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Introduction

The Druk Journal is contributing to Bhutan’s growth as a democracy and as a 
modern nation state. It is becoming an increasingly vibrant public space in which 
we encourage our contributors to expand our national discourse by introducing 
new ideas and concepts into the Bhutanese conversation. 

Through regular publications, an interactive website, and open discussions after 
each edition, we engage Bhutanese society in conversation so that all citizens can 
exchange open and frank views on national policies and issues that are important 
for Bhutan. 

The Druk Journal hopes, not only to inform citizens, but to build a community 
of people that will play an active role, as individuals and as a community, in the 
development of analytical attitudes toward national policies. It is our hope that 
participation in such a community will encourage individuals to engage in policy 
research that can be made available to the government and larger Bhutanese 
society. 

The Druk Journal thus serves as a vehicle for the development of a community 
of people who are concerned about national issues and want to participate in the 
development of policy by thinking publicly and through conversation. Such a 
community of thinkers will also draw on the experience of other countries in those 
areas of political, social, economic, and cultural experimentation that are relevant 
to our own concerns. 

The Druk Journal is a non-partisan publication. Our purpose is to serve the 
national interest through the development of serious conversation on issues from 
every possible constructive point of view. We have no editorial position of our own. 
We believe that our stated objectives and the means we will use to achieve them 
are the best way in which we can serve our country and His Majesty The King.

We invite the participation of all interested citizens and friends of Bhutan in this 
endeavour. We wish you Good Reading, Good Thinking, and Good Conversation.
Each edition of The Druk Journal will focus on a particular theme. This sixth 
edition carries the theme “civil society”, an emerging section of society that is vital 
for the functioning of a democratic polity. 
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Editorial

Coordination, Collaboration, Consolidation, 
and the Fourth C (Civil Society)

The theme for this issue of The Druk Journal, “civil society”, is a critical element 
of democratic governance. It is an active sphere where civil society organisations 
(CSOs), non-government organisations (NGOs), and groups work in areas of 
common interest. This could include areas where the government’s impact is 
limited for various reasons. Internationally, civil society refers to organisations and 
institutions like labour unions, non-profit organisations, religious institutions, and 
other service agencies that provide important services to society but generally ask 
for very little in return. Some countries also include the independent mass media, 
think tanks, universities, social groups which can mean families, and the space where 
citizens associate around areas of need, concern, or interest.

These organisations work to improve the quality of life in the economic, political, 
and social sectors. They provide humanitarian services such as short-term relief 
to prevent fatalities, promote human rights through efforts to create a supportive 
political environment, and step up re-building during and after conflicts and natural 
disasters.

Civil society is often described as the “third sector” of society or the “third space”, 
along with government and business. Governments and organisations including the 
United Nations recognise the importance of partnering with civil society because of 
the vital roles that they play in the governance of society. 

In the early phase of our so-called development process, particularly in the 1980s and 
1990s, Bhutan developed a deep distrust of non-government organisations (NGOs). 
In the context of a small country in a volatile region that is South Asia, there were 
clear reasons for this caution. 

Bhutanese society had inherited and developed an instinct, which was nurtured by 
its dependence on an absolute Monarchy that was the “government”. In a cultural 
context the term “non-government”, therefore, was perceived to have connotations 
of being anti-government. This was fueled by the fact that NGOs, which had seen 
random and prolific growth in South Asia, were largely known to be synonymous 
with corruption.

Fast-forward three decades… On December 17, 2016, civil society in Bhutan came 
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into focus when His Majesty The King awarded 22 CSOs the National Order of 
Merit (Gold) medal. It was the highest-level recognition of non-government services 
that ranged from livelihoods to care-giving, gender, media, governance, environment, 
poverty alleviation, and a couple of mutual benefit associations serving the people.

The emergence of citizen initiatives, or civic action, in this period is an interesting 
trend, and the evolution of civil society as a part of the system of governance is the 
inevitable transition into a new era. 

With development came new trends such as urbanisation, the emergence of a 
business community with increasing purchasing power, youth cultures influenced by 
globalisation, and a dramatic change in lifestyle for many sections of society. And 
with these came the “gaps” created by a breakdown in the existing social systems.

As governance of the nation evolved from the Royal Court into a modern government, 
the structure and functioning of society changed. Government agencies viewed (and 
still do) their mandates as being rigidly sectoral and did not even coordinate their 
cross-sectoral responsibilities. It also became obvious that the bureaucracy, with this 
tunnel view, was not prepared nor was it capable of fulfilling the new needs and 
services.

Like most aspects of change in Bhutan the first non-government activities came, 
not as society’s response to change, but as foresight pre-empting future needs. They 
were mostly initiatives from the Throne. As a hierarchical society where the people 
continued to look up to the King for their well-being, they came as new movements 
initiated or approved by the King who was often represented in organisations, or 
directly in the activities by members of the Royal family.

In 1973, a group of youth got together as the National Youth Association of Bhutan 
and started a weekly broadcast of news and entertainment. They came from the 
elite section of society – mostly western educated – with Her Royal Highness Ashi 
Dechen Wangmo Wanghuck, the older sister of His Majesty The Fourth Druk 
Gyalpo, as their Patroness. Likewise, the National Women’s Association of Bhutan, 
established in 1981, was inspired and driven by Her Royal Highness Ashi Sonam 
Choden Wangchuck, the oldest of the Royal siblings. Sensing that women were 
falling behind in the new era of modernisation, the association was established to 
promote gender equality. 

As the divide between the government and a growing private sector became more 
defined, the need for the “third sector” was obvious. Social activities came up as 
independent interests and enterprises, independent of each other, and were only 
much later grouped into organisations working for the benefit of citizens, operating 
outside of the governmental and for-profit sectors. 

Here again, the most prominent CSOs are organised and championed by members of 
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the Royal family. Her Majesty The Queen has taken up unofficial responsibilities of 
great significance early in her Royal life, and is Patroness of several CSOs, including 
the most recently launched Red Cross Society of Bhutan, of which Her Majesty is 
the President. The four Queen Mothers are also active Patronesses of CSOs and 
spiritual organisations. 

Bhutan faces a situation that many other countries have confronted. The government 
took care of law and order, businesses offered goods and services in exchange for 
money. How then do we address the other complexities that raise the quality of life, 
especially in a GNH society?

The questions are piling up. What are the mindsets that have to be overcome? What 
are the skills and capabilities required? How will the social sector attract, train, 
and retain talent? How do we build a cohort of civil society workers and social 
entrepreneurs? How can talent move beyond defined boundaries and sectors to 
bring skills and capable people to the social and civil society sector? 

As the values of interdependence that bound traditional society disappear, the 
challenge is for civil society to fill in the gaps. 
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Civil Society is Important - But Not a 
Magic Bullet

Bjørn Førde

Introduction

Towards the end of the 1990s, the Administrator of UNDP decided to establish a 
“civil society advisory committee” with members representing the global civil society 
community. This was a wise and timely decision, considering how important civil 
society organisations (CSOs) had become in the field of development cooperation.

What had started back in the early 1960s, with CSOs contributing mainly as 
providers of services and expertise, at a time when development cooperation was 
just taking off, had 30 years later transformed into a highly professional operation. 
Civil society managed huge amounts of funding from donors, including the UN, 
and fundraised a lot of money among ordinary citizens. On numerous issues, CSOs 
were clearly in the lead, defining the discourse, setting the agenda, challenging the 
positions of vacillating governments and a reluctant private sector.

The committee was not a representative forum. This was impossible due to the major 
strength of civil society - its diversity. In any society, civil society is not just one 
cobweb, but several cobwebs that link, interact and overlap in ways we are not always 
entirely clear about, because the linking, interacting and overlapping is as much of an 
informal nature as something formally agreed. 

I have often argued that if you ask civil society for a clear position on how to deal 
with the challenges facing humanity and society, you will rarely get one position. 
I consider this an important and positive characteristic of civil society. Allowing 
citizens to form a diversity of associations, organisations, think tanks, unions, 
churches, movements and networks to help contribute to state and nation building 
in a democratic manner is an important objective in itself. The role is to help build 
a strong and vibrant social fabric and, at the same time, ensure that the two other 
sectors of society - the state and the market - can contribute with their respective 
capacities and responsibilities.

Some decades ago, civil society was seen as a magic bullet by many observers. Today, 
we have moved beyond this superficial impression towards a more balanced idea 
of what it takes to develop a society. Some of these dimensions will be presented 
further in the sections below, with a particular perspective on those that are most 
relevant for Bhutan at this stage.

Civil Society ཞི་བའི་མི་སྡེ་ལས་ཚོགས།
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Different Definitions

After decades of practice and scholarly thinking, there is still no single definition 
of civil society that all can agree on. Any definition wishing to accommodate all of 
the peculiarities and idiosyncrasies of present-day civil society will fall short when 
pretending that one specific definition can do justice to it all. However, the global 
network called CIVICUS1 has for years worked with a broad definition that may be 
too broad for many, but at least allows the diversities mentioned to be covered:

“Civil society is the arena outside of the family, the state, and the market, where 
people associate to advance common interests.”

I believe this definition is useful and practical. It covers the informal as well as 
the formal association of people. It includes the disciplined labour union as well 
as the unruly peasant movement. It is about the group of people focusing on local 
municipal issues only, as well as the organisation reaching into the global arena. It 
covers groupings that can be termed a CSO, a CBO, a NGO, or an INGO2. 

Personally, I do not include political parties in the definition of civil society. I 
see parties closely associated to the state, or as a precondition for the democratic 
functioning of the state. In a democracy, parties compete for the power to manage, 
control, or influence the state and, therefore, parties belong to the state sector. In this 
regard, I agree with the definition used in Bhutan. However, I disagree with Bhutan’s 
definition with regard to trade unions or religious organisations (also known as faith-
based organisations). Most observers would argue that they belong to civil society. 

In Bhutan, the CSO Act also excludes co-operatives from the definition. This is 
interesting, because in Denmark, we have historically considered co-operatives as part 
of civil society. Co-operatives were set up to allow small-scale farmers and workers 
to pull their resources together to make a decent living, without being exploited by 
big farmers and companies. Today, it is difficult to argue that co-operatives are not-
for-profit organisations, which is another important criterion.

Another contentious example is the media. Most will agree that media institutions 
play a critical role in our democracy, offering citizens the necessary (and truthful) 
information to allow them to participate in elections on an informed basis, and 
holding government and state institutions accountable. Apart from a few public 
service institutions, most media institutions today are profit-based private companies, 
in some countries with a few individuals owning numerous media outlets. I therefore 
agree that media does not fit naturally into civil society.

1   CIVICUS is an international alliance of civil society organisations dedicated to strengthening citizen 
action and civil society throughout the world, particularly in cases where participatory democracy and 
freedom of association are threatened. More information on www.civicus.org. CIVICUS hosts an annual 
conference and publishes reports and manuals about and for civil society.
2 CSO = Civil Society Organisation; CBO = Community Based Organisation; NGO = Non-Governmental 
Organisation; INGO = International Non-Governmental Organisation.
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Then again, what about the new and increasingly important social media communities 
that have also played critical roles in recent political transformations like in the Arab 
Spring of 2011 and the election of Donald Trump as president in 2016? Some have 
argued that this points to the need for taking a fresh look at the CIVICUS definition 
presented above. Such a proposal was recently presented by the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies3:

“An ecosystem of organised and organic social and cultural relations existing in 
the space between the state, business, and family, which builds on indigenous and 
external knowledge, values, traditions, and principles to foster collaboration and 
the achievement of specific goals by and among citizens and other stakeholders.”

Obviously such a definition offers “meat and blood” on the rather thin skeleton of the 
CIVICUS definition, while at the same time risking never ending debates on how to 
define each element. The author4 of the article suggests a number of typologies, which can 
be helpful in defining what is inside or outside the definition. This includes the traditional 
CSOs as well as movements and unions, and also “social entrepreneurs employing innovative 
and market-oriented approaches for social and environmental outcomes”. I would argue 
that social entrepreneurs belong to the market, because they would normally form private 
companies and be clearly profit-oriented, in addition to being innovative. 

Are CSOs Good or Bad?

Yet another dimension of the conceptualisation of civil society is about the political 
ideology of civil society. One illustration of this is the World Social Forum (WSF), started 
in Porto Alegre in Brazil in 2001 as a grassroots based reaction to the annual Economic 
World Forum in Davos in Switzerland. The WSF is the largest global gathering of civil 
society. A quick glance at the list of groupings and issues covered will testify to a lot of 
diversity, but you would also be able to see that politically, the Forum brings together a 
certain section of global civil society. As stated in the Charter of Principles5:

“The World Social Forum is an open meeting space for reflective thinking, 
democratic debate of ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange of 
experiences and interlinking for effective action, by groups and movements 
of civil society that are opposed to neo-liberalism and to domination of the 
world by capital and any form of imperialism, and are committed to building 
a planetary society directed towards fruitful relationships among Humankind 
and between it and the Earth.”

3 “Concept and Definition of Civil Society Sustainability”, published June 30, 2017 by the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), in Washington, D.C.
4  The author, Charles Kojo VanDyck, is a member of the International Consortium on Closing Civic Space 
(iCon) at CSIS, and the head of the Capacity Development Unit at the West Africa Civil Society Institute 
in Accra, Ghana.
5 The Charter of Principles was adopted at the first forum in Porto Alegre in Brazil in 2001. It describes 
what is and is not the World Social Forum process, the values and goals of its participants, as well as 
important operational rules. There are 13 principles in total, and the one mentioned is the first principle. All 
the principles are available on www.civicus.org.

Civil Society ཞི་བའི་མི་སྡེ་ལས་ཚོགས།
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While neither the CIVICUS definition nor the updated CSIS definition indicate 
the political direction of civil society activities, the Social Forum is clearly a gathering 
of critical voices in opposition to the general thrust of both the majority of political 
parties, most governments in power, and the private sector. This is probably why many 
political parties and governments around the world, not least in the global south, 
associate civil society with opposition positions – if not outright as the opposition. 

In principle, this does not change the basic conceptualisation of a civil society. This is 
about coming together to advance certain interests. However, we should be realistic 
and remind ourselves that there is nothing inherently good – or bad for that matter 
– about the actions and activities of civil society. They can be good or bad depending 
on different perspectives and positions.

Service Delivery Versus Advocacy

There is a saying in Denmark that whenever two or more Danes meet, they will form 
an association, with an objective and a vision, with articles guiding the work, election 
of a chair, and a financial controller, and of course a website. This explains why a 
small country like Denmark is the home of more than 100,000 registered CSOs. 
Comparing the populations of Bhutan and Denmark, this would mean that Bhutan 
should have close to 15,000 CSOs rather than the 50 plus existing today. 

It would be great to have a lot of statistical material when assessing the nature, 
quality and influence of civil society globally, but the reality is that, at the global 
level, we still do not have enough accurate information. What we do know is that 
the sector is enormous. If we put all the numbers we have together, there is no doubt 
that the global number will be in the millions. 

More than a decade ago, the Comparative Non-profit Sector Project at John Hopkins 
tried to get a sense of the dimensions. Based on information from 36 countries, 
the study concluded that the total expenditure was equivalent to 5.4 percent of the 
combined GDP of these countries, and the organisations employed more than 25 
million paid workers and around 20 million volunteers, which was equivalent to 4.4 
percent of the economically active population. These are significant numbers, and it 
is very likely that the actual numbers are much higher,  particularly the number of 
volunteers involved6. 

Not surprisingly, the large majority of people connect to organisations that focus on 
traditional service delivery in areas of education, health and housing; other important 
areas have to do with culture, sports and recreation, and local community affairs. 
Less than one percent were involved with CSOs that had an international outlook7.
6   The information presented in this section is drawing on information in a paper by Dr. Aisha Ghaus-Pasha: 
“Role of Civil Society Organisations in Governance”, presented at the 6th Global Forum on Reinventing 
Government Towards Participatory and Transparent Governance in Seoul in 2005. 
7   L.M. Salamon, S.W. Sokolowski and Associates: “Global Civil Society: Dimensions of the Nonprofit 
Sector”, Volume Two, published by Kumarian Press, Inc. in 2004.
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The John Hopkins study also concluded that only four percent of the people were 
involved with organisations focusing on advocacy. I believe this number has grown 
over the last decade, but it is still a fact that only a small minority of global civil 
society has a focus on advocacy around politically sensitive issues, including the issue 
of how to contribute to the development of a strong democracy. 

For the purpose of this paper, focusing on the role of civil society in the democratisation 
process of Bhutan is important. A note from the former Secretary-General, Ban Ki-
moon, states8:

“A freely functioning, well-organised, vibrant and responsible civil society is 
essential for a democracy. This presumes an active role for non-governmental 
organisations and democratic reform groups, human rights groups, women’s 
groups, youth groups, social movements, trade unions, minority representatives, 
professional societies and community groups, watchdog associations and 
others. Such groups have historically made important contributions to the 
formulation, advocacy and defense of democratic rights.”

Measuring the State of CSOs

Civil society organisations have existed for centuries, but the rise of CSOs and NGOs 
playing a key role in development, locally as well as globally, grew dramatically from 
the 1960s and onwards. This is when serious efforts to bring new nations in the 
global south out of poverty started. On many issues, civil society set the agenda. In 
the field, millions of people worked to improve areas such as health, education, and 
roads.

Some asked, if civil society was the magic bullet that could ensure that our aspirations 
would be honoured? Others wondered if CSOs actually delivered? In the context 
of this issue of The Druk Journal, it is relevant to get a sense of the strengths and 
weaknesses of civil society in a country as a whole, rather than the pros and cons of 
individual organisations. For this purpose, CIVICUS has developed a methodology9 
to measure the state of civil society.

8   “Guidance Note of the Secretary-General on Democracy”, the United Nations, 2009. The Note, which 
followed the Secretary-General’s call in 2007 for an organisation-wide strategy for democracy support, was 
the product of many months’ collaboration by several entities of the UN.
9   The following presentation of the Diamond methodology is based on the book ”CIVICUS Global 
Survey of the State of Civil Society. Volume 1. Country Profiles”, edited by V. Finn Heinrich. CIVICUS 
and Kumarian Press, 2007, 456 pages.

Civil Society ཞི་བའི་མི་སྡེ་ལས་ཚོགས།
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The methodology is known as the Civil Society Diamond because of the way the 
four dimensions of the assessment are pulled together, as illustrated above. This is a 
useful way of getting a realistic picture of strengths and weaknesses of civil society 
at any given time. The advantage of this approach is also that you get a sense of the 
internal strengths and weaknesses, as well as the broader social and political context 
in which civil society has to operate. 

The structure looks at the makeup, size, and composition, using sub-dimensions 
including the breadth and depth of citizen participation, diversity, levels of 
organisation and resources available. Therefore, this is very much an inside view of 
civil society.

The values are about how civil society actors perform regarding democracy, 
transparency, tolerance, non-violence, gender equity, fighting poverty and working 
for environmental sustainability. 

The environment is about the rules and regulations of a society. Indicators will look 
at the political system, free and fair elections, levels of corruption, gender equality, 
and the relationship between civil society, state and the private sector.

The impact is about how the work of civil society as a whole impacts people’s lives, 
contributes to meeting social needs and empowers citizens, holds the powers of the 
state and private corporations accountable, and influences public policy.

The diamond offers some answers to the tricky question about sustainability, which 
has haunted the CS community for decades. However, each CSO needs to deal with 
this in detail, looking at internal dimensions such as financial resources, operational 
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capacity, identity, and quality of interventions. In addition, you need to look at 
external factors encompassing the nature of civic space, legal and regulatory policies, 
and foreign policy. The graphic presentation below illustrates that it is not simple.10

Civil Society at a Crossroads?

In one of its recent reports, the highly respected International Center for Not-for-
Profit Law presents disturbing updates on how development and humanitarian 
CSOs are threatened in countries as diverse as Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, India, Kenya, 
Nicaragua, Panama, United States, and United Kingdom.11 In fact, the number of 
books and articles with titles like civil society under assault, civic activism in flux, 
and protecting civil society space have increased dramatically. The same is true for 
the number of countries failing to respect the three basic and interdependent rights 
required to carry out the work of the CSOs : the rights to peacefully assemble, freely 
associate, and openly express themselves. The worrying sign is that we now also 
experience this in countries considered fully democratic.

Contrary to the optimism of the 60s and 70s, it seems like we have now reached a 
crossroads of some sort. I have always argued that a strong, vibrant and effective civil 
society depends on a strong and legitimate state. Both groups need to understand that 
cooperation is a win-win situation rather than a zero-sum game for society as a whole. 

10   Developed by Anna Benton and Alvaro Monroy in the Working Paper on “Business Approaches for 
the Reproductive Health NGO, February 2004. It is here quoted from the article mentioned in footnote 2.
11 Information from the article “Closing Civic Space: Impact on Development and Humanitarian CSOs”, 
in Global Trends in NGO Law. A quarterly review of NGO legal trends around the world. Volume 7, Issue 
3, 2016, published by the International Center for Not-for-Profit Law.
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If state institutions are weak, political parties lack legitimacy, politicians pursue 
populist sentiments, elections are a farce, inequality grows, ethnic conflicts result in 
violence and war, and nationalism is seen as the way to go, then it becomes difficult to 
create the necessary level of trust required for civil society to plays its role. Then you 
easily get to a situation where civil society is perceived as a threat to the institutions 
of the state. 

Of course, there are millions of small, informal, and volunteer based associations that 
survive despite the challenges outlined. In a sense, they exist under the radar screen, 
precisely because they are small, and because they keep a distance from anything that 
is seen as being ‘political’. They are humanitarian in nature, not political. 

