
be demonstration of genuine commitment of
leadership to treat VOs as partners, extension

Author oriented promotive style of functioning of the
Shreya bureaucracy, simplification of grants-in-aid
Reseacrch Scholar procedure, setting up a networking mechanism
Faculty of Management among the VOs, training of personnel and
Sal Nath University improving the organizational structure and
Ranchi, Jharkhand, INDIA administrative competence of the voluntary

organizations. Theroleof voluntary organizations
in sustainable development of the nation is
considered vital because VOs have first hand knowledge and experience of people’s needs and available
resources at the grass-roots level. VOs have closer contact with the people. VOs are flexiblein nature
in contrast to rigid bureaucratic system. Voluntary action is far more cost effective than an elaborate
bureaucratic set-up.
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I ntroduction

Voluntary action has always been an integral part of socio cultural tradition in India. Voluntary
organizations (VOs) are rooted in the people, and therefore, can respond to people’s needs and aspirations
very effectively.

\oluntary action is an effort from one’s own volition. It leads to people’s participation and involvement
inendeavoursof socia and economicwell-being, Voluntary action aimsat hel ping peopleto help themsalves
through mobilization of their own resources, exploring their potential, seeking and implementing sol utionsto
their problemsfor achieving their gods,, Vol untary action may not alwaysbein conformity with the current
policiesand programmes of the State. Quiteanumber of such effortsare of the nature of socid activismin
which marginalized individua sand groups or even others organi sethemsel vesin protest and seek changein
the existing socia and economic structures.
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Silent Features of Voluntary Organisations (VOS)

Voluntary Organisations (V Os) are constituted by theinitiative of personswith keeninterest in socia
wefareand devel opment, particul arly of thepoorer sections of the society. These persons, who have sense of
commitment and dedication, are driven by their concernfor social cause. Membership of VOsis purely
voluntary. While someV Os have specific areas of interest, othershave more universa objectivesand goals.
V Osareneither own set of rulesand regulations and do not function under administrative control of the
Government. Somedo, however, |ook for grants-in-aid from Government for which they havetofulfill certain
conditionsasper rule. Most of theV Os areregistered under the societies Registration Act of 1860 or smilar
Actsof the state Governments. Such registration makesthem eligibleto receive grants-in-aid from the
Government.

Theroleof voluntary organizationsin sustainabledevel opment of thenationisconsidered vita because
VOs have first hand knowledge and experience of people’s needs and available resources at the grass-roots
level. VOshavecloser contact with the people. VOsareflexiblein naturein contrast to rigid bureaucratic
system. Voluntary actionisfar more cost eff ective than an €l aborate bureaucratic set-up.

ThetermsVoluntary Organisation (VV0) and Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) areinvariably
used interchangeably by the scholars and devel opment planners, because both types of organizationsare
involved inactivities outs de of the Government sector. However, al NGOsarenot voluntary in nature. VOs
and NGOsdiffer in thematter of their origin and sponsorship, funding, autonomy, styleof functioningand so
on.

