
Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) 

NGO is a voluntary group of individuals or organizations, usually not affiliated with any government, that is 

formed to provide services or to advocate a public policy. Although some NGOs are for-profit corporations, 

the vast majority are nonprofit organizations. The issues addressed by NGOs run the gamut of human concerns 

(e.g., human rights, environmental protection, disaster relief, and development assistance), and the scope of 

their activities may be local, national, or international. Some NGOs fulfill quasi-governmental functions for 

ethnic groups that lack a state of their own. NGOs may be financed by private donations, international 

organizations, governments, or a combination of these.  

NGOs have existed for centuries; indeed, in 1910 some 130 international groups organized a coordinating 

body called the Union of International Associations. The term noNGOvernmental organization was coined at 

about the time of the founding of the United Nations (UN) in 1945 to distinguish private organizations from 

intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), such as the UN itself. Many large international NGOs, such 

as Amnesty International, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Oxfam 

International, CARE, Save the Children, and the World Wildlife Fund, are transnational federations of 

national groups. Other international NGOs, such as Greenpeace and the Sierra Club, are mass-membership 

organizations. Most NGOs are small, grassroots organizations not formally affiliated with any international 

body, though they may receive some international funding for local programs. 

 

NGOs perform a variety of functions. They provide information and technical expertise to governments and 

international organizations (such as specialized agencies of the UN) on various international issues, often 

supplying local information unavailable to governments. NGOs may advocate on behalf of specific policies, 

such as debt relief or the banning of landmines (e.g., the International Campaign to Ban Landmines), and they 

may provide humanitarian relief and development assistance (e.g., the Red Cross, Oxfam, and CARE). NGOs 

may also monitor human rights or the implementation of environmental regulations (e.g., the International 

Union for the Conservation of Nature, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and Transparency 

International). 

Since World War II—and particularly since the 1970s—NGOs have proliferated, especially at the national and 

local levels. At the international level, large numbers of NGOs have been created to address issues such as 

human rights, women’s rights, and environmental protection. At the same time, international NGOs have 

become important actors in world affairs within the UN and its specialized agencies and within other forums. 

A variety of factors have contributed to the growth of NGOs, including globalization; the increasing 

prominence of transnational issues such as those just mentioned; the growth in UN-sponsored global 

conferences, which often include parallel NGO forums; the communications revolution, which has linked 

individuals and groups through facsimile (fax), the Internet, and e-mail; and the spread of democracy, which 

has bolstered civil society and enabled individuals to form and operate organizations more freely. By the early 

21st century, there were some 6,000 recognized international NGOs. 

 

NGO Activity in India 

India has a long history of civil society based on the concepts of daana (giving) and seva (service). voluntary 

organizations3—organizations that are voluntary in spirit and without profit-making objectives—were active 

in cultural promotion, education, health, and natural disaster relief as early as the medieval era. they 

proliferated during British rule, working to improve social welfare and literacy and pursuing relief projects.4 

During the second half of the 19th century, nationalist consciousness spread across India and self-help emerged 

as the primary focus of sociopolitical movements. Numerous organizations were established during this 

period, including the Friend-in-Need Society (1858), Prathana Samaj (1864), Satya Shodhan Samaj (1873), 

Arya Samaj (1875), the National Council for Women in India (1875), and the Indian National Conference 

(1887). the societies registration Act (SRA) was approved in 1860 to confirm the legal status of the growing 
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body of Non -Government Organizations (NGOs). the SRA continues to be relevant legislation for NGOs in 

India, although most state governments have enacted amendments to the original version.  Christian 

missionaries active in India at this time directed their efforts toward reducing poverty and constructing 

hospitals, schools, roads, and other infrastructure. Meanwhile, NGOs focused their efforts on education, 

health, relief, and social welfare. A firm foundation for secular voluntary action in India was not laid until the 

Servants of India, a secular NGO, was established in 1905.  