Because of the diversity of types of CSOs as well as political systems, it is close 
to impossible to come up with generic conclusions. However, I will refer to the 
summary from one of the most recent studies called Civil Society @ Crossroads12. 
The study points to the following set of challenges:

•	 The Delivery Gap: Citizens protest to point to the disconnect between 
expectations and the performance of public authorities. 

•	 Old and New: New CS actors organise differently, expressing alternative 
values of inclusion, participation and innovation.

•	 New Media: Partnership of civil society with the old and new media both 
expands and regulates outreach and impact.

•	 Funding: Contracting resource bases are reshaping civil society roles and 
relationships with government and business sectors.

•	 Political Influence: Political space and relations with political society are 
simultaneously contracting and expanding. 

•	 National and Global: Blurring north-south boundaries call for reassessing 
roles and relationships.

•	 Impact of Interventions: Measuring impact entails expanded definitions of 
success over the longer term.

The importance of each lesson will vary from country to country. To start with, you 
could make a civil society diamond-like graphic presentation of how important each 
of the lessons are understood to be by civil society representatives, as well as outsiders 
in government and the private sector. They are key to the performance of civil society.
12   The study “Civil Society @ Crossroads” was published in November 2012 by Society for Participatory 
Research in Asia (PRIA), under the able leadership of Rajesh Tandon, who has been a key figure in civil 
society affairs for decades. The study was implemented in cooperation with several others – CDRA, PSO, 
INTRAC, EASUN and ICD.
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Way Forward for Bhutan

Every country is special. Bhutan is certainly unique in many ways. However, being 
special and unique does not mean that we should entertain the idea of Bhutan 
being exceptional. Now is actually a good time for Bhutan to do some serious 
soul-searching. Civil society is still a young phenomenon; the relationship between 
the various stakeholders is still being negotiated and tested and large parts of the 
population may still not be aware of the role of a civil society. 

I will conclude by presenting some of the implications or conclusions from the study 
referred to above, offering a few reflections that could also be relevant to Bhutan. 
First, some implications for the civil society practitioners:

Citizen Mobilisation: In recent decades, too much focus has been on technical 
capacity development, driven by the “new public management like” demands set by 
donors. It is imperative to go back to the roots if civil society is to contribute to the 
reconfiguration of citizens’ political and social awareness.

Redefine Identity and Mission: Many CSOs have established themselves as non-
profit service contractors vis-à-vis government, and in that process they often forget 
that they started out as value-based intermediaries, independent of the state and the 
market. This requires a reflection on the links to the political system and other local 
authorities.

Operating in Ambiguity, Uncertainty and Chaos: While chaos is not what 
characterises Bhutan, uncertainty probably is. It is therefore essential to be able and 
willing to mobilise both human and financial resources in new ways, and to interact 
in ways that reflect the huge challenges facing humanity regarding climate change, 
migration flows, and equitable forms of globalisation.

Experimentation and Innovation: Economic power is concentrated within a small 
and excessively rich elite; political power is vested in the hands of politicians not 
trusted by citizens; populism is once again luring people into solutions that will 
not work, and the same is true with a return to nationalism and isolationism. Civil 
society must help incubate innovations that respond to these challenges.

In conclusion, leaders of Bhutanese civil society need to raise the bar, lift their heads, 
and think outside the box. It is not enough to get the CSO “machinery” established 
according to rules and regulations to deliver on a day-to-day basis. The vision must 
be more ambitious. 

Civil society needs direct and indirect support from policy-makers to meet the 
challenges mentioned above. It also needs support from stakeholders in the 
marketplace of private companies and foundations, plus national and international 
donors. Here are some of the challenges that need to be addressed:

Civil Society ཞི་བའི་མི་སྡེ་ལས་ཚོགས།



The Druk Journal

14

Recognise the Distinctive Roles and Contributions: My point of departure is that 
CS can play a “limited” rather than a “dominating” role in general. It will be useful 
for CS and policy makers to debate the details with an open mind, allowing for 
constructive disagreement. 

Flexible, Responsive and Accountable Support: The large majority of informal 
associations manage with very little that can be mobilised from citizens. For larger 
organisations, this is not possible, and it makes sense to allocate public resources to 
CSOs that foster public goods and contribute to a vibrant democracy. This needs 
clear agreements on what to deliver, but no political conditionality. The government 
should be happy to support positions with which it disagrees.

Support South-North-South Partnerships: “Globalisation” as it has been practised 
so far has reached a dead-end road. However, working together across borders is 
more necessary than ever and it should be understood that civil society can contribute 
significantly to the promotion of shared democratic, ecological, and humanitarian 
values.

Long-term Reflective Capacity: Increasingly, CSOs are paid to deliver on very 
specific and detailed agreements, and a lot of time and money is spent on monitoring 
in accordance with what I believe is a system of “the emperor without any clothes”.
We need more “free” thinking to make sure we get the new and “innovative” solutions 
in time for humanity to benefit. The state should be happy to support this.

Finally, the enabling environment must be about cooperation on practical issues, 
sharing of a broader vision, and a division of labour between civil society, the state and 
the market. It should not be about “controls” only. Trust in each other is important, 
and it is essential to note that this call for mutual faith is a far cry from asking for 
agreement on all issues.
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Civil Society: Change, Challenge, 
and Chance
Dr Karma Phuntsho

The Change

Bhutan has been going through a tremendous transition in all aspects of life. I have 
often been reiterating that, in the gap of half a century, the country has moved 
economically from subsistence farming to a consummerist market economy, socially 
from a totally rural country to a largely urban nation, and from a mostly oral society 
directly to an audio-visual and social media world, culturally from a nature-oriented 
spiritual system to a secular scientific world view, and politically from a medieval 
monarchy to a multiparty democracy.

Bhutan has left its hermetic isolation to embrace the global meld with such speed 
that the majority of the people have not seen a fixed telephone line but moved 
directly to mobile telephony. The country has seen motor roads, electricity, television, 
and smartphones arrive in the gap of a few decades, without the time and education 
needed to cultivate the soft knowhow, skills, and understanding about the new 
products and services. Electricity is a good example. While nearly the whole country 
is now electrified, electric short circuits have become the main cause of fire in 
temples, dzongs, and farmhouses because of a lack of knowledge and skills required 
for full and proper use of the new energy.

A fundamental shift is also taking place in the way Bhutanese organise society, 
implement the rule of law, and maintain and mobilise community members for 
public good. Bhutan has a rich tradition of societal organisation and governance both 
on the level of the national state and the local communities. This is not surprising 
as Bhutan is an old society and one of the oldest countries in the world. There are 
only a dozen countries in the world which predate Bhutan as a nation state. Bhutan 
today, in both extent and ethos, is almost the same country founded by Zhabdrung 
Ngawang Namgyal and his coterie in the middle of the 17th century.

Besides, even centuries before the Bhutanese valleys were unified into one country, 
the valley communities had their own forms of social order and rule of law. My own 
community in Ura, for example, still retains, for the smooth flow of community 
engagement, some of its ancient organisational structures and social schemes which 
existed long before Ura’s merger with the new Drukpa state in the 17th century. 
Such community civic practices today run in parallel with national governance and 
administration. The village is still divided into four dho, or quarters, named after their 
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location in relation to the castle of the dhung ruler and each quarter has one letshan 
and two taza households appointed each year in rotation as representatives to lead 
the village activities and mobilise resources. 

In addition, the village has many unwritten social contracts on the use of pasturelands, 
water sources, maintenance of public spaces including religious monuments and 
village commons, and execution of village events. The codes and rules for the annual 
Ura Yakchoe festival alone amounts to a big book as we try to put them into writing. 
Until a few decades ago, all internal disputes were settled through mediation and 
reconciliation by local elders without recourse to the formal court. Similarly, if a 
family had to build a house, it could be built entirely through voluntary labour from 
the villagers. The village had social mechanisms in place to help the bereaved, conduct 
seasonal religious rituals, work together in the event of emergency and disasters, and 
manage the community smoothly in general.

This was true for almost all Bhutanese village communities. Even a remote and 
scattered community of Ngangla Trong in the Kheng region has a very sophisticated 
social system of looking after the temple and organising the annual festival in rotation 
among the three main tribes of Brela, Lhamenpa, and Bjarpa. The community has 
local traditions of civic responsibility and engagement, taken very seriously and 
sincerely by its members although these traditions are largely unwritten and passed 
down orally. Such civic traditions served as the social cement to hold the communities 
together and were sustained because the communities lived visibly interdependent 
and connected lives within the same social and geographic space. The community 
members felt the impact and benefit of such communal engagements and social 
actions. If I did not provide voluntary labour to help build my neighbour’s house, 
I would suffer shortage of labour when I built mine. Thus the need for reciprocity 
and sense of sharing and caring was immediate, leading to a robust practice of civic 
organisation and community solidarity.

However, this situation is changing today. As large numbers of people leave rural 
villages to settle in new urban towns, Bhutan’s old practices of civil society and 
community mobilisation are declining or being forgotten. Material development of 
structures and amenities in the new urban centres is rapid but the intangible social 
support systems are yet to take a proper shape. Thus the new urban towns lack a 
sense of community and civic organisation. While people have moved in droves 
from rural villages to urban centres, Bhutan has not managed to effectively transfer 
the traditional civic culture to its new urban areas.

Currently, the civic support which is common among the new urban settlers come 
mostly from the tshogpa or associations formed on the basis of people’s origins 
primarily to attend to the welfare of the village they came from. In addition to 
helping development and other issues in the village, these associations also provide 
social support to members of the village. 
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Despite being distributed in different parts of the town or even in different towns, 
people originating in the same village come together to look after each other in 
times of illness and bereavement. 

People living in towns today are socially more connected to people of the same 
origin in another part of the town than their immediate neighbour. Compared with 
the village context, they have a much lesser sense of ownership of their surroundings 
as the state provides most of the public facilities. Unlike when in the villages, they 
are not involved in a decision-making process for the use of public resources or 
community organisation in their area of residence as most of these are provided and 
regulated by the state or municipality authorities. Urban residents do not have social 
contracts or community practices to run their neighbourhoods. On the contrary, 
individualism is on the rise with anonymity granted by crowded urban life. The 
extended family culture is increasingly being replaced by nuclear families, which is 
necessitated by the limitations of space and resources in an urban environment.

In addition to this shift in social situation, Bhutan has also drastically moved 
from a largely oral mode of communication and transaction to a system of written 
documentary communication, and more recently to audio-visual technology 
and social media tools. Except for some state laws a vast majority of the social 
conventions, mores, rules and practices guiding Bhutanese communities were never 
written but practised and passed down orally until the mid-20th century. Yet, with 
widespread education and persistent efforts to write laws and policies, Bhutan’s mode 
of formulating civic practice has also changed from an unwritten oral culture to 
written forms of legislation and rules. In doing so, Bhutan has also enthusiastically 
embraced the modern practice of instituting civil society organisations with written 
articles of association and a mode of governance and administration which requires 
the ability to read and write.

More recently, people have also started to form civic groups using social media 
platforms such as Facebook and Wechat. While Facebook is popular among educated 
Bhutanese, the Chinese Wechat technology is now used widely even by illiterate 
Bhutanese. One can find today many Wechat groups formed for the purpose of 
religious teachings, cultural understanding, educational pursuit, social charity, and 
even for discussing specific genealogical or family matters. Although social media 
has not yet brought together people physically to engage in civic engagement, it has 
become a convenient and effective method for sharing information and knowledge, 
and raising funds for many people.

The Challenge

Bhutan is poised on the cusp of change in civic organisation and social engagement. 
In the village communities, the country is facing many challenges in maintaining 
community vitality, economic productivity, and social cohesion. The localised old 
traditions of civil society, which held the communities together and were largely passed 
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down through oral transmission, are now fast declining. The village communities of 
Bhutan today are facing serious economic, social, cultural and political challenges. 
With migration of people from rural to urban communities, there are fewer people 
in the rural villages to carry out agricultural work and cultural activities than there 
were in the past. This is particularly true in the case of the young adult population 
who are increasingly flocking to urban centres. 

The rise of communication facilities such as television and Internet has also made 
the Bhutanese more individualistic and less social. Even in remote villages, one can 
find families eating in front of the television and engaged in very little conversation 
over meals. In addition mainstream education, which is primarily imparted in 
the medium of English, has also created a serious gulf between the generation 
of traditional elders and parents and the modern children. The traditional elders 
and parents visualise their life and life goals based on the local Bhutanese world-
view while the outlook and character of a modern youth is heavily influenced by 
their exposure to the outside world. Due to this cultural and linguistic gap, there 
is a serious rupture in the transmission of traditional values, practices, and skills 
including the traditional culture of civil society. Many of the traditional knowledge 
and practices of village organisation or use of resources are also becoming obsolete 
with the massive shift in people’s lifestyle.

However, a major shift in the organisation of civil society is occurring with the formal 
process of civil society development that the state has adopted. As with many other 
areas of development and modernisation, the state adopted a new Western model 
with which most Bhutanese were not familiar. The process was based on a written 
Act and formal registration of organisations with written articles of association. This 
process entailed rigorous procedures of formation and certification and was intended 
to bring higher degrees of accountability, scrutiny, and regulation. It differed from the 
traditional practices which were based on unwritten understanding among the local 
stakeholders. None or little effort was made to draw on the strengths and incorporate 
any element of the traditional civil society practices in this new development.

The development of the new system was not short of challenges. Over a decade ago 
few Bhutanese were familiar with the idea of the formal civil society organisation 
and charitable foundation. The local languages did not even have the vocabulary 
for terms such as NGO, foundation, and trustee. I remember sitting with one of 
my colleagues writing the memorandum for the Loden Foundation in Dzongkha 
late into the night some time in 2005 and struggling to find an appropriate term to 
translate the English term “foundation”. Our efforts resulted in the new Dzongkha 
term zhitshog which has gained wide currency. The new Memorandum in Dzongkha, 
which we created for the Loden Foundation, based largely on a model memorandum 
shared by the Charity Commmission of England and Wales, has since been used as 
template for many civil society organisations in Bhutan.

As much as the general population lacked the understanding of the role and purpose 
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of the new civil society system, the country was lacking in the knowledge, exposure, 
and experience to introduce formal civil society procedures. Only a handful of people 
had a basic understanding of how the formal process would work. It was a novel 
system even for the leaders in the government and the Act was properly implemented 
only in 2009 with the formation of the Civil Society Organisations Authority. When 
the announcement was made to register CSOs, the Loden Foundation was one of 
the first to submit its application and undergo the grueling process of registration. 
Loden’s co-ordinator, I, and the co-founder had to make up to a dozen trips to the 
CSO Authority to respond to queries, submit additional documents, and to sign 
documents in person and (in order to) confirm that the signature was not forged.

The process of registration was not the only thing which was meticulously scrutinised, 
and rightly so. The charitable activities carried out by the organisations were likewise 
viewed with some suspicion. When BBS screened a story of the Early Learning 
Centre in Samtse, Loden’s co-ordinator got a late evening call from an unknown caller 
enquiring if school has official permission, which of course the school did. Organised 
social charitable work from ordinary citizens sharing same visions and concerns were 
a new thing in urban places so many people suspected some ulterior motive behind 
the good work. Those in the area of advocacy particularly faced resistance as their 
works were deemed to destabilise the existing power structures. The new civil society 
system thus was not only encumbered by a lack of understanding of CSO roles and 
purposes and how they should function but also with distrusting public perceptions.

Thus, it is no small achievement for Bhutan that the new civil society culture is now 
not only fully established in the minds of the people but some 49 organisations have 
completed registration and most are thriving. Their activities are making a difference 
to many sections of the Bhutanese society. By now, the CSO sector has come to 
be seen as a new and significant player in the process of development alongside 
the government, public corporations, and international organisations. Although the 
government initially viewed CSOs at best as minor supplementary projects to the 
state programmes or at worst as competitors who were eating from the same of cake 
of donor aid, the perception has gradually changed in the past years.

Most government officials today acknowledge the good works of the CSOs and treat 
them also as important partners in development. They are aware of the wide range 
of activities CSOs carry out with efficiency to fill the gaps left by the government, 
and how they do so without the burden of the bureaucratic processes. This changed 
perception is clearly reflected in the increased number of invitations the government 
offices send to CSOs for different events. One clear sign in this regard was the 
involvement of CSOs and the solicitation for their feedback to the process of 
drafting the 12th Five Year Plan by the Gross National Happiness Commission. 
The Ministry of Home and Cultural Affairs has also played an active role to address 
the grievances of the CSOs in dealing with the government, to make the CSO 
Authority much more robust, and also to table amendments to the CSO Act 2007 
in order to facilitate faster and better services by the CSOs.
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This change in perception of CSOs was certainly enhanced by the recognition 
His Majesty The King bestowed on the CSOs in 2016 National Day celebrations 
through the National Order of Merit Award. The royal recognition confirmed the 
importance of CSOs and the outstanding contribution made by them to nation 
building. Today, the new system of civil society through CSOs have fully emerged 
and there is a pervasive understanding that CSOs play a significant role in Bhutan’s 
development, particularly in the remote and marginalised areas which are not 
covered by the government.

The fairly quick and healthy rise of the civil society culture in Bhutan through CSOs 
is to no small degree due to the royal initiatives and patronage. With many of the 
leading CSOs founded and led by eminent members of the royal house and many 
more having royal figures as patrons, it did not take the CSO sector in Bhutan 
very long to receive the attention of donors and the interest of the people. While 
retaining the highest integrity and transparency, the CSO sector could fairly easily 
work with the government counterparts and reach the target beneficiaries. 

Yet by the same token, the CSO sector development, especially when dealing with 
public and government counterparts, was driven more by individual influence and 
connections rather than by well planned systemic structures and procedures. As 
a result, the not-so-well connected CSOs often struggled to liaise with the state 
counterparts and to achieve the desired impact, in spite of their best intentions and 
efforts. During the CSO summit in 2017, some members of the CSO sector strongly 
protested against such an unequal playing field and called upon the state and CSOs 
to not work in isolation but set up an open and fair system to facilitate all CSOs to 
bring out the best impacts.

Another major challenge raised during the CSO summit was the issue of sustainability. 
Most of Bhutan’s CSOs rely heavily on foreign donors and programme funds from 
institutions. Local Bhutanese support is still marginal as the culture of charity in 
the social sector has not yet gained currency in Bhutan. Although Bhutan enjoys a 
special position in the world and has many supporters and well wishers across the 
globe, there is no guarantee this will continue. The CSOs in Bhutan need to start 
working on having sustainable sources of funds for their programmes if they are to 
endure into the far future.

The Chance

Bhutan, being in a state of transition, faces numerous challenges. In addition to 
the stress which normally comes with the process of change, there are also serious 
apprehensions about the direction change is taking. Yet, being at a juncture also 
provides room for visualising prospects. 

The Bhutanese identity and nationhood is today more dynamic and amorphous 
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than it ever was. A vast majority of its population is made up of energetic and 
impressionable young people, thus making the country very malleable. 

Even the civil society system which is being established and promoted is fresh and 
adaptive. It is only beginning to take shape and we have ample opportunity to mould 
it in the best possible form.

I vividly remember the advice a senior official gave me at the turn of the century 
when I was visiting government offices to find out the procedure for setting up the 
Loden Foundation. “No one will have precise instructions on how to set it up and 
no one will also stop you if you went ahead with it”, the official advised. The fact 
that modern Bhutan is changing and is open to new ideas and practices presents us 
with a wonderful chance to set up great new systems and steer Bhutan’s change in a 
positive direction. 

With time, the civil society culture in Bhutan is evolving and progressing and there 
are endeavours to streamline CSO administration and activities to bring greater and 
faster benefits to the target beneficiaries. Efforts are also made to facilitate efficient 
partnership between the CSOs and the government, the public, and among CSOs 
themselves. Evidence of such initiatives include the bimonthly CSO meetings, the 
discussion on “Coordination, Collaboration and Consolidation” during the CSO 
Summit in 2017 involving high level experts and leaders, and the €2.5 million grant 
from the European Union in 2017 to strengthen CSOs in Bhutan. The discourses on 
fostering a clean and vibrant civil society culture and the resources, which are being 
made available, reveal the special opportunity Bhutan has to develop a robust and 
effective civil society tradition, and also the need for much more conversations and 
efforts to this effect.

The current situation also presents us the opportunity to work on the general culture 
of giving and charity. Despite seeing an insidious rise in materialism and material 
consumption, religious piety and giving still flourishes in Bhutan. Bhutanese people 
practice a robust culture of charity although much of it is dedicated to religious 
causes such as building temples, creating religious artefacts, sponsoring religious 
events, or funding a pilgrimage. The recent improvement in living standards has 
certainly enhanced this culture of giving and it is opportune that CSOs now work 
on transferring some of this philanthropy from religious devotion to social causes 
such as education, health, and poverty alleviation.

A great deal of work has already been done in channelling this form of 
charity towards animal welfare, especially in rescuing the animals from being 
slaughtered. Several civil society organisations today work across the country 
in saving animals and freeing them as “liberated lives”. Similar efforts must 
be made to tap the charitable proclivity of the Bhutanese people for basic 
support of human well-being, particularly in developing strong foundations for 
community solidarity and civil society.  As the fundamental Buddhist principles 
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and philosophies which inform religious charity are also applicable, and in fact 
even more pertinent, to social causes if properly understood, there is great need 
for CSOs to reformulate some of the religious teachings and capitilise on the 
religious sentiments for raising resources locally. This will also help considerably 
in ensuring the sustainability of the charitable activities.

The golden chance for sustainability of the noble programmes run by CSOs of 
Bhutan, however, lies in the current global trend in philanthropy and Bhutan’s 
postcard country image in the eyes of the developed countries. There is today a 
growing move from traditional philanthropy of giving handouts and grants to a 
sustainable approach of investing in social projects which develop the moral and 
technical capacity of the beneficiaries and also yield recurring financial benefit. 
Benefactors and beneficiaries work as partners on a project to bring about lasting 
social impact while also achieving financial returns and psychological fulfilment. 
Bhutan’s CSOs must capitalise on this fervour of impact investment which is in 
vogue in the developed countries.