Growth of Non — Profit Sector in India

Indian scenario isuniquein an e collaboration between the stateand VVO. Centralizing tendenciesin
development signifiesweak and anaemiclocd sdf-governingingtitutions. However, public policy hasfocused
on peoples’ involvement and participation in development. Development has resulted in geographical and
socid disparitiesbut it has brought strong rosentment and violent agrarian protostsat times, Casteformation
has not weakened in rura areasbut clansbomogeneity has appeared on specifie economicissues, areceived
political legitimacy. Land reforms, Bhoodan and Gramdan, restoration alienated tribal land, adverse
consequences of gigantiedamsto tap water resources and reasonablewageratesfor rura workersarejust a
few exanples. NGOshave made positive contributionin the struggles of the marginalized economic groups
and been catalystain the strugglesfor devel opment empowerment, making common causewith civil society
associations. India’s democracy sustains three mutually supporting bases of incremental and smooth development
trangtion. Firstly, the contitutional mandate favours autonomous groupsto operate and brings peopleinthe
mainstream of devel opment. Secondly, the strategy of planned devel opment all ocates spacesfor voluntary
effortinfurtheranceof rural development. Finaly, politica partiessupport vol untary organi sationsundertaking
development projects. Thisevolutionishe ped by three distinct but congruent streamsof VOs/ NGOsin
differing measures. Thefirgt streamisideologica or intellectual engaging in democratic discourse, the purpose
being progressiveincorporation of the weakest inthe socio-econ omic devel opment chain. The second stream
isutilitarian or physica investment facilitating community solidarity in scaling up devel opment effort. Thethird
stream i s philanthropic or spiritual necessary for arousing socia consciencefor sharing availableresources
and caring for thewesak in society. Indian evolution mirrorsall this. The spirit of the condtitutional mandate
livesinthe Preambl e of the Congtitution and the duty of the statefor incremental empowerment showsupin
the Directive Principlesof State Policy. The Supreme Court hasfortified them in anumber of publicinterest
litigations (PIL) brought by V Os. It has expanded the scope of theright tolife (Art21) and affirmed that it
includes the right to live with dignity and all that goes with it. The Supreme Court (1984) has clarified that “it
maly not be possibleto compd the state through ejudicia processto make provision by statutory enactment
or executivefiat for ensuring... bas c essentia swhich go to makeup alifeof human dignity but wherelegidation
is already enacted the state can surely be obliged to ensure observance of such legislation”. The Directive
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Principles (Article & 38) specifically enjoin economic associations to be promoted by the state “to minimize
theinequalitiesinincome, and endeavor to diminateinequditiesin satus, facilitiesand opportunities, not only
among individuals but also among groups of people residing in different areas or engaged in different vocations”
(Article 43). State is expected to welcome “economic organisation” for promoting employment with a “living
wage”, NGOS are mandated to seek legal status in laws made according to powers distributed between the
Union and the Statein the Seventh Schedul e of the Congtitution. Following fromthispremise, theFirst Five
Year Plan stated that “the field of public cooperation becomes cotermin ous with that of national development.” It
indicated that “voluntary organisations” should attempt to develop fields for constructive work and as they
develop and can assume greater responsibilities, it should be possible to entrust to them “an increasing number
of functions which have at present to be undertaken by Government agencies” since “the responsibilities of the
administration tends to increase to an extent with which it may be difficult to cope.” Bharat Sewak Samaj
(BSS) wasformed as aplatform and anetworking organisation for this purpose. The Second Five Year Plan
moved a step further to stress that, “cooperative form of organisation has advantages which neither the system
of private enterprise nor that of state ownership can match” and “by harnessing voluntary effort and local
manpower resources, physical targetsin the Plan can be supplemented in many fieldsand even greatly ex
ceeded.” It welcomed old Gandhian organisations such as the Sarva Sewa Sangh and Gandhi Smarak Nidhi
asaso new Gram Vikas Mandal sand gramdan villagesto boost voluntary work culture. The Third Plan
proceeded to list more all India voluntary organisations “with links in different parts of the Country (that) can
help to create a sense of oneness and common Outlook.” Forms of VOs were not material; the purpose and
thedirection werevery clear during aperiod when the present generation of NGOswasyet to appear.

Voluntary Action For Sustainable Development

Pre-Independence Era: Before 19th century, thetraditional social institutionslikefamily, kinship,
caste and village community used to take care of the needs of the destitutes and the poor inthe Voluntary
Action for -Sustainable Devel opment society. Charity and relief were organized for large numbersat thetime
of disasterslikeflood, famine, fire, earthquake and war. Such efforts were mostly by way of individual
philanthropy arising from piety and religiousact.

Voluntary action became more organized inthelater part of 19th century and early 20th century and
severd religionsfounded societiesto o undertake socia welfareactivities. Christian missionaries, too, played
animportant rolein organizing socia servicesfor the poor, though they often had a so thelatent objective of
prosdytisation.

Voluntary action of secular nature started getting momentum during the freedom movement dueto the
eforts of a number of national leaders and social reformers. Gandhi’s philosophy of social reconstruction
ushered anew eraof massmobilizationfor socio economic upliftment of themasses. Socid reform movements
and roleof national leaders generated renewed interest in the actute social and economic problemsof India.
Asaresult, large number of voluntary organi zationswere set-up in the country. TheseV Oswere, often small
insize, but fired with great zeal and zest of thevoluntary workers. They worked in the areas of heal th and
education for themassesin different parts of the country and compensated for theinadequate servicesprovided
by the Government. A large number of schools, colleges, charitable dispensaries and welfareinstitutions,
which cameup inthe early decades of 20th century, weretheresult of voluntary action.