Mahatma Gandhi’s return to India in 1916 shifted the focus of development activities to economic self-

sufficiency. His swadeshi movement, which advocated economic self-sufficiency through small-scale local 

production, swept through the country. Gandhi identified the root of India’s problem as the poverty of the rural 

masses and held that the only way to bring the nation to prosperity was to develop the villages’ self-reliance 

based on locally available resources. He also believed that voluntary action, decentralized to gram panchayats 

(village councils), was the ideal way to stimulate India’s development. Gandhi reinvigorated civil society in 

India by stressing that political freedom must be accompanied by social responsibility. After independence, 

the Government of India increased its presence in social welfare and development but recognized the potential 

for civil society to supplement and complement its efforts. the first five-year Plan stated, “Any plan for social 

and economic regeneration should take into account the services rendered by these agencies and the state 

should give them maximum cooperation in strengthening their efforts.” the Central Social Welfare Board was 

established in 1953 to promote social welfare activities and support people’s participation programs through 

NGOs. this additional funding and recognition led to a growing body of professional NGOs. the Government 

of India decentralized development activities throughout the 1950s. the establishment of the National 

Community Development Program and the National Extension Service were early steps in this direction. 

further decentralization was achieved with the introduction of the three-tier Panchayati raj system in 1958. 

Many farmers unions and agricultural cooperatives were founded around this time, and networking became 

more commonplace in civil society. in 1958, the Association for Voluntary Agencies for Rural Development 

(AVARD) was founded as a consortium of major voluntary agencies. 

 

During the 1970s the government pursued a “minimum needs” program, focusing on the basic impediments 

to improving the quality of life for the rural poor, such as education, electrical power, and health. Several 

governmental development agencies were established around this time, such as the People’s Action for 

Development of India. foreign-trained Indians entered civil society in greater numbers, leading to a 

professionalization of the sector. India witnessed a rapid increase in and diversification of the NGO sector as 

a response to the national political scenario and increasing concern about poverty and marginalization. both 

welfare and empowerment-oriented organizations emerged during this period, and development, civil liberties, 

education, environment, health, and livelihood all became the focus of attention. With community 

participation as a defined component in a number of social sector projects during the 1970s and 1980s, NGOs 

began to be formally recognized as development partners of the state. their work was increasingly 

characterized by grassroots interventions, advocacy at various levels, and mobilization of the marginalized to 

protect their rights. the process of structural adjustment begun in the early 1990s—and the more recent 

approach of bilateral and international donors channeling funds directly through the government, NGO 

networks, and large corporate NGOs—have somewhat pushed peoples’ organizations into the background. 

small, spontaneous initiatives at the community level, as a response to social and economic exploitations at 

the community level, are no longer the hallmark of the NGO sector.  

 

Legislation on NGO activity  

NGOs are not required to register with the government. However, registration allows an NGO to deduct 

expenses from income for tax purposes, receive foreign contributions, and be considered for government  

grant-in-aid schemes. registration also facilitates domestic fundraising, as the income tax act permits donors 

to deduct contributions made to register NGOs.  



Registration  

Laws in India classify organizations working in development into three categories: charitable trusts, societies, 

and section 25 companies. Whether registered as a trust, society, or company, NGOs are subject to the societies 

registration Act of 18607 and the income tax Act of 1961. trusts are subject to the Public trust Act (1976) and 

are, in addition to federal regulations, governed by the state office of the charity commissioner. organizations 

receiving foreign funds must abide by the foreign contribution regulation Act of 1976, and are regulated by 

the Ministry of Home Affairs. 

The government offers three principal forms of tax relief for voluntary organizations under the income tax 

Act.  

1. section 80G allows voluntary organizations working in specified areas deemed to be charitable to 

register with the income tax authority.  this enables donors (individuals and companies) to claim tax 

relief on 50% of the amount donated, up to 10% of the donor’s income. the beneficiary organizations 

are required to issue a receipt or certificate in a prescribed format to the donor to enable the donor to 

claim tax deduction. this is the most widely used tax benefit for charitable giving. 

2. Section 35Ac allows contributions to be 100% deductible. However its application is specific to 

projects, generally research projects, rather than to organizations. to benefit under this section, the 

recipient organization must typically be implementing the project itself. Approval must be sought from 

the National committee for Promotion of social and economic Welfare based in New Delhi. Donations 

to government development agencies, such as the integrated rural Development Program are 100% 

deductible under this section.  

3. Section 35 (i to iii) provides for a similar 100% exemption for donations to approved scientific research 

associations such as universities, colleges, or other institutions for scientific research, research in social 

science, or statistical research. section 25 businesses are exempt from paying income tax on profits 

“incidental to the attainment of the objects of the non profit organization,” as long as separate books 

of account are maintained. bilateral development assistance to NGOs continues to be governed by the 

foreign contribution (regulation) Act, 1976. only organizations registered under the act—nearly 30,000 

at present—are permitted to receive bilateral assistance. 
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