The current perception of Bhutan in most parts of the world, projected through 
its pristine Shangri-La image and GNH discourse, is highly advantageous to local 
CSOs to seek external support for their programmes. This is further heightened by 
Bhutan’s exclusive status of being the last Himalayan Buddhist kingdom, especially 
in the eyes of the rising followers of Buddhism in Asia, Europe, and the Americas. 
Thus both the state and CSO sector today enjoy the goodwill and admiration of 
many people in the world, which can be effectively translated into initiatives to 
support sustainable activities in the country.

The greatest and by the far the most important chance the current situation of 
being a nation at crossroads presents is of developing a stable and vibrant culture 
of civic responsibility and civil society. As Bhutan’s urban settlements evolve into 
organised communities and the rural villages adapt to modern situations, fostering 
a conscientious and responsible citizenry is a challenge as well as an opportunity for 
its people, especially those involved in CSOs. We need to aptly modify, adapt, and 
transfer the traditional civic culture of the villages to our new social environment as 
well as explore new ways of building a universal sense of social responsibility and 
community solidary among our organisations and individuals through education, 
exposure, and advocacy. In the final analysis, the true success of our efforts in 
developing civil society will lie not in the number of CSOs or the size of our budgets 
and programmes but in inspiring the population as a whole to live collectively, 
conscientiously, and compassionately as members of a close-knit and interdependent 
society.  The political atmosphere, social circumstances, cultural climate, economic 
situation, and technological tools today are all favourable for aspiring and actualising 
such a goal.
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The Pros and Cons of the Traditional 
Self-help Mechanism:  A Story from 

Shari Gewog, Paro
Dr Sonam Chuki

Traditional Self-help Mechanism

Traditional agrarian Bhutanese society relied on locally available self-help 
mechanisms to address various societal challenges. There were none of the 
registered civil society organisations (CSOs) which exist today. People relied on 
naturally formed systems that were based on local needs at the grassroots level in 
the rural villages in a traditional society.

Coordination, collaboration, and consolidation were important in traditional 
society and, before the advent of modern development, agrarian Bhutanese society 
largely depended on self-help and interdependence. They are mostly unwritten 
rules, procedures, and systems which became the bedrock of the small rural village 
and gewog communities. 

What is the Difference Between Traditional Systems and Modern 
CSOs?

It has been more than five decades since the introduction of modern development 
in Bhutan. During this process of modernisation, along the western development 
paradigm, the state led development created a societal mindset where people 
became recipients and government the provider. With the passage of time, the age 
old traditional ways of collective functioning eroded as the state shouldered most 
development and administrative functions. Petersen, Dem and Tshering1 states 
that the modern state led development has made the rural communities dependent 
on the government in terms of ownership of development activities in the villages. 
This mindset is still prevalent in 21st century rural Bhutan.

Modern CSOs emerged over the past decade or two in urban Bhutan. In the early 
1970s and 1980s, under royal patronage, modern CSOs such as the National Youth 
Association of Bhutan and the National Women’s Association were introduced 
to address simple societal needs including entertainment and serious ones 
encompassing women’s empowerment. Modern CSOs were not a replacement 
for the retreating traditional self-help mechanism. There is no continuity of the 
1 Petersen, Stephen, Dem, Rinzin and Tshering, Jit, 2000, Decentralisation and Participation at the Geog 
and Community Levels, RIM, Thimphu, page 
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traditional self-help mechanism with the modern concept of CSO. The old and 
the new did not connect in terms of theory and practice. Therefore, the origin of 
the CSO sector in Bhutan was a top down initiative to fill in the gaps in the wake 
of the breakdown of the interdependent traditional social systems. 

Past and Present Practices in Shari Gewog, Paro Dzongkhag

This paper looks at the villages of Ramna and Dhuezhi in Shari Gewog where 
people are still bound together by collective traditional practices including sharing 
drinking and irrigation water and labour exchange arrangements during peak 
farming seasons such as paddy transplantation, weeding, and harvest. 

Sharing Irrigation Water

The unwritten rule of sharing an equal (proportionate to land size) amount of 
irrigation water during paddy transplantation is still in practice in villages of 
Dhuezhi, Ramna and Juka. The farmers take turns to use irrigation water based on 
the size of individual land ownership.  The water is usually shared for one to two 
days each. This traditional practice still continues because it addresses practical 
agrarian needs. There were times when local people experienced water conflicts 
when individual water pipes were deliberately cut off. However, after instituting 
the unwritten water sharing rules, conflicts related to water were solved. One of 
the former Shari Gup initiated this arrangement. A water sharing meeting was 
held in which each person from every household participated. The meeting agreed 
to share water equally between the individual land owners.  

Community Support During Illness and Death

During the time of illness and death in a family, the local people of Ramna and 
Dhuezhi visit each other and offer moral support. People offer both human 
resource and support in kind such as rice, cheese, and milk to the bereaved family. 
The unwritten practice is to take about five dres of rice, Nu 50 as raykap for the 
dead, and Nu 50-100 as semso to the affected family. This practice is based on the 
principle of reciprocity. If a family fails to offer support to a needy family, it will 
not receive support. Traditionally, during death, one person from each household 
in Shari gewog would go to support the bereaved family. The support is given 
to help with firewood, organising monks to conduct death rituals, assist in the 
rituals, cooking, and other important practices. This is still continued today, thus 
maintaining the community spirit. 

About 48 years ago, there was a spiritual practice of chanting mani - that is, chanting 
of the Om Mani Padmi Hum mantra - to invoke compassion of Bodhisattva 
Cherizig for the dead. It was a helpful spiritual practice for the deceased and the 
bereaved family.  There were experienced mani chanters in the villages. They were 
lay men and women who had the knowledge and experience of chanting mani. 
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Usually, the chant is carried within 21 days of a person’s demise. Each person from 
a household contributes in chanting. It is held from dusk, about 6 PM, until people 
retire for the night, that is 9 PM. Different kinds of chants were sung. They are 
called Mani Chig Dang, Nyi Dang, Bardo Mani, Nyensong Yardron and Danakhosha 
chants. They are all meant to help the departed person’s consciousness overcome 
the hardships during Bardo (intermediate state). The neighbours voluntarily take 
turns to serve tea and snacks for the mani chanters. 

However, this practice became eroded during the process of development with 
modern educated youth migrating out of the villages. The old values died with old 
people. Today, no one in the villages practice it. However, people from Dhuezhi 
village maintain the custom of visiting the sick in their village. Depending on the 
sick person’s state, they visit their fellow villagers either at home or in the hospital. 
The visit is made in groups. Therefore, there is a certain degree of community feeling. 
The people in Ramna village visit individuals based on personal relationships and 
the relationships are more individualistic.

The Labour Exchange System: Past and Present and Its Impact on 
Village Life

Traditionally, the people from Paro dzongkhag depended on neighboring Haa 
dzongkhag for manual labourers during peak farming seasons such as paddy 
transplantation and harvest. The Haap workers were paid in kind (rice) based on 
their labour contribution. The labour supply was plentiful as the Haaps brought 
along even their children to work on farms. However, when most people from 
Haa took to trading as a main livelihood about 20 years ago, the local people in 
Paro introduced a labour exchange system as a self-help mechanism. Individual 
households support each other as farm workers, based on reciprocity, in terms 
of number of workers and use of farm machineries such as  the power tiller. The 
labour exchange system is still in practice in Shari Gewog. 

However, in the face of farm labour shortage, with most young people studying, 
working, and living outside the villages, some households hire farm labour and 
pay in cash. At present, the rate is Nu 500 per day. Thus, modern development 
has negatively affected the adequate supply of farm labour. Before the advent of 
modern development, none of the children went to school and all stayed home. As 
a result, there was adequate and a continuous of supply of farm labour in villages. 
The young also provided additional support to the homes by collecting firewood 
from the community forest, caring for cattle, and fetching drinking water for the 
house. Besides, the village social life was rich with active youth engagement during 
the less demanding seasons. The young had the platform to meet and socialise. 
The girls often entertained with folk songs and dances and boys played traditional 
sports. Village life was lively. This is no longer in practice and older people in the 
villages are nostalgic about those days. 
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Drinking Water Supply, Waste Management, and Local Action to 
Address Drug Abuse

Modern development helped access clean drinking water at Ramna village. About 
40 years ago, people used the local Dochu river for drinking and washing for both 
human and animals. The river was pristine and well looked after. The river is still 
revered as the blessed water or drupchu, flowing from the sacred and famous nyes 
(sacred sites) above Shari Gewog such as Chimphu, Ragoeth and Drakgothpang 
Tsho. These sacred sites are associated with wisdom, Dakini Dorji Phagmo and 
Guru Rinpoche, two highly respected figures in Vajrayana Buddhism. Senior 
citizens in Ramna still feel strongly about preserving Dochu’s purity.

However, there are incidences where the commercial interests and entrepreneurial 
tendencies associated with modern development have taken away local goodwill. 
For example, an innovative member of Shari Gewog took the initiative to renovate 
the local drinking water tank for the villages of Dhuezhi and Jeeba at an affordable 
cost, based on local people’s financial capacity. A few persons who had commercial 
interests objected to it. This issue resulted into a disagreement between the two 
groups of people. 

The increased human settlements upstream have now polluted Dochu. Modern 
household waste is not managed well and local people and visitors often dispose 
of waste in the river and nearby forests. Therefore, modern CSOs such as the 
Royal Society for Protection of Nature (RSPN) and Clean Bhutan’s waste 
management and civic advocacy is useful. At present, the gewog administration 
organises monthly cleaning programmes. One person from each household 
participates in the village efforts to collect trash, clear bushes, and dispose of 
waste.  In August, 2017, for example, the gewog uprooted marijuana plants in 
each village to prevent marijuana abuse by the local youth, particularly the high 
school students. In recent years, the local people observed high school students 
from the nearby school and youth from Paro town smoking marijuana plants 
which grow in abundance in the wild. 

Community Engagement in Spiritual Festivals

In general, Paro is regarded as a sacred place with many ancient Buddhist 
pilgrimage sites. Shari is at the heart of it with three such pilgrimage sites in 
the neighbourhood. Senge Drak is a holy site dedicated to the lion-faced 
Dakini, Sengkhamukha, and Guru Padmasambhava. There is a small community 
monastery which is being looked after by Jeeba village. The people take turns with 
the caretaker’s responsibility. 

Jeeba is a small village located right at the foot hill of Senge Drak. The settlement 
consists of old and immigrant settlers from other parts of Bhutan.The village 
organises annual Nu-nye, a strict practice dedicated to Cherizing at Senge Drak. 
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Individual households contribute cash and kind to conduct the Nu-nye. In addition, 
very recently, the village chanted the sutra with collective community support. This 
annual programme was not conducted for several years due to financial constraints. 
In August, 2017, an active member of the village took the responsibility of 
mobilising donations in cash and kind from within and outside the village and 
successfully completed the sutra recitation. Each household contributed about Nu 
700 in cash and provided support in the form of firewood, rice, butter, cheese, 
vegetables, and labour for cooking and serving. Also, Jeeba village organises a 
monthly cleaning and waste disposal programme. 

The local gomchens (lay monks) are invited to conduct the annual Lochhoe in some 
homes in the villages of Kempa, Dhuezhi and Jeeba. There are a few gomchens and 
monks from other parts of Bhutan who have settled in Shari gewog and they also 
offer their spiritual services to the local people.

Building Houses and Local Bridges: a Dying Custom

During old times, people in Shari gewog helped each other build houses. There 
was no state rule to obtain wood permits, as is required today, and it was very easy 
to access wood for building. Except for the practice of hiring a local carpenter, zow, 
who was well paid in kind and some cash, the people contributed physical labour 
to build each other’s houses.  But this practice is dying in the face of modern ways 
of building houses.

Further, traditionally, the villages of Damji and Ramna were interdependent as a 
chiwog (a group of house make up a chiwog. All chiwogs make up a gewog). The 
two villages built a wooden bridge near Ramna across the Dochu river. Ramna 
village, a lone single settlement, relied heavily on Damji village which is located 
nearby. The bridge was a vital connection with neighbouring villages which are 
located across the river. The people in the chiwog used the bridge to collect 
firewood from the community land in Dorsekha, Dorochu, and Nyetsekha which 
are located above Shari village. At present, the government is in the process of 
building a new concrete bridge following the expiry of the old bridge’s life span. 
A temporary wooden bridge was constructed for public use until the completion 
of the new bridge. The Dochu bridge is indispensable for daily public use. Many 
important public offices located in Shari gewog and in the vicinity of the dzongkhag 
administration use the bridge. 

Caring For the Sick 

Prior to modern health care services, during illness, people sought advice and 
services of the local tsip (astrologer) to cure illness in the villages.  In addition, 
people conducted community rimdro to ward off epidemics at the local Rimdro 
Lhakhang, located in the centre of Kempa village. Like Senge Drak monastery 
above Jeeba village, Rimdro Lhakang is community owned and managed. The 
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people take turns to be the rimdro patron and contribute physical labour, food, 
and other logistic support. 

About 20 years ago there was a tradition of appeasing village Lu, supernatural beings 
who are believed to be keepers of earth, water, forest and rocks. The local pawo 
(male shaman) conducted the ritual called Bonku. Today, individual households 
conduct this ritual but it is not done as a community any more. The community 
sense of conducting common rituals to appease the Lu for the communal benefit 
is completely gone.

According to Petersen, Dem, and Tshering22 most of the traditional self-help 
organisations were established to meet the practical needs of the community. “The 
common element in traditional practices is that, for the most part, they have been 
established as a result of needs felt by communities and have been organised in 
ways that utilise existing community resources efficiently and effectively”. A few 
living traditional practices at Shari Gewog support this argument.

Further, Petersen, Dem and Tshering33 list many traditional mechanisms 
practiced by rural societies: communal planting, harvesting, and organising local 
religious festivals, cremation arrangements, building and maintaining lhakhangs 
(monasteries), chortens (stupas), and mani dangrems, building houses, protecting 
agricultural land, pasture land management, archery or khuru tournaments,  
building and maintaining irrigation canals, protection of religious artifacts, 
production and marketing groups,  breeding bull management,  community forest 
plantation, drinking water management, and footpath maintenance. These show 
that traditional self-help instruments were community based arrangements which 
demonstrated coordination, collaboration, and consolidation. This implies a certain 
degree of sustainability bound by interdependence and mutual benefit. 

Community Governance: Inclusive or Exclusive?

Public life in traditional society was male dominated. Prior to the introduction of 
local governments like the Gewog Tshogde, village elders known as goshey-nyenshey, 
meaning individuals who can understand and listen well, and were informal 
local village leaders. They were normally men. Women played quiet private roles, 
shouldering child bearing, rearing and tending to manual farm work. This ethos is 
carried on even today. The elected gewog administrative and informal leaders are 
mostly men.

2  Petersen, Stephen, Dem, Rinzin and Tshering, Jit, 2000, Decentralisation and Participation at the Geog 
and Community Levels, RIM, Thimphu, page 6 
3  ibid
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Conclusion

Prior to the emergence of the modern civil society organisations (CSOs) that 
exist today, traditional agrarian Bhutanese society relied on locally available 
interdependent and self-help mechanisms to address various societal needs and 
challenges. They were organised according to unwritten rules, procedures, and 
systems which became the bedrock of life and functioning of the small rural village 
and gewog communities.  

At Shari gewog in Paro, people are still bound together by collective traditional 
practices. This entails sharing drinking and irrigation water, labour exchange 
arrangement during peak farming seasons including paddy transplantation, 
weeding and harvest, caring for the sick and the dead, organising community 
spiritual festival, building houses and bridges and, in recent years, managing waste. 
The community based civic engagement implies societal life based on the principle 
of interdependence, reciprocity, mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence.  

In addition, Shari’s case demonstrates that community leadership and organisation 
emerged based on existing skills, traditions, and relationships within the 
community. Although a few good practices died in the face of state-led modern 
development, some living practices reveal that modern CSOs can emulate self 
organised activities. Present CSOs could draw lessons from the traditional self-
help mechanisms to build a sustainable and humane society based on the values 
of interdependence and peaceful coexistence to address common good. This may 
help build societal leadership, relying on a cooperative spirit to drive coordination, 
collaboration, and consolidation in society.
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Emergence of Civil Society in Bhutan
Lam Dorji

Given that civil society is generally understood as the total space outside the domain 
of the government and private sectors in which civilians act collectively to pursue 
common interests, there is no denying that civil society in Bhutan existed long before 
we even knew what civil society actually meant. While some believe and argue that 
civil society is a recent development in Bhutan, there are many who have argued 
otherwise. The truth is civil society did exist in Bhutan since ancestral times, but the 
concept of formalised civil society emerged only in the late 1980s. 

Back in the early 1990s, I had just graduated and began exploring employment 
and career opportunities. Inspired by the environmental education programmes and 
activities of the Royal Society for Protection of Nature (RSPN) I, and few of my 
graduate friends, were given the opportunity to carry out RSPN’s “Clean Stream” 
project. Back then, I did not realise that I was already pursuing a career in the civil 
society sector as the term “civil society” was rarely used. In 1993, I secured a job 
with RSPN as the Programme/Administrative Officer. As I progressed on the career 
ladder I took on the role of programme officer, senior programme officer, Acting 
Executive Director, and Executive Director before moving on to the private sector in 
2014. Today, it appears that my entire career with RSPN has had much association 
with the emergence of organised civil society in Bhutan. This article is a personal 
account of the emergence of civil society in Bhutan.

Based on my experience in the civil society sector, the emergence of civil society in 
Bhutan may be best described in terms of the evolutionary stages. 

Era of De-facto Civil Society (Pre 1990s)

This stage represents the era in which isolated rural communities evolved and 
practiced self-help mechanisms to cater to individual and community needs for 
economic and spiritual well-being. Before the launch of planned socio-economic 
development in 1961, much of the community needs were catered through traditional 
collective self-help systems. Over the centuries, isolated rural communities pursued 
subsistence livelihoods characterised by interdependence among members of the 
community. For example, individual household needs that were beyond the capacity 
of one household were realised through in-kind material and labour contributions 
from other households in the community. Such practices were based on principles of 
reciprocity and rotational obligations. Likewise, customary practices and traditions 
also existed to cater to common communal needs for construction, maintenance, and 
management of irrigation and drinking water supply, footpaths, and temples, and 
organising community rituals and festivities.
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While formal government assistance for development of rural areas began with the 
initiation of the Five Year Plans (FYPs) in the early 1960s, customary practices 
and traditional institutions remained instrumental in driving collective action at the 
community level. As the country progressed with policy reforms, modern legislation, 
and increased FYP development interventions at the local level, such traditions 
and institutions began fading away, diminishing in significance and legitimacy. 
However, with the limited capacity of the government to provide for every need of 
the community, traditional institutions and customary practices continued to play a 
significant role in supplementing the efforts of the government, predominantly in 
areas related to construction of houses, agricultural activities such as cultivation and 
harvesting of crops, funeral rites, and rituals, among others.

Nascent Stage (1970 -2007)

The nascent stage refers to the period in which national non-governmental 
organisations began to emerge as government initiatives in the absence of any specific 
civil society laws. During this period, the Royal Government of Bhutan (RGoB), 
under the leadership of His Majesty The Fourth Druk Gyalpo, played a crucial role 
in setting the stage for the birth of civil society in the country. The coming into 
existence of both international and national NGOs pioneered the engagement of 
the “third sector”  - the civil society sector - in the socio-economic development of 
Bhutan. This was made possible under two distinct initiatives namely i) engagement 
of international non-governmental entities and ii) support for establishment of 
national NGOs. 

Engagement of International Non-governmental Entities 

The launch of the first FYP in 1961 marked the birth of organised civil society in 
the country. It was the beginning of a period in which Bhutan became increasingly 
exposed to the international community, thereby opening its doors to foreign 
assistance and development partners. Apart from bilateral donors, the Royal 
Government initiated selective engagement of multilateral and international non-
governmental organisations such as Helvetas Swiss Intercooperation in 1975, World 
Wildlife Fund-US in 1977, Save the Children-US in 1982, and SNV in 1988. 
These development partners were essentially civil society organisations, then more 
conveniently termed as international non-governmental organisations (INGOs). 

Support for Establishment of National NGOs

The Royal Government of Bhutan (RGoB) played a crucial role in setting the stage 
for emergence of national NGOs in the absence of specific CSO laws. Under the 
leadership of His Majesty The Fourth King, the RGoB also played a vital role in 
the establishment and operation of pioneering NGOs through initial start-up 
institutional support. For example, the RSPN was established in 1987 with the 
blessings of His Majesty The Fourth King and the associated government support 
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for office space and subsequent Royal patronage provided by the then Crown 
Prince Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck. The Youth Development Fund (YDF) 
was established in 1998, under the leadership of Her Majesty The Queen Mother 
Tshering Pem Wangchuck, by command of His Majesty The Fourth King along 
with a capital endowment and funds from the government for construction of its 
office and youth facilities. The Tarayana Foundation was established in 2003 under 
the leadership of Her Majesty The Queen Mother Dorji Wangmo Wangchuck with 
government support in the form of deputation of a civil servant as its chief executive. 

The existence of the above national NGOs was possible only with the blessings of 
His Majesty the King and case-by-case support from the Royal Government of 
Bhutan. All the above organisations were allotted government land on nominal lease 
rent to accommodate their head offices. In addition, these organisations were also 
granted tax exemption by the Ministry of Finance, thereby relieving them of the 
requirement to pay taxes on their financial income as well as for import of items for 
their organisations. With no official mechanism to register and monitor the work of 
NGOs, there was also an interim measure designating the Ministry of Home and 
Cultural Affairs as the registry for the national non-governmental entities operating 
in the country. 