Post-I ndependence Era: Immediately after independence, Indiastarted planned effortsfor socio-
economic development of itspeople. Thelaunching of thenationd programme of community developmentin
rural Indiathrew up new challenges. The approach in community development wasaided sdlf-help, asit was
intended to be planned and executed mainly by the village community itself, with Government providing
technica support through extension Serviceand giving somefinancia ass stanceto undertakethe programme.
Thus, theaim of community devel opment wasto mobilize the community resourcesthroughitsown efforts.
Thisapproach was supposed to lead to therealization that if self-help and community participation could
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becomethemainstay of rural devel opment, devel opment would be self-sustaining and at afaster pace. Steps
were, therefore, taken asapart of community devel opment to promotevoluntary actioninrura aress, Punctiond
groups of women nd youth were organized in theform of MahilaMandasand Yuvak Manda srespectively.
During the First and Second Five Year Plans, people’s involvement and contribution to development was also
sought through projects. Vol untary Organi sationswere a so invol ved and given Shram Dan (or voluntary
contribution of labour) in development devel opment projects. During the third and subsequent Five Year
Pans, thesgnificanceof voluntary action, co-operativesdf-hdp and | community effort wasgreetly emphasized
and promotion and support of voluntary organizationsbecamethe policy of the State. However, thedetailing
of theroleof voluntary sector inthe 1960sand 1970swasl| eft, to be defined by the Ministeries/Departments.
Since most of theMinistrieswereimplementing their programmesin rura aress, they brouch out their own
guiddinesand patterns of ass stanceto the Vo, without considering holistic nature of devel opment work. The
resourcesof different ministrieswerenot at al pooled for devel opment work inaparticular areaeveninalied
or closely interlinked devel opmental activities. Recognising theimportance of voluntary organizationsin
accd erating the process of social and economic devel opment, the Seventh Plan placed agreat ded of emphasi's
on peoples participation and voluntary action in rural development. Therole of voluntary organizationshas
been defined as providing abasisfor innovation with new approachestowards integrated devel opment,
ensuring feedback regardingimpact of various programmesand securing theinvol vement of local communities,
particularly those bel ow the poverty line. Theneed for acadre of trained animatorsand socia organizerswas
recognized and amassi ve programmefor imparting training to theidentified personswas prepared with the
help of established voluntary organisations. CAPART, an NGO was set up by Government of Indiain 1986
to promote voluntary action and people’s participation, and facilitate the development and transfer of technology
relevant torurd India Inthe Eighth Plan, agreater emphasiswas put on theroleof VOsinrura devel opment.
A nation wide network of NGOswas created. In order to facilitate thisnetwork, three schemesrelated to the
creation/replication/multiplication devel opment and consultancy wereworked out by the Planning Commision.
Effortswere madeto evolveasystemto provide singlewindow servicesto VOSNGOsworkinginthearea
of integrated devel opment.

Similarly inthe 9th Plan and onwards vol untary organi sation were envisaged to play an enhanced role
especidly asfacilitatorsand socia animatorsto bring about greater avarenessthrough advocacy. They were
a so supposed to hep the poor toform Sdf Help Groups (SHGs) with the objectivetoimprovethe r economics
statusthrough concerted action. Inthisway the PRIs, thevoluntary organi zations and the community would
work intandem to bring about greater devel opment at thelocal level and consequent reduction in poverty
levels.

Onthebasisof the development programmeslisted for participation ofand | functionsto be performed
by theV OsenvisagedinthevariousFiveYear Plans:

a) Advocacy: Advocating socidly relevant causes such asimproving the conditionsof rura poor, abolition
and rehakilitation of bonded labour/child Iabour, adoption of Smdl family norm, preventing environmentd
degradation, improving status of women, promoting literacy, etc.

b) Social Activism: Advocating changesin structuresand organi zationsthrough awareness, organi zation
building and whenever necessary, chall enging existing systemsand ingtitutions, and advocating radica
action.

c) Rédief: Providingrelief to victimsof natural and man madecaamitiesand disasters.

d) Development: Implementation of widerange of devel opment programmes.

€) Research, Evaluation and Documentation: Identifying and analyzing devel opmental issuesand
eva uating devel opment programmesthereby expanding the knowl edge base on devel oppment dtrategies,
ddivery system and impact of the programmesessentia for improving programme planning.
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f) Training: Providing professond skill tothefunctionariesat different level sand upgrading competence

indifferent areasof responghilities.

Conclusion

With the ever increasing partnership of VOs in country’s planned development, appropriate measures

have beentaken, from timetotime, to promoteand strengthen voluntary action. Still, thereislot to bedoneto
improvethequality of functioning of VOsfor their effective participation inthe endeavour for sustainable
devel opment inthe country.

Some of the suggestions and corrective measuresto betaken up inthisregard are asfollow:

»  Thepoalitical leaders should promotevoluntary action. Industriaists, professiona sand the academic
community should demongtratetheir commitment inthisregard. Thiswill givethem much greater ingght
into the devel opment problems of the poor.

»  There should be aradical change in the manner in which the bureaucracy deals with voluntary
organizations. An extens on oriented promotive styl e of functioningisvery important to accomplishthe
objectives.
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