One critical aspect of this nascent stage of civil society development in Bhutan was 
the lack of understanding among government officials about the important role civil 
society plays in nation building. As a result, there was the general tendency on the 
part of government officials to look at work of NGOs as competing rather than 
supplementing and as needing strict monitoring and control.

Fledgling Stage (2007 Onwards)

This stage denotes the beginning of organised civil society organisations (CSOs) 
wherein CSOs are granted the legal opportunity for registration and operation. This 
was enabled with the enactment of the Civil Society Organisations Act of 2007, a 
landmark in the history of civil society development in Bhutan. This Act defines civil 
society organisations and provides the legal platform for both foreign and national 
CSOs to register and operate in Bhutan. While it was not evident at that time in 
2007, it is quite evident now that the initiative was one of several visionary initiatives 
of our Monarchs in preparing for the transition to parliamentary democracy in 2008. 
It goes to demonstrate the vision of the Monarchs in recognising the role of civil 
society in a democracy.  

With the establishment of the CSO Authority in 2009 and launch of CSO rules 
and regulations in 2010, civil society secured the legal space and mandate to play 
their rightful role in a democracy. This not only allowed existing NGOs to register 
as CSOs but also provided a major impetus for new CSOs to be established. 
Today there are 39 public benefit organisations (PBOs) and 10 mutual benefit 
organisations (MBOs). 
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While much progress has been achieved in promoting the role of civil society, 
much needs to be done in terms of CSOs fulfilling their rightful role of effectively 
representing the voices and concerns of society. In view of this, CSOs in Bhutan are 
currently at a fledgling stage.

Most CSOs are stuck with issues of initial establishment and institutional 
strengthening. Most CSOs are faced with the issue of citizen support coming in 
the form of spirit (verbal support) with no commensurate voluntary and financial 
contributions.

Learning to cope with the needs to complement and supplement the efforts of the 
government. CSOs are still faced with the challenge of gaining the confidence of 
relevant government ministries, agencies, and officials to recognise them as partners 
in development. 

Though registered and legally mandated for what they do, the civil society sector 
remains low on the priority of the government. Unless there are dedicated donor 
funds for CSO development, government resources for work of CSOs is non-
existent. Perhaps, the government is not in a position to fund CSOs. Maybe it is 
not considered desirable if CSOs are in the ideal situation of providing third party 
opinion and playing the role of watchdog to the government.   

Registration of certain types of CSOs, especially locally driven civil society initiatives 
that are part of global networks, are not clearly provided in the Act and regulations. 
This warrants a review of the Act in terms of the challenges faced by the existing 
and aspiring CSOs.

In concluding, it must be emphasised that Bhutan has adopted a slow but steady 
development of civil society organisations in the country. The required legal 
platform for registration and operation of CSOs is already in place. It has gone 
to the extent of allowing CSO representation in the Authority that regulates the 
CSOs. The ball is in the court of CSOs. It is now for the CSOs to play their rightful 
role. Their existence and success is based on the principle of competitiveness that 
apply to businesses. Those that do well in garnering public support will sustain and 
grow. Those that don’t will die a natural death. The good news is that government 
officials, bureaucrats, and the general public are beginning to realise the role of non-
government organisations in a fledgling democracy. It is up to the CSOs to strategise, 
build respective constituencies, and contribute meaningfully to nation building. 
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Birth of the National Youth Association 
of Bhutan (NYAB) - the First 
Non-governmental Initiative

An Interview with Dasho Paljor J. Dorji, one of the pioneers of NYAB

The Druk Journal: How did the idea of starting the first non-governmental organisation, 
the National Youth Association of Bhutan (NYAB), come about?

Dasho Paljor J. Dorji: We felt that the growing number of youth coming out of 
schools should have a representation. We have to get together and should know 
what each one is doing. So we said let’s meet at the Swiss Bakery. We said let’s 
organise this and my wife, Louise Dorji, she was to be the secretary. We asked Her 
Royal Highness Ashi Dechen Wangmo to be the President and Her Royal Highness 
agreed… It was just basically to get together - meet and have fun. So, you know, boys 
get to meet the girls also and otherwise. I am sure lot of marriages also happened 
because of the NYAB get together. 

The Druk Journal: How difficult or easy was it to start NYAB, especially to get 
government support and volunteers?

Dasho Paljor J. Dorji: There was no difficulty. I mean there was no government 
thing. It wasn’t a registered thing. I don’t think any of us even knew what an 
NGO meant that time. Today, of-course, this is a big deal, the CSO - civil 
society. We had just said let’s form our own youth association. You know, like 
you form a football association or something like that. We decided to start a 
radio programme, Radio NYAB. That was Rongthung, Karma Tenzin, so it was 
his idea and we all agreed. 

The owner of the Swiss Bakery, Turie Chirsten, he was a radio engineer and he’d 
come from Switzerland. His Majesty The Third King had given permission for him 
to live in Bhutan. And he offered to be our radio engineer to organise the whole 
thing. So the main thing was about getting permission from the government to use 
the wireless station, which was up in Taba. We went to Dasho Karma Letho who 
was the Communications secretary. The late Lyonpo Sangay Pejore was the deputy 
minister for Communications and we asked permission to use the wireless station 
on Sundays when it was shut. Just for one hour every Sunday. They were very kind 
and they gave us the permission. 

We had a number of people who listened to the Voice of America and BBC. So 
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somebody would volunteer to put the news together. I was then requested to be the 
first newsreader, to read the news. At the appointed date we were at Taba, in the 
wireless station, waiting for these guys to come with the news. They were late because, 
you know, it takes time to listen to news and then write down the news. Being 
Sunday morning, of course, they may have been out Saturday night or something. 

We had a small table with three chairs and one microphone… It was a very simple 
wireless station - 400-watt. And I started by saying the guys bringing the news 
haven’t brought the news but we have to start the same appointed time since you 
all are listening. So let me start by saying something about the NYAB – why we 
started it. What were our aspirations – you know, to get the youth together so that 
we could know each other. Those were the early days of nation building.

Then I just happen to look at my watch – it was 3 o’clock. We followed Indian 
Standard Time those days. And I said well it’s 3:30 Bhutan Standard Time and 
everybody moved their watch half hour forward. Amazing! That’s when I realized 
how powerful the radio was… The next morning – the late Home Minister, Kidu 
Lyonpo Tamzhing Jagar, he went up to the home ministry and he looked at his 
watch and said, “This morning all you guys arrived early.” And they said, “No la 
lyonpo, you are late, la.” The lyonpo replied, “but it’s only 9 o’clock.” They replied 
again, “No la, it’s 9:30.” He then said, “Oh, yeah, since when?” And changed his 
watch to half hour forward.

His Majesty The King also put his watch half hour forward. And so we had Bhutan 
Standard Time. 

When the news did come I looked at the news – it was all about war, disease, the 
Vietnam War was going on. I said, you know it’s a beautiful Sunday and on a beautiful 
occasion like this why tell you about troubles in the world, which is only about war…
war…war. Let’s continue with our discussion about the good things. Look to the 
future of our country, Bhutan.

The Druk Journal: Were there any rules guiding NYAB and how were you operating?

Dasho Paljor J. Dorji:  Not that I know of. They continued with NYAB. The real 
NYAB actually continued functioning as the radio station and that was done by 
Louise Dorji. I must say, they did a fantastic job. Then one fine day, the government 
took over and regularised everybody in NYAB. It was the birth of the Bhutan 
Broadcasting Service. 

The Druk Journal:  Looking back now, how successful do you think the idea of NGOs 
has been?

Dashi Paljor J. Dorji: Well, I don’t know. I mean when you talk about NGOs, you 
know it’s so difficult to associate NYAB as an NGO. But, yeah, it did play a very 
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important role. We started many things - good things. What fun we used to have 
and we organised a lot of parties. Those days, Thimphu was a dead town – one horse 
town - and we did get things going.
 
The Druk Journal: From just one CSO in 1973 to now over 50 such non-profit 
organisations, including the Public and Mutual Benefit Organisations… what does it 
indicate for the country at large?

Dasho Paljor J. Dorji: The next NGO, which has not been given enough credit, 
was the National Women’s Association of Bhutan. It was also started in those early 
days. Dasho Daw Dem was its head. Ashi Sonam Choden was the patroness. We 
all had to pay back. Do something for our country. The government could not do 
everything. I think this is the maturing of Bhutanese. As we grow up today I see 
a lot of the youth volunteering… a lot of the youth who want to give back to their 
country and help the needy who are less fortunate. 

I think that’s a wonderful spirit. NGOs generally stand for that. It’s not that the 
government is not doing things but sometimes government is restricted in everything 
it has to do. So the NGO steps in. Let me go back to the early days… when I 
started Royal Society for Protection of Nature (RSPN). One of the reasons was we 
were being misrepresented in all the international conferences. Oh, this is what is 
happening in Bhutan and that is what is happening in Bhutan. And we had no say. 
We wanted to have a say and say - hey, that is not true. We know how to look after 
our nature. We have conservation. We have things going on. But then when the 
government said it, in those days, people really didn’t believe the government reports 
because they felt the governments cooked up their reports. So they wanted to hear 
independent opinions and that’s the NGO opinion. 

Let’s talk about the other NGOs coming up… to name a few, Tarayana and the 
YDF, among others. Then there are those not so well to do. Maybe they do not 
have royal patronage and all, but they are doing some fantastic work. Especially 
I would like to mention Tashi Namgay of Kidney Foundation who is a kidney 
transplant recipient. He felt that this is what he experienced and he would like 
to make sure that people who suffer like him from diabetes and need kidney 
transplants can benefit from his experience.  He has a wonderful heart. Here I 
would also like to mention Chablop Passu Tshering, who started Bhutan Toilet. 
You know, clean toilets can make a huge difference in a country’s reputation. Then 
there more marginalised ones like Lhaksam. You know, this is the trouble with us, 
Bhutanese – at face – generous, but when it comes to the crunch we say I don’t 
really think we can have you as a member of our gym because I might lose my 
other clients because they scared of getting infected with HIV AIDS. That stigma 
should not be there. 

The Druk Journal:  How do you see the future of NGOs or Civil Society Organisations 
as it is known here in the long run?
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Dasho Paljor J. Dorji:  Well, one thing for sure is there are too many sprouting up. 
And definitely we have to be careful that we don’t end up like Nepal. I think Nepal 
has around 28,000 NGOs. I mean there are one-man NGOs, husband and wife-
NGOs. This is something we have to avoid here in Bhutan. I think, the NGO body, 
which looks into giving licenses to CSOs should be super strict. 

The Druk Journal:   How have the roles and responsibilities of CSOs changed with 
change in our system of government from monarchy to a constitutional democracy?

Dasho Paljor J. Dorji: I have been not that involved with that. But definitely, the 
accountability has increased. One point I want to mention here is - individuals have 
started most of these CSOs. Now it’s all wonderful to start for a greater cause with 
one man but then you must make sure that you are not a one-man NGO. You have 
to be able to have a board, be accountable to the board. There comes a time when 
you have to let go. You must have started something wonderful but you could also 
destroy it by becoming a dinosaur. As times change many do not know how to let 
go of the reins of power.  

The Druk Journal: Bhutan has always strived to build its strength as nation on 
volunteerism so what does it mean to have an increasing number of CSOs in the country?

Dashi Paljor J. Dorji: I would like to see some CSOs come up, not in Thimphu. I 
should like them to be working in the field where the people are really in need of 
help.  When you start a CSO, you should get up and start doing things. Don’t expect 
rewards or thanks or anything. Just put your head down and do it. And when people 
come to help – you don’t say I need a computer, I need a car, and all the goodies. 
The moment you put down all these goodies in your list, donors are going to look 
at you and say, now I don’t like this guy. You should start by saying, I am going to 
do this and you have to put in a lot of effort. You have to show the passion and the 
dedication to the cause you are working for. The people will come and say, hey, I can 
help you to perform better.  

The Druk Journal: There has also been the general feeling even among the CSOs that 
50 CSOs for a small country with population of around 700,000 is a lot… what do you 
think?

Dasho Paljor J. Dorji: I will not give or pass a judgment or opinion on this because 
I don’t know who are the 50. But I am sure there are one or two bad eggs in that 50. 
And CSOs when we meet and gather around there should be an exchange of ideas 
and cooperation so that we try not to duplicate. We should support each other… 
compliment each other’s efforts.  

The Druk Journal: How sustainable is the growing number of CSOs at a time when 
there is a drastic fall in philanthropic contributions across the world?
Dasho Paljor J. Dorji: We should not depend on philanthropic contributions around 
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the world. I mean we are doing things over here and we start a CSO to do something 
for our less fortunate people, not to just look for funds outside. First thing you have 
to do is – you have to try look within our own country. Why should we keep looking 
to foreigners to keep coming? Let me tell you one thing – if people think Bhutan 
needs money – there are lot of situations round the world which are so terrible that 
will make the Bhutanese cry and expect us to give to them. We are very lucky that 
we are in good situation. We do have people in need, but such needs should be met 
by our own people. 
 
The Druk Journal:  Are Bhutanese people volunteers by nature?

Dasho Paljor J. Dorji: I think there is this wonderful spirit. I think that Bhutanese are 
good volunteers. You see it in the everyday life. I think, that’s one thing – it’s inbuilt 
in our society - to volunteer to help each other. It’s inbuilt in our agriculture system 
- when we have such small population and large land, everybody gets together. It’s 
a communal system. I have no bad things to say about Bhutanese, I only have good 
things to say.  As a people – as a group I think, the example is set at the top. 

Their Majesties - they set the example and I think it’s rubbed down all the way. 
And I think every Bhutanese has that. That’s the wonderful spirit of the Bhutanese 
people.
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Nurturing Civil Society – Building 
Legitimacy, Ensuring Relevance 

Siok Sian Pek-Dorji

Introduction 

The government of Bhutan has initiated a process to review the civil society 
organisation (CSO) rules and regulations, nearly eight years after the establishment 
of a formal registration system for CSOs. This is expected to provide a much-needed 
analysis of the direction and impact of civil society in Bhutan. 

Bhutanese CSOs welcomed the initiative that should open up more space for groups 
- both formal and informal - to associate. A number of CSOs met as early as 2016 at 
an annual retreat to review the CSO Act and the rules1. We believe that the review 
must begin with the Act which frames the broad direction for CSO growth. Also, a 
conducive environment can be created only if the views of CSOs are taken on board.

This comes at a time when we see organisations in the global non-profit sector also 
calling for a review of the legislative environment to meet changing needs. 

Not surprisingly, there are “tensions” between the state and civil society groups in 
a country not fully acclimatised to the presence of civil society. These tensions are 
familiar to many countries that have a longer history of NGOs (non governmental 
organisations) and CSOs. Bhutan’s history with civil society, however, is very 
different from the global experience. We are a long way from the violent activism 
that characterise some international NGOs. Given the right environment, Bhutan 
can ensure that civil society development serves the best interests of the country.

Development partners such as the European Union are openly calling on the 
government to be “open to civil society”, and to “try and seek longer term partnership 
with civil society organisations”2.  

This article will review the current state of CSO growth in the context of the 
regulatory environment in Bhutan, highlight some of the constraints that civil 
society faces, and propose changes to keep up with the times. 

1  This was formally reviewed at a CSO retreat although minor efforts were made in earlier CSO monthly 
meetings to discuss shortcomings of the Act and Rules that govern CSOs. 
2  From a statement made by the EU Head of Co-operations, Johann Hesse, when EU launched the 
support to civil society programme in Thimphu on August 14th, 2017. 
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Current Concerns

In 2017 a total of 54 CSOs are registered although only 48 are operational, according 
to the CSO Authority. However, key institutions of governance, including the 
Cabinet and civil service, seem unconvinced about the importance of civil society.  
These institutions have expressed concerns about the “fast growing” numbers and 
their long-term sustainability. A perception study in 2017 noted the concern about 
the risk of “briefcase” CSOs that are so common in South Asia3.

 “We need to be mindful that, as a small country, we can easily have too many CSOs 
that may be doing the same thing and duplicating efforts,” said the Prime Minister 
in his State of the Nation address in 2015. 
 
“In a small country, how many CSOs can we have and how can they all be sustainable?” 
a Cabinet minister asked recently. 

“The government has recognised the role of CSOs in the development process, 
it’s now up to CSOs to prove themselves,” said a government planner at a societal 
leadership summit held in May, 2017, to bring together civil society and government 
partners to strengthen coordination, collaboration, and consolidation. 

These comments reflect concerns even as CSOs received the highest recognition for 
service to the nation when His Majesty The King awarded 22 CSOs the National 
Order of Merit (gold)4 on Bhutan’s National Day 2016. It shows that the government 
is still cautious about the role of civil society and that CSOs face the challenge of 
needing to prove themselves and gain the confidence of the people, government, and 
the business sector. 

Add to this the fact that many people, even those who work in CSOs, struggle to fully 
understand the nature and role of civil society. In the minds of the general populace, 
CSOs are often linked to government or misunderstood as government agencies. It 
is clear that the identity of CSOs is still being shaped. The nature of CSOs is such 
that they are not just development partners of the government. CSOs sometimes exist 
simply to give voice to people’s interests and needs, for example, the LGBT community.

Legislation Shaping Growth

The Parliament of Bhutan approved a CSO Act in 2007 to prepare for democracy 
that was “gifted” by His Majesty The Fourth King to the Bhutanese people. A CSO 
Authority was established in 2009 to facilitate the emergence of what the 2010 CSO 
Rules and Regulations describe as “healthy” civil society organisations. 

3  From a draft report on a perception study on civil society organisations undertaken by the Royal Institute 
of Management, Bhutan, 2017
4  The award was for recognition of their services to the nation in “volunteering and working towards 
humanitarian values, preserving culture and tradition, and national objectives”.
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CSO legislation was drafted at a time when Bhutan was preparing for the 
introduction of democratic governance. It was a time when the developing world, the 
South Asian region particularly, had already witnessed decades of the proliferation 
of non-governmental organisations that unfortunately became synonymous with 
corruption. Elsewhere, NGOs became anti-government activists in countries where 
governments were failing to meet people’s needs. In response, governments clamped 
down on their activities. 

In contrast, Bhutanese society had trust in the state that had always been steered 
by the Royal Government. This public trust continues and our civil society is less 
likely, in the foreseeable future, to take the confrontational path of NGOs in other 
countries. The very fact that we use the phrase CSOs rather than NGOs reflects this 
caution and highlights the difference in thinking and approach. 

According to a legislator who was involved in the drafting of Bhutan’s CSO 
regulations, a concern at the time of drafting the Act was that CSOs could grow so 
large that they would become parallel governments in local communities. Another 
underlying fear is that CSOs could be “politicised” and become partisan to political 
parties. 

Thus the Act was aimed at creating a more controlled and stable environment with 
clear government priorities. The CSO Act and regulations are aimed at creating a 
civil society space that complements the activities of government. 

The preamble to the CSO Act states that CSOs are being registered to “strengthen 
civil society by developing human qualities and rendering humanitarian services”. 
The Act states that CSOs do not include trade unions, political parties, co-operatives, 
or religious organisations which are devoted primarily to religious worship. 

It categorises CSOs into public benefit and mutual benefit groups. Public benefit 
organisations are described as those serving to “supplement or complement” the 
efforts of government in various fields. Mutual benefit organisations aim to advance 
the shared interests of their members.

CSOs are obligated to be conscious of Bhutanese traditions and values. The preamble 
to the CSO rules states:

CSOs must take cognisance of the existence of kidu which has benefitted and 
continues to benefit the socially and economically marginalised citizens of our 
society since the days of our first Monarchs. In the spirit of creating a unique 
fabric of civil society that’s suited to our own model of development, kidu must 
be held sacrosanct and CSOs must work in a constructive partnership with the 
government to fulfill the government’s policies and programmes.

The preambles to the Act and Rules come closest to describing the government’s 
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policy on civil society. The statements require the government to look at CSOs not 
as “competitors”, as is the tendency, and to map a space and method of collaboration 
and partnership between government and CSOs. But CSOs as development partners 
is just one facet of the globally accepted role of civil society. 

Beyond Development Partners

Civil society is understood the world over as being more than just “development” 
oriented organisations. His Majesty The King told the nation that, “A strong civil 
society is a fundamental pillar of democracy”. As a democracy, it is critical that 
Bhutan also looks beyond the service-oriented and welfare approach that has been 
so narrowly defined in the current legislation. Civil society requires citizens to learn 
about their public roles and to exercise their civic duties. 

The association and the resulting action of civil society groups represent the transition 
of the Bhutanese populace from being loyal subjects to becoming responsible citizens 
of a democratic constitutional monarchy. Participation and action in governance 
becomes a mandate and is enshrined in Articles 7 and 8 of the Constitution of 
Bhutan, relating to rights and duties of citizens. Exercising our civic duties is as 
important as voting in elections. 

Constitutional agencies, such as the Anti Corruption Commission, clearly see a role 
for CSOs beyond providing services and have called on CSOs to work towards 
increasing accountability measures with regard to government activities.5

Legislation also prevents CSOs from being directly involved in party politics. In this 
regard, there is a need to distinguish between being “partisan” and “non–political”. 
CSO work requires that we adopt a particular viewpoint and even to make some 
political choices, e.g pro-animal groups, supporting local economies, reducing 
domestic violence, gender equality, and taking on rights-based work spearheaded 
by Bhutan’s own development partners. Being political in this sense does not mean 
being aligned to any political party. All CSOs today subscribe to being non-partisan 
and are not aligned to political parties.

From a political science perspective, civil society also encompasses what Thomas 
Metzger calls the “ideological marketplace”6, the flow of information and ideas, 
including those that evaluate and critique the state. Guided by our vision of Gross 
National Happiness (GNH), we can reframe this as an ideological space that 
includes the media and a range of activities in the cultural and intellectual realm 
such as universities, publishing agencies, film makers, artistic performances, drama, 
and so on. 
Such a space is only just beginning to emerge in Bhutan but is critical for the success 
5  This issue was discussed at ACC’s meeting with CSOs held in August, 2017 as well as in previous 
interactions with CSOs.
6  Larry Diamond. 1999. Developing Democracy: Towards Consolidation. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press.
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of civil society, and ultimately for a GNH society. Civil society is, therefore, an 
inherent part of a GNH state. 

The concept of GNH is not a promise or a guarantee to make everyone happy. 
GNH is recognised as the duty of the state to create conditions for people to pursue 
happiness, happiness being the sense of well-being and contentment. Therefore, the 
creation of an enabling legal environment for civil society, from a GNH perspective, 
is one of the best investments that the government can make to develop a healthy 
civil society, one that strengthens social trust and empowerment and serves societal 
interests. An active civil society is all about public needs, and helps build community 
and social cohesion. In the long-term, this contributes to a stronger democracy. 

Policy on Civil Society

How then can Bhutan move away from a policy of caution - some would even 
say distrust and fear – of CSOs to one that is based on building trust and is more 
enabling? 

Considering Bhutan’s current needs as a changing society and emerging democracy, 
such a policy can build on the tradition and history of self-help groups and 
volunteerism. Civil society, after all, is a natural progression from the self-help 
groups and associations that were central to traditional community life in Bhutan. 
Through active tshogpas and associations Bhutanese have always understood the 
need to, and exercised their ability to, come together and associate for the common 
good to address local needs. 

The policy will need to be more inclusive and broad. Legislation should support 
the ability of CSOs to fulfil their missions while requiring them to be transparent 
and accountable with sound disclosure guidelines. It can help build a new form of 
social trust that enables CSOs to associate along larger community interests, thereby 
strengthening the sustainability of civil society and ultimately, a stronger and more 
cohesive nation.  
 
Building Trust and Legitimacy

An enabling environment, while largely shaped by legislation, must also be influenced 
by the willingness of CSOs to work towards building civil society.

CSO members themselves constantly seek the endorsement and recognition of 
the government. CSO members often say that the CSO Authority must convene 
meetings with government - that the state must recognise the value of CSO periodic 
meetings. While this may simply reflect the fact that CSOs are still trying to gain 
the trust and support of government, civil society is not government and has to be 
free from government processes. 
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Legitimacy comes not just from recognition by the state. It has to begin with civil 
society’s own perception of itself and its confidence in our collective associations. 
CSOs must have the confidence to take decisions together and to see these decisions 
as being truly representative of the will of a group of people who have come together 
in the common interest of strengthening civil society. 

CSOs are beginning to recognise that the issues discussed at quarterly meetings7 
are common interests. They are a part of the process of defining priorities and needs. 
This in itself gives CSOs the legitimacy to carry out collective decisions and move 
away from the habit of waiting for government to lead and spearhead policies and 
ideas. The strengthening of a core committee among CSOs is important in growing 
a more collaborative space for building trust among civil society members. 

Legitimacy also comes when CSOs gain the trust of the people. CSOs cannot simply 
rely on our non–profit status as proof of our commitment. Trust is earned through 
our commitment to society, through the quality of our work, and our dedication to 
fulfil public needs. 

It is time to reverse the government’s perception of CSOs as “competitors” even as 
development support shrinks. 

What Needs to Change?

•  The CSO Act, along with the Rules and Regulations, need to be updated 
to create a more progressive environment. 

•  There is the need for a policy that will be inclusive and responsive to 
varying needs, including both formal and informal associations. Such a 
policy should draw on the views of CSOs.

•  While the Act spells out how foreign CSOs can be formally registered, 
several of these organisations, in existence in Bhutan before the 2007 
Act, continue to enter into Memorandum of Understanding with the 
government instead. This needs to be addressed and the Act applied with 
uniformity as more international CSOs are likely to come to Bhutan. 

•  Article 6 of the CSO Act states that no CSO shall “engage in any activities 
that are directly related to public elections”. CSOs have suggested that 
this be rephrased to state that “no CSO should engage in party politics, 
campaign on behalf of political parties, or favour any political party in its 
work”.

 The same article states that no CSO shall “be involved in political activity”. 

7  CSOs meet every quarterly in the capital, Thimphu, to discuss CSO affairs and all related issues. These 
meetings were held monthly and formalised into quarterly meetings conducted on rotation amongst CSOs.
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This clause is not necessary because the above clause bars CSOs from 
party politics. It can also be misconstrued because CSOs may take stands 
on issues and lobby with the government for or against policies on these 
issues.

•  While guided by the Royal Audit Authority on the overall national 
regulations, CSOs should develop their own standards based on universal 
best practices of non-profits as long as they do not contradict existing 
policies.

•  The government should consider introducing tax waivers and support to 
CSOs based on their areas of activity. For example, taxes on cigarettes 
and alcohol and other similar taxes can be directed to support the work of 
CSOs providing rehabilitation services or supporting youth development. 
This is common international practice.

•  In a changing global environment, CSOs should be permitted to change 
their priorities and focus without having to dissolve and re-register.

•  The CSO Secretariat should be strengthened and the mandates and roles 
of the Secretariat and the Authority clarified.

•   Legislation should be broad and accountability monitored through regular 
audits. The capacity of CSOs to regulate themselves can be strengthened 
and bureaucracy reduced. 

•  Government partners and regulators and the public need to be educated 
on the role of CSOs and the CSO Act. 

•  There needs to be better cooperation among CSOs and between 
government and CSOs. 

Envisioning a Future
 
CSOs in Bhutan are emerging as a “fraternity” after several years of regular 
consultations and networking. In February, 2017, 46 representatives of 37 CSOs 
attended a retreat during which they envisioned a future for civil society in Bhutan8. 
The vision, which looks ten years ahead, is as follows:

•  A civil society to promote an equitable, just, inclusive, and compassionate 
society.

8  The final vision and mission was adopted in a CSO quarterly meeting held on 6 April, 2017 held in 
Thimphu at the Royal Textile Academy. 
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From this the mission was drawn to set the aspirations for the creation of a healthy 
civil society to serve the needs of the Bhutanese public:

•  To strengthen civil society as a credible, compassionate, and inclusive agent 
of change guided by Gross National Happiness values

•  To create a collaborative, inclusive and enabling environment to address 
the diverse needs of people and all forms of life

•  To promote, advocate, and strengthen active citizen engagement in 
democratic governance and development of communities. 

The Way Forward

We have the opportunity of creating a more open society and an environment where 
civil society can work with the government and business sectors. We can co-design a 
space needed for citizens to associate, test, and exercise their civic senses to become 
engaged citizens of a democracy. 

Bhutan has a strong state with democratic institutions in place at a time when 
the world is struggling with weak democracies and failed states. Our system must, 
however, remain open to feedback and put in place more inclusive measures in 
consultation with the people. How can we provide the opportunity for civil society 
to develop, even at the risk of failure? It is by learning and reflection that we grow 
more robust as a society. The current efforts by CSOs to network and collaborate are 
instrumental in building civil society in Bhutan. 

Global experience and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals show that in 
today’s world social, economic and political problems cannot be solved without an 
alliance between the state, non-profits, and businesses needs constant maturing. Yes, 
there are challenges in creating civil society but this is a vital space that cannot be 
sacrificed. 
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Civil Society – Why it Matters
Dr Tashi Ronald Colman

Civil society refers to the web of interpersonal connections that includes community 
engagement, volunteer work, social support networks, and groups of people who get 
together to help each other and benefit society. These connections can be completely 
informal, encompassing people in the village helping out those who are sick, elderly 
and disabled, or they can be formal through civil society organisations such as 
Tarayana, Youth Development Fund, Royal Society for Protection of Nature (RSPN), 
and Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative.

In theory at least, what all these activities have in common is that they are not run by 
government, they are not there to make a profit or get rich, and they exist to provide 
social benefit. In practice, of course, the dividing lines are not so clear. There are groups 
with royal patronage, many depend on government funding, and some may even be 
misused to further personal ambition. But it’s fair to say, as surveys have also shown, 
that people attracted to civil society work generally do it because they care and want 
to help others. 

What do these groups actually do? Volunteers in Bhutan coach and staff after-school 
sports activities, cook food for local festivals, fundraise for monasteries and youth 
organisations, provide lunch for school children who cannot afford to bring their 
lunch, provide counselling for youth in need, teach literacy, fight fires, engage in search 
and rescue operations, help in disaster recovery, clean up litter, provide culture and arts 
programmes, protect the environment, and help each other in informal ways by caring 
for the sick, helping neighbours with planting and harvests, and much more. 

So Why Isn’t That Work Valued?

It might seem obvious to ordinary folk that these things matter. Obviously, they 
improve our quality of life. But the sad reality is that these activities are mostly hugely 
undervalued, if not ignored altogether, or regarded with immense suspicion – not only 
in Bhutan but worldwide. How does that happen and why?

First, let’s look at how we count and measure what matters. Every nation measures its 
progress first and foremost by how fast the economy is growing. If Bhutan’s economy 
grows by 8 percent or 9 percent a year, that’s regarded as good news and the country is 
considered “better off ”. If growth shrinks to 1 percent or 2 percent a year, it’s seen as a 
big problem, and if the economy stops growing or shrinks in size, it’s really bad news. 
The tool we use to measure that economic growth is called “Gross Domestic Product” 
(GDP), and it counts the total value of all goods and services that Bhutan produces.
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The problem is that GDP only counts goods and services exchanged for money, and 
so it ignores all voluntary work and most civil society activities. If you hire and pay 
someone to help addicts, GDP goes up and the economy grows. But all the work 
that Lama Shenphen does on the streets of Thimphu – saving lives by stopping youth 
from overdosing, getting them into rehabilitation programmes, finding them jobs, and 
much more – is invisible in GDP. It counts for nothing. Why? Because he does it for 
free and so it doesn’t make the so-called “economy” grow!

Why do I say “so-called economy”? Because our definition of economy is way too narrow. 
What Lama Shenphen and thousands of other Bhutanese volunteers do is productive, 
economic activity. These volunteers provide services as surely as banks and insurance 
companies provide “services” that make GDP grow. In fact, if Lama Shenphen weren’t 
doing what he does, it would cost the market economy a lot of money – in added hospital, 
police and prison costs, lost productive labour, and added social service costs. 

In fact, volunteers save government, society and the “economy” the huge costs of having 
to provide those services for pay. Without that civil society work, our quality of life 
would become impoverished. No wonder the Fourth Druk Gyalpo bravely challenged 
the world’s dominant measure of progress when he pronounced that “Gross National 
Happiness is more important than Gross National Product”. Thirty five years later, the 
world sadly sticks to measures like GDP that ignore voluntary work and, therefore, 
grossly devalue the contributions of civil society.

But that’s not the only reason civil society activities are not properly acknowledged. 
Bhutan had a long history of absolute monarchy in which benefits and services flowed 
from the top. True democratic culture, including active citizen participation, is still in 
its infancy in Bhutan. Communities are not yet used to taking the initiative and taking 
responsibility for their own future. By and large, people still depend on government 
to provide for all needs. Not only in Bhutan, but elsewhere in the world, civil society 
groups are often viewed with suspicion because they often step in where government 
has failed, and so their work may be seen as explicit or implicit criticism of government 
shortcomings. In Nepal, government earthquake relief efforts were often marked by 
corruption, delay, and mismanagement, while civil society groups with thousands of 
volunteers heroically brought relief to the most remote and hard-hit mountain villages. 
And sometimes these civil society groups criticise government overtly for failures in 
their sphere of interest. 

Why Civil Society Matters

Precisely because of such challenges, it is necessary to spell out, and draw attention 
to the profound value both formal civil society organisations and informal volunteer 
networks are bringing to the kingdom of Bhutan.  

Beyond the immediate social, environmental, cultural, and other benefits of particular 
kinds of civil society activity a widespread, independent, and active network of community 



49

and voluntary organisations is also widely regarded as a critical indicator of healthy 
democracy. It is the arena in which we participate most fully as citizens, freely choosing 
our interests and associations, and expressing our deepest aspirations to help others. 

Democracy,  in other words,  is more than just voting once every few years, and is 
not served by citizen passivity between elections. Democracy means taking active 
responsibility for our future. Indeed, as then GNH Commission Secretary Dasho 
Karma Tshiteem said, welcoming the launch of the Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative 
in 2010: “Government can’t create a GNH society alone. We need active citizen 
participation.”  

For many social scientists, therefore, the strength of a society’s commitment to civil 
society and community-based groups is a touchstone of social health, stability, and 
harmony, and a major contributor to social and community well-being. 

Analysts have observed that a weak civil society, by contrast, is more subject to social 
unrest, alienation, and disintegration. It is frequently associated with higher rates 
of crime, drug abuse, and other dysfunctional activities, which eventually produce 
much greater social and economic costs than wise investment in the community and 
voluntary associations that strengthen the fabric of civil society. 

Jeremy Rifkin describes civil society as “the millions of people in every country who 
give of themselves to contribute to the common weal. It’s the ancient economics of 
gift-giving…. Each person giving of themselves to the community, maximises their 
own self-interest”. 

Rifkin recommends that schools not only train students for the market economy, but also 
encourage youth to “go out into their community, as part of their educational experience, 
and work in a non-profit neighbourhood organisation of their choice, to learn social 
capital”. Also, he predicts that in the 21st century, workers will spend 25 hours a week in 
the market economy, and the rest with family and volunteering in community1.

In a 2007 book, Paul Hawken describes an emerging global civil society consisting of 
between one and two million volunteer-based non-profit organisations dedicated to 
protecting the environment, promoting social justice, and creating a better world.2 

This apparently haphazardly-organised movement, Hawken says, is “the most 
complex coalition of organisations the world has ever seen,” the largest and fastest 
growing movement in history, and the world’s most powerful moral and social force. 
He argues that the movement is genuinely representative of citizens’ needs, concerns, 
and aspirations, and is in fact born from the failure of governments and business to 
represent those needs and interests effectively. 

1  Rifkin Jeremy, “The End of Work”, New City Magazine, vol.17(4), Summer, 1997, pages 10-18.
2  Hawken, Paul. 2007. Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being and 
Why No One Saw It Coming. Viking Press. New York.  
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In addition, research has found that social networks may play as important a role 
in protecting health, buffering against disease, and aiding recovery from illness as 
do behavioural and lifestyle choices such as quitting smoking, losing weight, and 
exercising.3 Social support networks, which extend from close family and friends to 
the broader community, are a major determinant of health, and are “reflected in the 
institutions, organisations and informal giving practices that people create to share 
resources and build attachments with others.”4 

For this reason, volunteer work is used by Statistics Canada and other statistical 
agencies as a key indicator of the kind of “supportive social environment” that can 
improve health.5 

Why Count the Economic Value of  Voluntary Work?

While contributing to health, democracy, and social harmony, and although motivated by 
generosity and care, civil society action also has a direct economic value. If it were suddenly 
withdrawn, either our standard of living and quality of life would deteriorate markedly, 
or else government and the private sector would have to provide the lost services for pay. 
Particularly in an era of government fiscal restraint, we depend even more directly on the 
work of volunteers to provide vital services that might otherwise not be performed.

However, the immense importance of voluntary work for the well-being and happiness 
of society is generally overlooked by governments and policy makers, largely because 
it is excluded from conventional GDP-based accounts and measures of progress that 
count only goods and services exchanged for pay. According to the International 
Labour Organisation, voluntary work “represents a more significant share of the 
workforce than is usually recognised” and “is often ignored or rarely captured in 
traditional economic statistics”.6

As noted by Lester Salamon, Director of the Johns Hopkins Centre for Civil Society 
Studies and one of the pioneers of non-profit sector empirical research: “The non-
profit or civil society sector remains the invisible subcontinent on the social landscape 
of most countries, poorly understood by policymakers and the public at large, often 
encumbered by legal limitations, and inadequately utilised as a mechanism for 
addressing public problems. 

3  See, for example: Mustard, J.F., and Frank, J. 1991. The Determinants of Health, (CIAR Publication No. 
5) Canadian Institute for Advanced Research, Toronto. 
4  Health Canada. 1999. Toward a Healthy Future: Second Report on the Health of Canadians, Ottawa, 
Ontario: Government of Canada, p. 60. http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ph-sp/report-rapport/toward/report-
eng.php.
5  Ibid, pp. 60–62.  
6  International Labour Organization. 2011. Manual on the Measurement of Volunteer Work. International 
Labour Office, Geneva, Switzerland. http://ccss.jhu.edu/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2011/09/ILO_
Manual_FINAL_8.29.2011.pdf.  
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One reason for this is the lack of basic information on its scope, structure, financing, 
and contributions in most parts of the world. This lack of information is due in part 
to the fact that significant components of the non-profit sector fall within the non-
observed, or informal, economy”. 7  

What’s needed, Salomon says, is to put “the civil society sector on the economic map 
of the world.”. To this end, the United Nations Secretary-General in 2001 called for 
nations to build a knowledge base on volunteer work, and especially to identify the 
economic value of voluntary work.8

The immense contributions of civil society are still far from being visible on “the 
economic map of the world”. However, Bhutan can be proud that it is one of the first 
countries in the world making the attempt to put voluntary community work at least 
on its own national economic map.

Counting the Value of Civil Society Services in Bhutan

Thus, in early 2012, Bhutan launched an effort to bring GNH principles and the 
value of the country’s social and natural wealth into the National Accounts. Until 
that time, as in the rest of the world, the Accounts had been based only on narrow 
economic measures that ignore environmental and social wealth. Too often in 
conventional accounting systems, gains in material wealth registered in the country’s 
national balance sheets not only ignore the contributions of civil society but are offset 
by unaccounted-for losses in natural wealth, such as the degradation and depletion 
of water sources, air quality, forests, soils, and fisheries. 

To bring the value of Bhutan’s natural wealth into the Accounts, a team of international 
experts worked with various Bhutanese agencies to estimate the economic value 
provided by Bhutan’s ecosystem services at about US$15.5 billion/year. They found 
that most of that value was provided by Bhutan’s forests.

Interestingly, 53 percent of those benefits accrue to people outside Bhutan, largely 
from climate regulation and carbon storage (US$3.5 billion/year) and tourism/
recreation (US$2.5 billion/year). As well, the watershed protection and flood 
prevention provided by Bhutan’s old-growth Himalayan forests are literally life-
saving for the hundreds of millions of South and Southeast Asians dependent on 
Himalayan rivers originating in Bhutan. The results showed nature to be by far 
Bhutan’s largest (albeit free) export. 

7  Salamon, Lester M., 2010, “Putting Civil Society on the Economic Map of the World,” Annals of Public 
and Cooperative Economics, 81: 2, pp. 167–210, p 167.  
8  United Nations General Assembly. 2001. “UN General Assembly Resolution on Recommendations on 
Support for Volunteering,” A/RES/56/38. Fifty-Sixth Session, Item 108 of the Agenda. Distributed 10 
January 2002. http://www.worldvolunteerweb.org/fileadmin/docdb/pdf/2002/a56r038-e.pdf  
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The remaining 47 percent of ecosystem service benefits accrue to people inside the 
country, mostly through air quality regulation (US$2.5 billion), followed by pollination 
(US$1.1 billion) and food production (US$740 million).9 

Clearly, the value of such a study is not only to demonstrate the enormous hidden 
economic value of nature’s services that we assume to be “free” and that are entirely missed 
in GDP-based economic estimates. It is also to value the responsible guardianship of 
these resources that Bhutan has hitherto exercised, and to tell a cautionary tale of the 
huge costs both to Bhutan and far beyond if such stewardship were abandoned in 
the name of “modernisation”, and if the environmental pillar of GNH was neglected. 
And therefore the study also makes a strong case for both global and national systems 
of “payment for ecosystem services” whereby local farmers, foresters and others are 
financially rewarded for their ecologically responsible practices.  

Simultaneously, we estimated the value of voluntary work in Bhutan, in order to provide 
one example of how we might account for the economic contribution of civil society. 
We found that Bhutanese citizens freely serving their religious institutions, cleaning 
up litter, helping youth with drug problems, volunteering in schools and basic health 
units, helping sick and elderly neighbours and more, provide about US$6 million a 
year worth of voluntary services. This is what it would cost for Bhutan to replace those 
free services for pay. 

The estimate was based on 2010 CBS GNH time use survey data showing that volunteers 
contributed an average of 9.5 days of civil society work a year, putting in an average of 2.7 
hours per day on each day volunteered. We then simply calculated how much it would 
cost at current wage rates to pay for that work in order to provide the same services.10 

Counting the economic value of civil society activity can help highlight its enormous 
contribution to society and to the market economy. It draws attention to the value of 
critical services on which we depend, and it raises the profile of voluntary work from 
its current context as isolated individual acts of charity to the framework of policy 
discussions on the national economy.

Civil Society in the Policy Realm

Both globally and nationally, what is not measured remains largely invisible in the 
policy arena and is thereby in danger of being undervalued. Since policy makers take 
their cues from existing GDP-based accounts, the invisibility of voluntary work may 
lead to an ensuing lack of support for the civil society sector, which in turn may threaten 
the viability of voluntary-based organisations providing vital services to society. 

9  The services provided by Bhutan’s ecosystem and their estimated value for those outside and inside 
Bhutan are listed in Table 3, page e15: Ida Kubiszewski, Robert Costanza et al., “An initial estimate of the 
value of ecosystem services in Bhutan”, Ecosystem Services 3 (2013) e11–e21. Available at: http://www.
adaptation-undp.org/sites/default/files/downloads/an_initial_estimate_of_the_value.pdf
10  Hayward Karen and Ronald Colman, The Economic Value of Voluntary Work in Bhutan. Monograph 
No. 2, 2012, National Statistics Bureau, Royal Government of Bhutan. Thimphu.
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In sum, voluntary work appears nowhere in the GDP, though it contributes direct value 
to the economy, nor in the employment statistics, though it is definitely productive 
work, nor in our output measures, though it produces clearly defined services. Care of 
seniors, the sick, or disabled is counted as a contribution to the GDP and to economic 
growth when it is paid for, but not when it is voluntary. 

Monetising the value of social, natural, cultural, and human wealth is therefore a 
strategic choice that serves in practice to draw attention to vital assets and services 
that are invisible and unvalued in our conventional accounts. In practice, economic 
valuation serves to increase appreciation for these assets and services. 

What is not counted and measured is often insufficiently valued and given secondary 
priority in policy planning. This can be potentially dangerous because critically 
important unpaid work may not receive the necessary support, and because individuals 
under financial or time stress may first cut back on voluntary commitments as activities 
they can no longer afford. 

By making the economic value of voluntary work explicit and thus more visible, 
we increase the likelihood that vital voluntary services will be supported and that 
participation rates will remain high. Indeed, a primary function of the new National 
Accounts that Bhutan started to institute in 2012 was precisely to draw attention to 
such hidden factors that directly impact happiness, well-being, and prosperity, and to 
make explicit the linkages between the economy and social and environmental factors. 

By explicitly acknowledging and measuring both the social and economic value of 
voluntary work, Bhutan can value and make visible one of its primary assets and strengths. 

Policy makers have every reason to support the development and strengthening of the 
civil society sector. As noted in this paper, civil society activity contributes greatly to social 
cohesion and harmony, to the development of democratic culture, and to citizens taking 
responsibility for their future rather than simply passively depending on government.

The civil society sector addresses critical issues such as environmental protection, 
rural-urban migration, youth needs, elder care, and other vitally important services 
that contribute to the standard of living, quality of life, social stability, and economic 
well-being of the country. 

In sum, the strength of the network of community and non-profit organisations in 
the nation — including religious institutions — and the powerful commitment of the 
Bhutanese people to helping others constitute a vital social and economic asset that 
merits support and recognition at the highest policy levels. The most potent symbol 
of that growing support and recognition was the granting of honours by His Majesty 
The King to 22 civil society organisations in December, 2016. The Druk Journal’s 
decision to devote this entire issue to civil society is another compelling signal of wider 
acknowledgement of the vital importance of civil society activity to the well-being of 
the people and kingdom of Bhutan.
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Bhutan, Civil Society, and the EU
Jean Lambert 

Why Does the EU Want to Support Civil Society?

During the visit to Bhutan of the European Parliament’s delegation for relations 
with countries of South Asia (DSAS) in May this year, we were delighted to 
help launch the EU’s Programme in support of civil society in Bhutan. This 
initiative was negotiated by the EU’S Ambassador to Bhutan and the Royal 
Government of Bhutan, following discussions with civil society and engaging 
Helvetas in its delivery.

The programme budget is 2.5 million Euro and, while this may be small compared 
with the EU’s overall funding programmes with Bhutan of some 42 million 
Euro between 2014-2020, it is expected to bring about significant developments 
in civil society.

The Programme has three main objectives designed to address certain challenges 
linked to both policy and capacity to engage civil society organisations (CSOs) 
in sustainable development, including community-based organisations as well 
strengthen operation and capacity - training, networking, dialogue to improve 
the overall environment for civil society 

As the Ambassador of the European Union to Bhutan, Tomasz Kozlowski said 
at the launch of the Programme: In a consolidating democracy a strong civil 
society is important to contribute to the social and economic development of 
Bhutan.

Whenever an official delegation from the European Parliament travels to meet 
with parliamentarians in another country, we always aim to meet with civil 
society organisations.

These may be local grassroots organisations offering practical measures to protect 
the local environment, support people with disabilities, or help people with drug 
problems. They may be organisations that want to change policy to promote the 
representation of women, change the circumstances of disadvantaged groups, 
or protect animal welfare. Others may be the national branches of more global 
bodies such as Transparency International, Human Rights Watch or Greenpeace. 
Some may be charitable organisations, others more engaged in campaigning. 
They can represent local businesses, trade unions, farmers - a whole range of 
interest groups. Generally, they are viewed as not-for-profit, non-state actors 
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operating on an independent and accountable basis, linked by shared concerns 
and collective activity to promote citizens’ interests and concerns.

In developing countries, civil society can be a powerful agent for change. 
Alongside government and private sectors, it can contribute to improved services, 
enhancement of social inclusion, and government accountability.

So why do we want to meet CSOs? Why does the EU wish to support their 
development?

Civil society organisations give us a perspective on how a government is 
functioning and how open, or closed, a government or society is to new or 
critical ideas. It can help us understand the daily lives of people - can they play 
a part in their own development or does government not allow them to be active 
and engaged? The EU considers that a society is more democratic if people are 
able to participate in ways that they feel make a contribution and a positive 
difference to society. They are thus able to exercise rights such as the freedom of 
assembly and association set out in the UN Convention on Human Rights and 
other international Treaties. Our goal is to move to the implementation of these 
standards throughout the world although we ourselves sometimes fall short. 

For politicians, civil society can be both an inspiration and an irritant. In their 
engagement with government, civil society can bring people’s experiences to 
propose changes to legislation that can better meet the needs of the people 
themselves and thus improve the quality and effectiveness of legislation. The 
very fact that politicians are willing to listen and engage, helps to increase 
people’s trust in the institutions. However, politicians cannot always respond 
to the demands of civil society organisations for a variety of reasons, such as 
insufficient budget, the competing demands of different groups, the need for a 
wider societal benefit to sometimes override a local concern. Bhutan’s experience 
with the Gross National Happiness Index can illustrate these challenges. It 
can be an irritant when politicians feel that demands are unreasonable or they 
feel they are being criticised for not supporting particular causes or policies. 
However, most politicians also recognise that this is part of a democratic process, 
not a threat to it.

We note the interest from Bhutan’s Parliament in developing their own capacities 
in terms of policy research and outreach to the public, and hope, as the European 
Parliament, to be able to assist in that.

For governments with a repressive view of human rights, civil society can be a 
particular challenge. In fact, in the worst regimes, civil society is either almost 
non-existent as it is persecuted by national government or it is the puppet of 
government. The EU has a policy and programme dedicated to the defence 
of human rights defenders. We see some governments put ever-more testing 
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administrative barriers in the way of civil society, which results in CSOs 
being unable to function. It is absolutely right that organisations which wish 
to lobby government or receive public funding should be transparent about 
their management and funding but a balance has to be found which does not 
automatically view foreign-funding as a threat or criticism of the government 
as treason.

For Bhutan, we are seeing a gradual development in CSOs, with 53 registered at 
the time of writing. Many groups may never register as they may exist informally 
at local levels as happens in so many small communities where helping one’s 
neighbours is seen as simply part of the local culture. There is also a transition 
in the country from bodies which have been initiated by the Royal Family to 
those emerging in other ways. In the UK, some of our oldest organisations stem 
from the 1800s and have enjoyed royal patronage, such as the RSPCA (the Royal 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals) founded in 1824 and given 
Royal status in the 1840s, and is still a strong and active body today.

CSOs usually come into being when people feel there is a task to be done, a 
change to be made. Being part of a civil society group can be demanding when 
resources (including people) are few, communication and travel cumbersome, 
and funding difficult to come by. The EU’s programme is, in part, designed to 
help CSOs understand how to maximise those resources they have and develop 
new ones. This can be even more difficult for countries with a small population, 
so any comparison should be made with care.

However, the EU has seen the difference that such funding has made in many 
parts of the world. Some examples can be found in a recent study for our 
Budget Control Committee1 which includes some case studies in countries as 
varied as Myanmar, Kyrgystan, and Nicaragua where we have worked with civil 
society to help them improve their national governance - albeit in very different 
circumstances to those of Bhutan. 

The EU recognises that different countries have different needs and ambitions 
but we believe that a civil society that is free to organise adds immeasurably to 
the overall well-being and democratic progress of a society. We wish to support 
Bhutan in its journey.

1  Value for money: EU programme funding in the field of democracy and the rule of law, which can be 
found at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/studies
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Civil Society Organisations in 
Switzerland 

Rudolf Dannecker

HELVETAS Swiss Inter-cooperation and civil society

A Few General Considerations

What is civil society? It is not easy to define as the term is rather vague and there 
is no clear definition. Basically it is a large space between the State and private 
households. This means that civil society organisations (CSOs) represent only one 
specific element of civil society, i.e the more organised and formal one, having a 
legal status. Besides CSOs there are, as is the case in Switzerland, a lot of informal 
gatherings, movements, groups of interest, like-minded persons for very different 
interests. They make civil society a large open space for all sorts of groups. 

The strength of civil society in a country depends on a number of factors such 
as tradition, governance, political system, institutional environment, culture of 
participation, preparedness of the people to invest their time for common good, 
preparedness of the government to share and delegate responsibilities and to 
leave open space, level of education, political vision and will etc. CSOs are not a 
homogenous group. There are many different activities, interests, values, visions, 
convictions, open and hidden interests. Between purely technical service deliveries, 
a humanitarian organisation, an advocacy oriented institution, or a voluntary sports 
association there may be profound differences in outlook, behaviour, policies, and 
relationships. Depending on felt urgencies, situations, and needs CSOs will also 
fulfil different roles and responsibilities. 

Civil Society in Switzerland

Switzerland has a highly developed and diverse civil society. It is estimated that there 
are about 100,000 associations with legal status in Switzerland. A majority of them 
are rooted in the local community and municipality. They provide services, activities, 
local integration, and advances the togetherness of people. They bring people 
together with common interests and organise their representation. They promote 
community and leisure activities and they take responsibilities for common duties 
– sometimes with an official mandate. With their mostly unpaid work they invest 
their time, money, and energy for other people and organisations, for initiatives, for 
community work, for the promotion of their hobbies and interests. The range of their 
interests and the possible forms of voluntary work extend from sports associations to 
voluntary work in the social, health or cultural arenas, to the acceptance of political 
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duties (mainly at the municipal level), to self-help among neighbours. The variety 
of activities and their extent shows that this voluntary commitment is an important 
contribution to “social cohesion” which holds together society. 

Approximately 1.8 million volunteers (out of a population of 8 million) participate 
in organisations and over 800,000 persons fulfil voluntary services of responsibility 
in associations, communities, and municipalities. Eighty percent of the voluntary 
commitment takes place at the local level. Voluntary and civil society work in 
Switzerland are often considered complementry to government services and as 
desirable services for the society. Depending on their activity CSOs may receive 
government subsidies for their work. Most of these organisations are relatively small 
and financed through membership fees, voluntary donations, and function with the 
time spent by their members. Internationally Switzerland takes a top-position in 
the area of voluntary commitment and involvement of its citizens and of voluntary 
financial donations. In Switzerland contributions of civil society to the functioning 
of the society as a whole are considerable. A Swiss citizen is often member of a 
number of different civil society organisations.   

A High Commitment for Civil Society in Switzerland

Explanations for this high commitment can be found in specific historical and social 
traditions. Until the middle of the 19th century Switzerland was a poor country with 
limited resources, a difficult agricultural environment, harsh climatic conditions in 
the mountains, the risks of natural disasters, and difficult living conditions. This 
brought people together to invest in their common infrastructure and in self-help. 
The principle of subsidiarity (solve problems at lower levels where they occur and 
where they are best solved) is a cultural and institutional pillar of self-organisation 
for the society and supports solving issues outside government through voluntary 
associations. This is anchored in the deep-rooted federalism (the country was built 
up from below) of the Swiss governmental system. 

Decision-making at the local level and active participation possibilities create interest 
and commitment of citizens. It is their responsibility and they care about their local 
schools, water supplies, rural roads, municipal administration etc.. Elements of 
“direct democracy” (direct participation of citizens in public affairs through votes and 
elections etc.) are very strong in Switzerland. Associations are considered “schools 
in democracy” (discussions of different opinions, listening to arguments, working 
together, searching for compromise etc), which promote solidarity, tolerance, and 
respect for minorities. Sports associations are very widespread and count for most 
of the above mentioned members (30%), followed by churches (20%) and specific 
interest groups (20%), cultural organisations (13%) and social organisations (13%), 
political parties and functions (11%), youth organisations (7%) and so on. This 
multitude of civil society organisations was created bottom-up by the initiative of 
interested persons and not by government. But government works closely together 
with civil society in a number of sectors.  
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There are signs that this civil society commitment has decreased over the last decades. 
Membership numbers in associations stagnate and younger people especially show 
less interest. This is due to changes such as stronger individualism, many different 
distractions and alternatives, and more informal groups which do not appear in 
statistics. It is easier to interest and organise young people on an ad hoc basis, for 
a limited time and for issues which may change over time. This is part of a deeper 
change in our society. A new trend is opportunities offered by the social media which 
are increasing rapidly (Facebook groups, Internet counselling, short-term changing 
interests etc).

Associations in all the different areas and institutional varieties have played an 
important part in the development of Switzerland and there are reasons why it is 
desirable that they will continue to play an important role: 

• As in other countries, society and the economy are under the influence of 
globalisation but people need all the more local institutions with which 
they can identify, where they feel at home, where they can have meaningful 
activities, where they are linked to other people and where they can act 
together.

• Associations can assume activities which the State will not, should not, or 
cannot take up or extend (cost involved, private initiative more efficient 
or adapted to the situation, interesting complementarities), but which are 
important for the quality of life.

• The present political system of large autonomy of municipalities and of 
subsidiarity is well anchored in the population and leads to a strong interest 
in public affairs. It is cost efficient close to the citizen, and transparent 
which creates trust.

Studies show that, in Switzerland, contributions of civil society to the functioning 
of the society as a whole are considerable. Especially at the local level the close 
cooperation between municipalities and civil society associations in sports, culture, 
youth, social fields, nature protection, prevention, etc lead to efficient, low cost, and 
high quality solutions. 

Why do people participate actively in civil society organisations? The Swiss review 
“The Month” gives an answer in its October 2015 edition: 

 “People want to be committed and want to co-determine society. Besides 
the state, the market, and the family we need civil society which is, since 
many years, an engine for innovation and change in society. To use and 
develop this potential also in future on a partnership basis is one of the big 
challenges of our country in the next 20 years to come” (translation from 
German). 
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Is the civil society set-up then an export article from Switzerland to other countries? 
There is a need for caution. What works more or less in Switzerland is not necessarily 
a model for countries with different conditions. It is also very much a question of 
attitudes and values of citizens and their perception of the State and its functions. 
Already in European countries perceptions vary considerably. What is interesting 
is that there is no direct government policy in Switzerland to promote civil society 
as such, but there is very close cooperation in many fields and subsidies for a 
number of implementation tasks. This cooperation has developed over time and also 
changes over time with changing needs. CSOs are normally tax-exempt (subject to 
their non-profit status and donors can deduct their contributions from taxes) and 
some facilitation can take place at the local level. Depending on their legal status 
(association, foundation, cooperative, among others), they are governed by laws, rules 
and regulations) which prescribe a number of conditions for their functioning.

HELVETAS and Civil Society

HELVETAS is an example of a civil society organisation with a large operational 
programme, an advocacy role, a considerable membership base and many sponsors 
and a close cooperation with government. It is a public association under Swiss law. 
Its activities are concentrated in development support to partners in countries in the 
South and East. Founded in 1955 by a number of activists who wanted to support 
the countries in the south in their development their vision was to create a better 
and peaceful world. With voluntary financial donations of the Swiss population 
they started small programmes. Today HELVETAS has 40,000 members and 
100,000 regular donors, and collects approximately, 30 million Swiss francs a year 
from different sources (members, individual donors, foundations, church groups, 
municipalities, private enterprises, among others). 

HELVETAS receives additional mandates for project implementation from various 
sources and donors due to its professional development know-how. It is by far the 
largest Swiss development organisation and its vision is “a just world in which all 
men and women determine the course of their lives in dignity and security, using 
environmental resources in sustainable manner”. Today priority is on rural economy, 
rural infrastructure, environment and climate change, skills development and 
education, governance, and peace. Gender issues and social equity are important 
transversal subjects as well as knowledge sharing and capacity building with partners. 
Priority of HELVETAS is to promote its local partners and to support them in 
their own development. Its role is professional support and advice, development 
issues, training and coaching, finance and institutional development, monitoring, 
evaluation and quality control. Soft factors have become more important such as 
inclusion, empowerment, participation, multi stakeholder approach, institution 
building, change processes, enabling environment. Poverty reduction and support to 
poor and marginalised groups remain the main focus in these fields. 

Civil society plays an important role in the development approach of HELVETAS. 
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We are convinced that sustainable long-term development is possible only if different 
actors of a society are active and creative partners and work together. But what is an 
enabling environment for civil society?  HELVETAS overall objective is to promote 
and expand the space for civil society actors at the international level, in Switzerland, 
and in its support programmes for development at the country level. 

Civil society is closely linked to democracy and participation. CSOs provide citizens 
the opportunity to gain, gather, hold and exchange information to participate 
in shaping development policies and partnerships, to initiate and oversee the 
implementation of these policies, and to claim their legitimate rights as citizens. 
For many decades CSOs have defended the rights especially of vulnerable people. 
In the 1990s this has led to a gradual widening of the political space in many 
countries. However, since around 2010, civil society has observed an opposite trend. 
In a number of countries there are increasing efforts by governments to restrict 
citizen’s engagement and CSO operations. At the same time, Western governments 
and donor agencies have increasingly acknowledged CSOs as development actors in 
their own right, with a high professional and development potential. 

How does HELVETAS promote civil society in its support programmes at the 
concrete level of activities? The inclusion of civil society actors for implementation 
is important and an objective in itself. Possibilities and potential will naturally vary 
from situation to situation with changing contexts.  Country programmes will map 
out how CSOs are already participating in specific projects and discuss possibilities 
for further engagement. But HELVETAS also has Civil Society Flagship Projects. 
These are support programmes which are specifically focused towards the promotion 
of civil society and receive a coordinated and in-depth support from HELVETAS’ 
specialised advisors. HELVETAS closely cooperates with strategic partners in 
the country, supports CSO networks and platforms, and promotes dialogue with 
national and local government institutions. 

HELVETAS in Bhutan

HELVETAS started its work in Bhutan in 1975 and, with the support of 
the government of Switzerland, we soon became an important development 
partner in forestry, agriculture, education, suspension bridges, among others. 
Later, good governance, decentralisation and civil society engagement were 
added. HELVETAS had the privilege to play an important role as a partner of 
Bhutan in its development and this in a period of important transition. The 
expansion of education in the last 30 years has completely changed expectations 
between younger and well-educated generations and their parents in rural areas. 
In these dynamic times of change the emergence of actors of civil society is of 
high importance for shaping the future society and its institutions in Bhutan. 

In Bhutan our main partner in development support has been the government 
and its administration which saw a rapid growth in the last decades. Coming from 
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a feudal past, developing into a constitutional Monarchy, and making enormous 
strides towards modernisation, the country had to build an administration from 
scratch. Civil society was not known as a concept; there was a well-knit society based 
on feudal values and traditions. There was certain mistrust against this new concept. 
Civil society was known mainly under the label of NGOs (non-governmental 
organisations), a rather vague notion which could summarize many different 
organisations with very different objectives and contents. It was in the last 10 years, 
together with the constitutional changes, that the administrative and legal basis was 
laid which permitted the formal creation of civil society organisations in Bhutan.

But informal groups and associations existed in the society before and have their 
roots mainly in traditions where members come together for practical purposes such 
as maintaining common infrastructure like temples, or governing common natural 
resources like pastureland and water, and providing support in times of social and 
economic needs. This is very similar to the situation in rural societies in Switzerland 
in former times. HELVETAS has supported, directly or indirectly, the creation of 
social groups in its different programmes even if this was not known as civil society 
promotion.  The Participatory Forest Management Project is a good example of the 
promotion of cooperation between the rural population and the government so that 
forests are managed by users in a sustainable way. In fact there are under different 
chapters in Bhutan, a number of different groups centred on an economic or social 
activity (in agriculture, livestock, water associations, forestry user groups etc).

The creation of the civil society organisation (CSO) Act in 2007 and the establishment 
of the Civil Society Organisation Authority (CSOA) in 2009 was a turning point 
for civil society in Bhutan. It meant that civil society organisations could register 
officially and acquire a legal status. But they are still in the early years of development. 
Their roles are still seen mainly in charity and service delivery. As they are still young 
with limited experience they also face internal governance challenges and financial 
sustainability questions. Community based organisations and informal groups still 
have to build up if they want to become strong community participation organisations. 

HELVETAS Supports Civil Society in Bhutan

Based on this new legal basis and with opportunities and challenges in mind, 
HELVETAS started to work more intensely with the emerging civil society 
groups in Bhutan from 2009. The initial model was to work with individual 
CSOs in order to benefit vulnerable sections of the population that these CSOs 
reached. As an example HELVETAS partnered in 2005 with Tarayana Foundation, 
one of the earliest formal CSOs, to start rural livelihood programmes in remote 
communities in the south and east of the country. As the number of CSOs grew, 
this modality changed. HELVETAS began to look at CSOs as important actors 
in their own right rather than being only implementing partners. Therefore in 
2011, a project was started with the aim to build the capacity of CSOs in priority 
areas of common interest, complemented by small-scale start-up grants for 
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new CSOs. In parallel, support was provided for the newly created institutions 
(CSOA and Secretariat) responsible for policy support and registration of CSOs. 

After three years a second phase was begun (2015-2017) to continue capacity 
development as well as to bring in new dimensions such as the promotion of 
networking among the increasing numbers of diverse CSOs and policy support for 
a favourable environment for the continued growth of CSOs. By their nature such 
processes are long-term and require a step-by-step approach. Therefore the support 
that will now come from the EU for civil society in Bhutan is important. This three 
to five year project will be implemented through HELVETAS in close partnership 
with CSOs, the CSO Authority and Secretariat, and relevant partners from the State. 

The project not only builds on what HELVETAS has started in the past but adds 
important governance and sustainability dimensions through:

• Grant funds to promote civil society engagement in sustainable 
development

• Good governance

• Capacity development of civil society organisations

• Promoting enabling environment for civil society in Bhutan

HELVETAS sees for itself an important bridging function between civil society 
and government in order to create spaces for dialogue and to improve mutual 
understanding. The aim is to support the building of strong constituencies and 
legitimacy and to make CSOs responsible for building their own future. They should 
also get the necessary space to develop and assume their role and responsibilities as 
important actors of the society. This is how CSOs can contribute to a strong society. 
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A Way Forward: What’s Civil Society Got 
To Do With It?
Samuel E. Bonilla Bogaert

The role of civil society is not isolated from the role of politics. Politics defines the 
kind of society each nation cultivates. If we agree that nations around the world see 
democracy as the most desirable among the different forms of government known to 
man, then, should the conversation on civil society not revolve around its capacity to 
promote democratic politics?

There are more questions than answers regarding civil society’s role in national 
development. We have yet to settle on a universal definition. Perhaps the one thing 
there is absolute agreement on is the fact that whomever belongs to the so-called 
civil society is, in principle, considered outside the State, military forces, and religious 
organisations.

Civil Society is a “negative definition” of sorts. We know what it is not, yet we have a 
hard time explaining what it is. It is constantly changing, dynamic. It is amorphous, 
oftentimes unstructured, and fluid, unlike political power which demands structure 
and organisation.

This initial consideration of civil society admits a certain degree of difficulty surrounding 
its conceptualisation, while inviting us to inquire about its intellectual upbringing.

The core ideas behind civil society are not politically naïve. Although its origins are 
often associated with Hegel and later with Gramsci, its more recent past reveals a 
strong connection with the now hegemonic neo-liberal ideology and provides an 
interesting transition into its relevance for Latin American political life.

Two apparently separate yet intertwined sets of phenomena prove fundamental in 
understanding civil society. First and foremost, it was bred as part of a western melting 
pot of modernisation and unwavering neoliberal economic policies driven by the 
United States throughout the second half of the 20th century. Its vision promoted a 
society where the State, social justice, and the common good took a back seat to make 
room for market capitalism, private ownership, and individual well-being.

This neo-liberal recipe resulted in the ousting of the State in matters such as welfare 
provision and income distribution. Public goods and services were privatised. Basic 
human rights were transformed into merchandise. Latin American societies found 
new ways of organising its members. Unions and student associations stopped making 
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sense and were radicalised by political incumbents. A diminished State was countered 
by an accelerated emergence of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and a 
consequently larger civil society.

Second and no less important, Latin America and the Caribbean provided a fertile 
environment for the spread of free market policies. Many of the right-winged 
totalitarian governments that civil society stood against in fact served as entry points 
for these economically conservative ideas they would unconsciously promote.

Augusto Pinochet is the classic example. Throughout his dictatorship (1973 – 1990), 
highly qualified policymakers liberalised and privatised Chile’s economy, making 
profit Chile’s sole objective, and consequently exacerbating levels of economic and 
social inequality.

“In the slightly less than a hundred years from 1898 to 1994, the US government 
intervened successfully to change governments in Latin America a total of at least 41 
times.”1 Twenty-four of those interventions took place during the second half of the 
20th century. Unbelievable though it may seem, whether or not the champions of civil 
society were responsible for the rise to power of most Latin American tyrants did not 
matter. What mattered was the fact that the anti-political sentiment fostered by years 
of brutal violence, mass disappearances, and a diminishing quality of life resonated 
with the fast spreading neo-liberal policies that sought to undermine the State and 
organise society around the logic of free markets. 

Whether it was Pinochet in Chile, Trujillo’s perpetuation through Balaguer in the 
Dominican Republic, Stroessner Matiauda in Paraguay, or Videla in Argentina, the 
Latin American region suffered endless decades of cruel dictatorships. The idea of a 
civil(ised) society was thus a natural response to the authoritarian style imposed onto 
the American south.

While corrupt government administrations (commonly and mistakenly associated 
with the left) encouraged vertically organised societies, centralised decision-making 
and high levels of inequality, civil society promoted dialogue, transparency, increased 
participatory leadership, and more just, horizontal State-society relations.

Perhaps to Latin America’s misfortune, civil society’s discourse positioned itself as the 
spearhead of liberal democracy, creating false expectations and giving rise to important 
contradictions.

Although civil society stood in opposition to authoritarian regimes, it was not and is 
not a viable solution to the crisis of political representation that continues to haunt 
the region. What is worse, it tends to reinforce the dangerous Reagan and Thatcherite 
1  Coatsworth, J. H. (Spring | Summer 2005). United States Interventions: What for? ReVista Harvard 
Review of Latin America U.S. Foreign Policy. Retrieved from: https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/
united-states-interventions.
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sentiment that politics is more a problem than it is a solution, failing to understand 
that democracy cannot be conceived outside the realm of politics and the State, nor 
without the work of political parties.

This begs the following questions: Who does civil society represent? Whose interests 
does it defend?

The answers to these questions are especially relevant to the Dominican Republic’s 
experience, because Dominicans know no other kind of politics. Their political history 
has been defined by repeated accounts of despotic governments, uninterested in 
society’s well-being.

Civil Society in Dominican Republic and the Marcha Verde 
Phenomenon

The story of Dominican Republic is one of a never-ending identity crisis. The country 
was the first American colony of the Spanish empire. This empire was responsible for the 
massacre of its indigenous population and the destruction of indigenous societal order. 
Centuries later, the Spanish empire would begin to crumble, and in 1795, after losing a 
war to France, Spain, the “Mother country”, ceded the Spanish colony of Santo Domingo 
(today the Dominican Republic) to France as a prize of war. During the beginning of 
the 19th century, Haiti was formed and Spain recovered its colony, only to lose it again 
to Haitian submission. This was followed by an ephemeral Dominican Independence in 
1821 and the official Independence in 1844.

Moving forward, poor political leadership combined with beachhead financial 
advisors allocated by US business interests and local elect officials led to two US 
interventions, three decades of a brutal rightist dictatorship (1930-1961) and a culture 
of institutionalised corruption.

Today, Dominicans begin to question where they are headed. They know they do not 
wish to continue down the same path, but are unsure of where to go and how to get 
there. Never having experienced a State capable of providing minimum welfare, civil 
society has found room to grow in the Dominican Republic.

The civil society Dominicans have come to know comprises mostly NGOs and 
individual citizens displaced by the State. It is a category for those left over - a 
category for the indignant. In a poor country with a history of violent, right-winged 
governments, it is only natural that most civil society organisations focus on issues 
related to basic rights.

NGOs are private not-for-profit organisations funded by private donations and 
government moneys. Funding, however, is mostly governmental, making them highly 
contradictory organisations with limited power. 
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The country is characterised by its overwhelmingly extractive, rent-seeking elites. 
Large private organisations argue that donating money is poor business, while the 
government is highly corrupt2 and taxes all philanthropic efforts.

NGOs are highly regulated. In 2005, Congress passed Law 122-05,which, upon 
reflection, Juan Linz may as well have written The Perils of Presidentialism with 
Dominican Republic in mind. Presidentialism is so real that every NGO must be signed 
off by the President himself in order to start functioning. While the idea of having a 
large body of NGOs is nice in principle, they have become a twisted mechanism of 
State control. The Law empowers NGOs to play a role in public deliberation and 
increase State accountability, while enticing critical citizens to rely on meager funding 
and work at the expense of the Executive Power.

While NGOs are recognised by society for their good-hearted intentions, and are seen 
as spaces that promote trust and the strengthening of social ties, its members tend to 
unite over a shared distrust in the State. This is an elusive contradiction that harms 
democracy and requires attention.

Marcha Verde

The most important manifestation of civil society in Dominican history is the Marcha 
Verde (MV) movement. MV was initiated from December 12, 2016, after a local 
newspaper first reported on the involvement of Dominican public officials in the 
Odebrecht corruption scheme. 

Odebrecht is a “Brazilian construction company that became an international 
giant over years of using bribery and corruption to secure around 100 projects in 12 
countries, generating ill-gotten gains of about US$3.3 billion.”3 The scandal is of singular 
importance considering that development of judicial inquiries have led to incriminating 
testimonies of numerous businessmen, heads of State, and cabinet level public officials.

Unlike prior scandals, Odebrecht is characterised by its regional dynamics. While 
authoritarian governments oftentimes rule through a tight-knitted control of local 
actors, no single government has proven capable of entirely controlling foreign 
entities and public officials. Much like the classic example of the prisoner’s dilemma, 
all of those involved in the corruption scheme benefit from confessing to the crimes 
committed. When a person responsible for committing a crime thinks he is out of 
harm’s way because he managed to bribe locals for their silence, someone from a 
foreign country incriminates him. Precisely because someone always benefits from 
confessing, someone has to take a hit.

2  Transparency International ranked Dominican Republic 120/176 in its 2016 Corruption Perception 
Index, and fifth to last in the Latin American region, topped only by Venezuela, Bolivia, Brazil and Paraguay. 
Retrieved from: https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2016
3  Lopez, L. (2017, May 30). One company has thrown politics in the Western Hemisphere completely 
off-kilter. Business Insider. Retrieved from: http://www.businessinsider.com/what-is-the-odebrecht-
corruption-scandal-2017-5
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Access to foreign news has managed to keep the scandal alive and relevant. For the 
first time in recent political history, the government of Dominican Republic has lost 
control of the situation. Dominicans have found a way of keeping authorities on their 
feet. It is because of this that MV has managed to self-organise into a dynamic system 
of protest structures4, becoming a real social movement. 

By the end of 2017, MV will have planned over 15 marches in different cities around 
the country. While there is no formal membership, the number of citizens identified 
with the movement, openly denouncing government corruption and joining the 
protest marches, is growing. Moreover, citizens who reject political parties, wrongfully 
considering them inherently corrupt, have expressed interest in MV.

Even with a growing number of supporters, it remains unclear whether the movement 
is sustainable in the mid to long-term. Although MV becomes a beacon of hope in 
a country with no political opposition, this civil society movement faces important 
obstacles.

Unlike most civil society organisations, Marcha Verde has attempted to raise funds 
among small businessmen and women who have sympathised with the Movement. 
Nevertheless, Marcha Verde remains a middle class movement in a country with a 
nearly nonexistent and quickly dwindling middle class. Overall high levels of poverty 
limit the growth and sustainability of the movement. Though the implications of 
Odebrecht are regional and therefore transcend Dominican borders, it is a topic of 
conversation only among middle class members of society. 

From afar, Dominican Republic usually seems like a well off place. Influenced by the 
traditional US optic, it is neither Cuba nor Venezuela, it is a neighbour to a failed State 
and, no less important, it is considered an upper middle-income country5. In spite of 
this, it remains one of the worst educated countries in the Latin American region. 
While the implications of white-collar government corruption may seem obvious, 
this is only true for a small number of people. Most Dominicans can’t understand 
how corruption affects them personally, and this is a problem for both the continued 
growth of Marcha Verde and the strengthening of democratic structures. 

How then do we understand MV? Can it be deemed successful?

MV can be analysed as a conflict between indignant citizens and their government. 
Citizens take to the streets demanding justice. They organise under the motto Fin a la 
Impunidad (which stands for Ending Impunity). Ending impunity, however, involves 
transforming the rules of the game. 

4  Fuchs, C. 2006. The Self-Organisation of Social Movements. Systemic Practice and Action Research, 
Vol. 19, No. 1, February.
5  According to World Bank Data. Retrieved from: https://data.worldbank.org/income-level/upper-
middle-income
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Can civil society transform them? Is a social movement built to defy traditional 
political structures? Should Marcha Verde reassess its mid to long-term effectiveness 
as a social actor? Should it see itself as a complement to political parties?

The solution to the problem of impunity is political. Impunity is intimately related 
to the crisis of political representation. While a renovation of public leadership 
proves necessary, political parties do not garner the support of the people and social 
movements, like MV, are not in the business of winning political power.

One avenue of thought leads to the idea that there is no such thing as “civil society”; 
the idea that one cannot think of civil society outside of the State, the same way citizen 
and State are inseparable, perhaps because civil society is a manifestation of citizens 
united.

The Dominican Republic, like most nations around the world, has changed the lens it 
uses to understand both local and global political development. Dominicans born early 
in the 20th century witnessed first hand the horrors of the Trujillo era. Many outlived 
the civil war of 1965 and the American coup that followed. They understood the idea of 
politics to be universal. Their sons and daughters, however, embodied a curious mix of 
the opposing inherited political spirit and the fierce modernity we live and breathe today. 

As expected, millennials stand opposite their grandparents. They are the epitome of 
modernity, perhaps explaining civil society as the evolution of citizens’ expressions 
through time.

Today, Dominican civil society holds the moral high ground and I would be surprised 
to see anyone, other than the government, question it. Considering Dominicans have 
never been right-bearers, it is understandable that they think their actions are beyond 
the State. Are we then witnessing the first steps of a rising modern day democracy?

There is a danger in thinking, like many public intellectuals do, that through civil 
society, citizens develop their full civic potential. The argument falls apart when 
considering that a large part of what drives citizens to “unite” “outside of the State” is 
to build democratic muscle. 

The State is unable to guarantee their rights to a decent quality of life, rendering it 
ineffective. Yet civil society is perhaps more ineffective in that it is usually unable to 
transcend the logic of social protests. If its objective is to end impunity, it is bound to fail.

It is impossible to solve problems related to democracy outside of the institutional spaces 
legitimised by society at large. This does not mean that civil society is unimportant, 
or that it lacks reasons for protest; quite the contrary. Conquering political power, 
however, which should not be of interest only to political parties, requires more than 
ethical behavior.
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The positions assumed by civil society are a reaction to those taken on by the State. 
That having been said, one cannot assume that all State forms produce asymmetrical 
relations and compromise the equality of citizens amongst themselves and before 
the law. That is a pessimistic view that renders the future worthless. Moreover, 
generalisations about the failures of the State, without regard to the kinds of State 
that are being described, are offensive to countries where institutions have fostered 
impressive levels of sociability, trust, civic engagement, and quality of life.

Historically, many have succumbed to the temptations of power, aiding and abetting 
crimes committed by the ruling political class. Dictators have always found a way 
to win over the support of intellectuals and credible voices who send a message of 
legitimacy to society. As depicted by Vargas Llosa in one of his great novels, The Feast 
of the Goat:

“The worst thing that can happen to a Dominican is to be intelligent or competent 
… Because sooner or later Trujillo will call upon him to serve the regime, or his 
person, and when he calls, one is not permitted to say no.”

 
However true, that is not enough reason to encapsulate intellectuals in that sort of 
behaviour. Societies must overcome the feeling of hopelessness.

Civil society may well be travelling down a rocky road of citizenship building. It 
may well be discovering what it means to belong, albeit the oftentimes contradictory 
discourse. More importantly, it is without a doubt fighting the culture of fear politics 
head on.

Is MIT economist Acemoglu right when he proposes civil society as our best bet to 
restore institutions and democracy?6

As per the Dominican experience, civil society plays an important part in defining the 
issues that citizens care about. More importantly, it helps keep the political system on 
its feet, questioning the idle nature of political structures and their struggle to connect 
with the sentiment of ordinary people. 

We must be careful not to romanticise the role taken on by civil society. Civil society 
organisations are contradictory in nature and lack the structure required for strong 
political action. CSOs cannot replace political parties the same way parties cannot 
function as civil society organisations do.

For now, they must learn to coexist and bring out the best in each other.

6  Acemoglu, D. (2017, January 18). We are the last defense against Trump. Foreign Policy. Retrieved from: 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/01/18/we-are-the-last-defense-against-trump-institutions/
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Civil Society Should Shift Focus on 
Human Capital as Democratic 

Spaces Shrink
Gagan Sethi

While the term civil society originated in ancient Rome and Greece – it is more 
or less a direct translation from Cicero’s “societas civilas” and Aristotle’s “koinōnia 
politikē”. As times changed, the term began to be used differently. In Europe, “civil 
society” came to refer to civil government and political society (Locke), a “system 
of needs” which seeks to intervene between the family and the state (Hegel), or an 
order that rules through consent, and is opposed to “political society” which rules by 
force (Antonio Gramsci). 

In South Asia, especially India, civil society activity can be initially said to have 
acquired a voluntary character in the form of “kar seva” (Sikhism) or “shramdaan”.
This largely took the form of donating one’s work for social good, providing medical 
relief and running schools (Christian missionaries), or undertaking social and 
religious reforms (Ramakrishna Mission). 

As the freedom movement picked up, Mahatma Gandhi became instrumental in creating 
awareness about the role of selfless service, laying emphasis on voluntary social workers 
in nation building through “constructive” work such as the removal of untouchability, 
welfare of tribal communities, promoting the handloom and village industry, providing 
basic and adult education, and prohibition of alcohol. Gandhi considered voluntary 
action as being necessary for a non-exploitative, peaceful, and progressive society. 

In India, civil society initially derived its strength from the Gandhian tradition of 
volunteerism. 

However, in the 1960s and 1970s one witnessed a shift - civil society was now asking 
itself and governments tougher questions on the root causes of persistent poverty, 
exploitation, and redistributive justice. Sections of civil society started moving away 
from merely providing welfare support.

Three clear roles emerged: 

• Reaching the unreached, including those who were victims of geographical 
isolation and those who were marginalised -- the destitute, the sick, and the 
hungry -- providing them with services and succour, which would be  enhanced 
whenever there were natural calamities.
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• Of innovators using technology, building capacities, application of science to 
solve human deprivation.

• Of those who focused on strengthening democratic institutions, ensuring that 
people in the margins are heard, based on the premise that the state has to be 
accountable to people.

Post-1970s social work, both as a discipline and profession proliferated, with 
three institutions – Tata Institute of Social Sciences (Mumbai), Delhi School of 
Social Work, and the Baroda School of Social Work – playing a critical role in 
professionalising the ecosystem.

In the 1980s civil society became synonymous with NGOs and people’s organisations. 
The Dalit movement gained ground and self-help groups came up. As many NGOs 
were ready to help out, they started getting contracted and received government 
funds to ensure last mile delivery of services. As the direct offshoot of the economic 
liberalisation of 1991, the sector started receiving more funds both from within and 
outside India, spreading its action to larger human rights issues, taking up women’s 
rights, fighting for economic, social and environmental justice. 

Currently, apart from carrying out traditional activity, Indian civil society organisations 
(CSOs) also intervene on a large number of issues, including fighting for a secular 
and democratic society which gets divided because of communal and caste riots, 
fighting for land rights, seeking justice for victims of police oppression, creating 
awareness about environmental destruction caused  by development projects, and 
lobbying for just and appropriate laws replacing oppressive ones which undermine 
rights of the underprivileged. 

As civil society expanded its activities, becoming the true expression of citizens’ rights, 
there was an obvious retaliation. The reprisal took different forms, ranging from 
qualifying NGOs and voluntary organisations as “five-star” to calling them “anti-
development”, irrespective of who ruled the country. In 2012, for instance, when 
the United Progressive Alliance ruled, the NGOs that had led the protests against 
the Kudankulam nuclear power plant in Tamil Nadu were under investigation, the 
suspicion being that they “misused” foreign funds to rally local opposition. They 
continue to come under surveillance under the National Democratic Alliance rule, 
too. 

The UPA government revoked permission of some 4,000 NGOs to receive foreign 
funds, apparently for “prejudicially” affecting public interest, an argument which 
continues to be reiterated with renewed vigour following the new NDA government 
coming to power in 2014. While it is possible to call this a shrinking of democratic 
space for CSOs in India, one should not forget that the situation is also worsening 
across the world. Global clampdown on civil society has deepened and accelerated. 
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More than 100 countries have introduced restrictive laws limiting the operations of 
CSOs. Restrictions on civil society have intensified in not just those countries where 
authoritarian regimes rule, but also in democracies. The number of human rights 
defenders killed continues to rise. In some countries, such as India, the onslaught 
takes the form of blocking foreign funding to NGOs.

Often, while lobbying with the government, CSOs succeed in creating a space for 
themselves for a better democratic society. One such example was the formation of 
National Advisory Council (NAC) under UPA chairperson Sonia Gandhi, set up 
to advice the coalition on ways to implement its ambitious Common Minimum 
Programme. Some of its members had opposed industrial projects and government 
policies in the past. Despite its shortcomings, NAC brought a new dimension to 
policy-making that has been absent in India - the voice of civil society speaking for 
the large population of India’s disenfranchised, the kind of citizen profile politicians 
aren’t really all that interested. 

One should understand that in a vast country like India, civil society cannot work as 
a homogenous group. India has significant variations in ideologies and governance, 
which is natural to its size. Yet, the fact is, CSOs are continuing to evolve, even 
confronting new elements in elected governments.  India needs more civil society 
action, not less. The authorities should know that efforts to cow CSOs by blocking 
foreign funds through the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act, have not stopped 
them from continuing with their activities. 

Apart from their other activities, CSOs in India today work to campaign and defend 
several of the transformative legislations which they helped draft, including the 
Biodiversity Act (2002), Domestic Violence Act (2005), the Right to Information  
Act (2005), National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (2005), Forest Rights Act 
(2006), Unorganised Workers Social Security Act (2008), Right to Education Act, 
(2009), harsher punishments in the anti-rape laws (2013), Right to Food Act (2013) 
and the Land Acquisition Act (2013).

Internally the challenges the small and medium-sized organisations face today are 
the following:

1. Acute disconnect with middle classes, who see voluntary organisations as 
opportunists, and also unaccountable and corrupt.

2. Since many NGOs are into implementation of government programmes, 
the staff recruited and deployed are largely ill-trained to lead. They work 
more as managers and workers. They are also underpaid. Their motivation 
and creativity, naturally, suffers and takes a beating.

3. Badly funded, they are expected to deliver on a very large scale, which strains 
and reduces their ability to reflect and offer innovation and knowledge products.
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4. Large donors and multilaterals design country programmes and hire 
subcontracts to deliver, implementing them often without imagination.

5. There is increased surveillance and tightening of regulatory provisions under 
the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act and the Income Tax Act, leading 
to the closing down of rights-based organisations.

All of this is leading to the homogenisation of development delivery, losing out on 
nuanced creative community-based expressions of civil society.

Countries such as Bhutan, which have a specialised law which is an enabler and a 
regulator, and differentiates civil society organisations by their engagement, are a 
step forward. However, investment in training and capacity building infrastructure 
is still being developed.

Multilaterals and bilaterals are active in promoting these nascent organisations. They 
need to invest more in building and evolving thought leaders and resource centre 
capabilities.

In the long run it is the human capital investment which can work on the ground 
to strengthen democracy. This should result in strengthening local institutions and 
people’s voices which will keep the state and market in creative tension and balance 
GDP and Human Development Indicators. It would also ensure that the most 
vulnerable sections access their citizenship rights and opportunities to enjoy a better 
quality of life without plundering natural resources.

The Indian lesson of pushing high growth indicators has only led to the bottom 
25 percent becoming poorer and the top 10 percent controlling 45 percent of the 
wealth. These are dangerous trends, and Bhutan could learn what not to do, as it 
offers one of the best Happiness Indexes to the world.

---
*Chairperson, Janvikas, Ahmedabad. Website: http://janvikas.in/, blog: https://
counterview.org/. Contact: gaganssethi@gmail.com
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Bhutanese Need to Write Compelling 
Proposals

An Interview With Dr Bruce Bunting, Founder and President of 
Bhutan Foundation 

The Druk Journal: What are the areas that international donors are interested in?

Dr Bruce Bunting: I am not really clued into international donors these days, 
but I feel in the US support for good governance, growth of democracy, support 
for cultural institutions in particular the arts, support for conservation of the 
environment especially wildlife, and issues dealing with climate change are all 
considered important.  It might be a good idea to look at the Foundation Center’s 
website for current information on this. They put out very complete reports looking 
at international support, etc.  

The Druk Journal: What are some key issues that affect international funding for 
development? 

Dr Bruce Bunting: Probably the biggest issue in the US is politics.  Our current 
government is hell bent on cutting foreign aid, etc.  In addition, individual donors in 
the US are now diverting their funds to political organisations that are trying to do 
things to change the political agendas on the Hill and the current US administration 
a.k.a. Trump’s administration. 

The Druk Journal: Briefly, how would you describe Bhutan as a potential recipient of 
foreign support in terms of development funding?

Dr Bruce Bunting: I think it remains very good. However many donors feel Bhutan 
is a success story and that they should be focusing their support on the “basket cases” 
of poverty such as Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Nepal when you look at South Asia as 
a region. 

The Druk Journal: What do you think of Bhutan’s approaches to fundraising? What are 
the strengths and weaknesses?

Dr Bruce Bunting: Your current Prime Minister is an incredible spokesperson for 
Bhutan and his TED talk in Canada last year is a good example of this. The biggest 
weakness I see is Bhutan’s inability to draft compelling proposals of why they need 
outside funding that express any sense of urgency. And then their total failure to 
report back to donors on funds they receive. This is at both the government level and 
with Bhutanese CSOs.
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The Druk Journal: Are there specific advantages and/or problems in trying to raise 
funds for Bhutan? For example, Bhutan’s image as a GNH country?

Dr Bruce Bunting: Bhutan is a leader in equitable and sustainable development, an 
example of what is possible. They should continue to promote their role on issues 
such as “climate change” and “nature needs half ” fully inclusive education, etc. They 
should promote that even very small investments/donations to Bhutan are very 
effective. Our biggest problems centre around the lack of well thought out proposals 
and total failure to report back to donors. 

The Druk Journal: Today, there is a growing interest and focus on civil society in Bhutan, 
but funding is identified as a major problem. How do donors react to funding proposals 
for non-government activities?

Dr Bruce Bunting: I think they react very favourably to a growing civil society in 
Bhutan, but most CSOs in Bhutan need to improve their management, provide 
their leaders with training, make sure their boards understand their role, and greatly 
improve their ability to communicate effectively with donors. We often feel there is 
a total lack of interest in developing the skills they need to be effective organisations. 
We have tried on many occasions to introduce and train CSOs on good financial and 
accounting management, the ability to tell their story effectively, the need to have 
fully engaged board members, the need to report back to donors. It has been a very 
frustrating experience, although there are a few CSOs that have now realised how 
essential it is to have good systems in place and have participated and implemented 
the training we have provided. With time we hope all CSOs will understand how 
important it is to operate in a most professional manner, with an engaged board of 
directors (who are also financially supporting the organisation), and a leadership and 
staff who are passionate about their mission and work. 

The Druk Journal: From what you know of Bhutan, what funding sources do you think 
CSOs should or could tap into? 

Dr Bruce Bunting: Based on what I have said already in this interview, the Bhutan 
Foundation would be an excellent source for most CSOs, but the failure to be able 
to tell their story, articulate an urgent and pressing need, provide a well written 
compelling proposal with a concise budget, and then report back in a timely manner, 
is essential for them to raise funds in the US.  
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Skills-based Symbiosis: How Mutually 
Beneficial Civil Society-Private Sector 

Partnership Delivers Capacity Building
Sriven Naidu

Summary

Public, private, and civil society organisations form three separate sectors.  When 
the sectors are bridged, many opportunities can be found. In this article, we focus on 
one such opportunity – making the most of the contributions individual corporate 
executives may make through cross-sector partnerships. A “Skills-based symbiosis” 
(SBS) is proposed as a more sustainable version of skills-based volunteering. In SBS, 
civil society organisations (CSOs), their beneficiaries, private corporations, and their 
employees can all benefit. This could significantly enhance the impact and longevity 
of CSOs in Bhutan. Beyond providing immediate technical skills such as finance or 
marketing, the CSO’s long-term governance may also be enhanced. The advantages 
and reciprocal benefits of such SBS schemes are articulated below. To illustrate, 
specific aspects of CSO governance (such as those referenced in Peter Tunjic’s DLMA 
framework) which may be enhanced through such SBS are also briefly outlined. Case 
studies of traditional skills-based volunteering and SBS are also introduced.  

Introduction

A bee and a flower serve each other’s needs. The flower provides the bee with nectar 
and the bee helps transport pollen to other flowers and enables reproduction.  It is 
not necessary that they consciously intend to benefit each other. Without external 
incentives or regulations they form a sustainable interaction or relationship. We 
call this symbiosis. Many living beings exchanging resources in such a way form an 
evolving ecosystem.  

Ideas from symbiosis may help answer the following questions about developing 
more sustainable cross sector partnerships between corporations and non-profits/
social enterprises:

1.  Are there ways that corporate social responsibility (CSR) can be pursued 
in more sustainable and impactful ways?

 
2.  What are the possible benefits for corporations which encourage their 

highly-skilled employees to contribute their time and commitment to 
non-profits and social enterprises? 
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3.  Should we consider the benefits to individuals in addition to how their 
organisations benefit? 

4.  Do these benefits also enhance the internal vitality of the corporation or 
only its external attractiveness and value?  

5.  How do we measure and account for the social impact of SBS?

6.  Can private corporations only help with immediate operational challenges 
or can they also strengthen longer-term capacity for leadership and 
governance?

7.  Which particular aspect of governance might CSOs in Bhutan enhance 
significantly through SBS?  

The paragraphs below discuss these seven questions briefly. Our hope is to highlight 
one way of reimagining CSR and skills-based volunteering and stimulate discussions 
about how this might open new possibilities for action and impact by CSOs in Bhutan.      

Evolution of CSR – Skills-Based Volunteering Reimagined as Skills-
Based Symbiosis 

As CSR becomes more mainstream among multinational corporations, the type of 
CSR work undertaken around the world has also become more sophisticated.    There 
appears to be a growing interest in skills-based volunteering. This is an employee 
engagement approach whereby private corporations lend the professional expertise 
of their staff to non-profits and social enterprises – such as the varied civil society 
organisations (CSOs)  in Bhutan. The professional skills of corporate volunteers 
strengthens the operational performance and capabilities of the CSOs while the 
engagement with the CSO and its beneficiaries improves employee satisfaction and 
talent retention within the corporation. 

While moderating a panel discussion on skills-based volunteering (SBV) during the 
2017 Annual Conference of the Asian Venture & Philanthropy Network (AVPN) 
in Bangkok, one of the authors made the following observation. Describing the 
exchange between corporations and the non-profits as a “volunteer-beneficiary 
relationship” makes it harder to see the potential for more symbiotic and sustainable 
engagements. The panellists from India, Hong Kong, and Singapore agreed that 
the executives contributing their skills frequently benefit from “reverse-mentoring”.  
They learn more about novel contexts, develop new skills, expand their networks and 
reawaken their empathy for others. 

If we recognise and actively pursue such symbiotic relationships, the engagement 
can become more sustainable.  
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It was proposed during that panel discussion that relationships based on a two-
way exchange of tangible and intangible benefits between non-profits, beneficiaries, 
corporations, and individual contributors,  could be re-classified as Skills-Based 
Symbiosis (SBS). 

Skills-Based Symbiosis Benefits Both Individuals and Corporations

Individual

To the corporate executive, SBS represents an opportunity to contribute positive 
social impact and enjoy a sense of purpose and improving his or her overall well-
being. This is especially true for older and more successful executives who may be 
aspiring to meet new personal aspirations or seek to improve the overlap between 
their personal and professional goals.

Corporation

From the perspective of the multinational corporation, they benefit both internally 
and externally. Internally, SBS provides an opportunity to grow the abilities of top 
talent through exposure to unfamiliar environments (e.g local rural regions or in 
emerging markets abroad). SBS also provides a relatively lower-risk way to test high-
potential junior executives and deepen their technical versatility. SBS complements 
many other forms of CSR to enhance workplace culture, morale, talent retention, 
and brand affinity of employees – especially among the highly talented and mobile 
ones. 

It is not too difficult to imagine that executives working for multinational 
corporations in urban India could be sponsored to volunteer their time and expertise 
with Bhutanese CSOs.

Externally, corporations also recognise that engaging in SBS as a high-impact 
form of CSR increases their brand’s attractiveness.  More recently, external benefits 
pursued include accumulating a reservoir of goodwill among stakeholders such as 
governments and the communities where the corporations operate. 

SBS may viably contribute to pursuing all the above objectives for both the 
corporations, as well as their talented executives.

Challenges in SBS : Measurement and Acountability

SBS shares a key challenge with some other parts of the social impact ecosystem.  This 
is the measurement of impact in quantitative terms. Multiple impact measurement 
systems and efforts have emerged, such as Social Return on Investment, Impact 
Reporting, and Investment Standards (IRIS), and the Global Reporting Initiative. 
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However agreement among the impact investment sector or government funders on 
a universal, standardised system is unlikely to be reached. 

However, basic quantitative indicators may be complemented by case studies and 
storytelling. Particularly in the context of employee engagement, it may be more 
effective to focus on a small number of in-depth case studies, instead of a greater 
number of cases with less detail. To address accountability to funders and other 
stakeholders and to promote continued support, the experienced panellists at the 
AVPN conference discussion advocated creating opportunities for stakeholders to 
directly witness or interact with ultimate beneficiaries.

Bees choose their flowers based on very precise information that is unavailable to 
our human senses. Once they receive the information they need, they are naturally 
motivated to visit the appropriate flowers. By analogy, when leaders of private 
corporations perceive in fine detail the impact they are having on the ultimate 
beneficiaries, their support becomes more self-sustaining.     

SBS to Enhance Leadership and Governance

Sometimes, the needs of the CSO may be very straightforward and technical. It 
may need help with accounting or legal compliance or communicating its impact to 
stakeholders. Corporations have skilled staff who may contribute their capabilities 
accordingly. For example, a manufacturing corporation may have expertise to help 
improve productivity and enhance the CSO’s ability to serve its beneficiaries. (You 
can read how car-manufacturer Toyota evolved from financial donor to contributor 
of skills and knowledge to the Food Bank for New York City here - http://www.
nytimes.com/2013/07/27/nyregion/in-lieu-of-money-toyota-donates-efficiency-
to-new-york-charity.html. More details of one specific project at The Community 
Kitchen & Food Pantry of West Harlem, which helps provide more than 50,000 free 
meals each month, can be read here - http://www.tssc.com/nfp-fbny.asp)

Effective partnering with corporations starts with a clear understanding of the CSO’s 
needs. Organisations that are not yet clear about their true needs may turn to advisory 
and matching services. One such provider is Talent Trust, which acts as a bridge between 
charities and multidisciplinary teams of senior executives for diagnosis and assistance. 
(Talent Trust is an Asian outfit that curates the SBS experience for corporations, their top-
level executives, and non-profits. Their model is adapted from the proven model of Pilot 
Light that has operated in the UK since 2003.)  During the process of comprehensively 
mentoring the leaders of the non-profit over approximately a year, governance issues are 
surfaced and addressed. For instance, there is the SBS experience of Murton Trust, a 
small charity based in an agricultural region, which provides learning and development 
opportunities to people of all ages, through land management and environmental 
education.  (https://www.pilotlight.org.uk/case-studies/murton-trust) Murton Trust 
has a visitor farm, tea room, nature reserve, and educational centre, which they utilise to 
engage, educate, increase skills and employment opportunities, and enhance well-being. 
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Also, it may become apparent that one or more of the four functions of governance 
described in Peter Tunjic’s DLMA framework - Directorship, Leadership, Management 
& Assurance – requires greater attention. Briefly, Tunjic uses the analogy of stewards 
entrusted with safeguarding a forest for the long-term: Boards and CEOs responsible 
for the corporation must maintain a focus on both the individual trees (“what to 
do?”, or Management) as well as the forest (“what will be?”, or Leadership). While 
traditional risk management functions or “what danger is hiding behind the trees” 
(“what if?”, or Assurance) will continue to require attention, Tunjic urges greater focus 
on “what lies beyond the forest” (“what could be?”, or Directorship). 

Given the early stage of the CSO sector, it is perhaps in the area of Directorship 
that CSOs in Bhutan may benefit significantly from SBS. (For more on DLMA see 
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/what-dlma-analysis-peter-tunjic Final Line up)

In the case of the Talent Trust and Pilot Light model of SBS, in some instances - 
after a fulfilling engagement with mission-driven non-profits and direct exposure to 
the beneficiaries impacted positively - the corporate executives accept invitations to 
join their boards. 

There is no “one best way” to pursue high-impact skills-based volunteering. Solutions 
may need to be adapted to organisational and contextual factors; approaches may 
need to differ across the dimensions of:

1.  Highly-regulated (e.g legal advice) and non-regulated professional skills

2.  Client-driven matchmaking (e.g Talent Trust) and clearinghouse platforms 
(similar to the classified ads section in newspapers or dating websites), as 
well as 

3.  Multi-disciplinary team volunteering (e.g Talent Trust again) as opposed 
to more conventional individual volunteering.

Partnerships are often not easy. Many challenges in engagements between corporations 
and CSOs will remain. However there are significant gains to be realised. Unlocking 
value through a symbiosis-focused approach between various sectoral actors is one 
way which may yield greater and more sustainable social impact for all stakeholders 
involved.
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Large-scale Innovative Fund Raising for 
Greater Impact and 

Sustainability of CSOs
Dechen Dorji

Introduction

Sustainable financing is one of the major challenges faced by many civil society 
organisations (CSO), particularly in developing countries where the need for 
CSO engagement is even greater. Although civil society vis-a-vis community 
participation is not a new concept in Bhutan, the prevailing western notion of 
non-governmental organisation (NGO) and its organisational framework is fairly 
new to the Bhutanese populace and institutions. Besides other areas of transition, 
Bhutan is also witnessing a quiet but profound change in the perception of the 
relationship between the government and its citizens. With the advent of planned 
development in the early 1960’s, the government successfully championed its role 
as a provider of modern development services for more than half a century. Now 
with the rapid transition to a democratic form of governance, private institutions 
and citizens at large are increasingly viewing the role of the government, not just 
as a provider but more as an effective enabler and facilitator of development.
 
Civic space, therefore, will have to play an instrumental and effective role in nation 
building by complementing and supplementing the efforts of the government to 
enhance inclusive development and provide alternative voice and checks wherever 
necessary. This is truly an exciting period in Bhutan’s development journey. Most 
fundamentals for realising the development vision of Gross National Happiness 
(GNH) are well placed and embedded across all facets of development in the 
country. Close to 60 percent of the population are under the age of 30 with a youth 
literacy rate of over 86 percent1. Bhutan has free trade access to one of the largest 
markets in the world and is rated 27th least corrupt nation out of 175 countries  
in the World Corruption Perception Index by the Transparency International2, 
making Bhutan a potentially attractive destination for foreign investment. 

The strength of the civil society in any nation mirrors the openness and progressive 
nature of the nation state and its society in general. In a progressive democracy, the 
role of the civil society is paramount to ensure greater transparency, participation 
in decision making, addressing issues of equity, and providing necessary checks and 
balances for the greater good. December 17, 2016, marked an important milestone 

1  Bhutan’s Labour Force Survey Report, 2015, MoLHR 
2  Transparency International Report 2016 
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in the journey of the CSO movement in Bhutan when His Majesty The King 
awarded the National Order of Merit (Gold) to 22 prominent CSOs representing 
various causes across the nation. The historic national event clearly signalled the 
need to embrace and recognise the role of the CSOs in the country and inspired 
all who were engaged in various CSO activities across the country. 

The Evolution of Civil Society Organisations 

Civil society is generally considered as the third sector of society representing 
the collective will and interests of the non-governmental section of the society. 
Aristotle refers the term civil society as a “community” characterised by a shared 
set of norms and ethos under which free citizens aspire to live equally under a 
progressive rule of law.

There are many definitions of civil society but, fundamentally, it represents the 
“space” outside of the government and private sector that is inspired by universal 
values of equality, driven by a strong sense of volunteerism and purpose, representing 
a wide array of non-governmental and not for profit organisations. However, with 
changing times and blurring of boundaries between organisations, sectors, states, 
and investments, the role and perception of civil society is also evolving in so many 
ways, some not necessarily desirable. 

The World Economic Forum3 best describes the evolving nature and role of civil society 
in this globalised world. “Civil society is recognised as encompassing far more than a 
mere “sector” dominated by the NGO community: civil society today includes an ever 
wider and more vibrant range of organised and unorganised groups, as new civil society 
actors blur the boundaries between sectors and experiment with new organisational 
forms, both online and off.” The new role is also reflective of the changing political, 
economic and social context around the world. Technology and Internet are disrupting 
the flow of capital and investments and all forms of new media are dramatically changing 
social engagement at scales never witnessed by human history. 

The rapidly evolving role of the civil society presents both opportunities and 
challenges amidst rising integration of global markets and increasing participation 
of the masses in political and governance discourse. For developing countries such 
as Bhutan, the challenges and opportunities of CSOs are even more pronounced 
and significant from many aspects. 

The enactment of the Civil Society Organisation Act4 of Bhutan in 2007 was 
aptly timed and provided the legitimacy for Bhutanese citizens to nurture the civic 
space within a proper framework of governance and rule of law. The introduction 
of the decentralisation policy in 1981 was another milestone in nourishing and 
promoting the culture and organisational capital of CSOs across Bhutan. With 
a literacy rate of over 63 percent, civic engagement in Bhutan is comparatively 
3  Aristotle, Politics
4 Bhutan CSO Act, 2007
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progressive and active in many respects. Several CSOs have a very good track 
record in promoting their causes and have also been recognised by both global 
and local organisations for their achievements and work in Bhutanese society. 
Particularly, within the overall framework of democratic governance, the need and 
the role of CSOs are increasingly recognised and appreciated in providing the 
much needed space and mechanism to partake in various development services 
and contribute towards the growth of social and intellectual capital in the country. 

Project Finance for Permanence – an Innovative Mechanism for 
Large Scale Conservation Fund Raising  

Although there are several issues concerning the management and growth of the 
CSOs in Bhutan, this paper will focus on presenting the broader opportunities for 
large scale fund raising using the “project finance for permanence” approach as an 
innovative and sustainable mechanism for financing large scale conservation and 
related programmes. Most CSOs in Bhutan are faced with increased challenges 
in securing sustainable financing of their activities particularly from domestic 
sources.  Fund raising has been limited. The funding data clearly indicates that 
most CSOs have not been very successful in raising adequate funds for their 
activities, particularly in the social sector.  The reasons are varied- ranging from 
constraints of capacity to a serious lack of resources as well as fund raising and 
networking skills. 

Project Finance for Permanence (PFP) is an innovative and sustainable financing 
mechanism adapted from a common “Wall Street” practice known as “project 
finance”, designed primarily for large-scale projects that requires leveraging  
different sources of funds and partners for long term investments in various sectors. 
The vision of permanence and sustainability is at the heart of the PFP approach. It 
seeks to achieve a long term permanent solution by ensuring resilient and adaptive 
processes of management and implementation. Because planning cannot anticipate 
every conceivable challenge that a large project may face, the PFP approach aims 
to create a strong foundation for implementation and subsequent management 
that is able to adapt and overcome unforeseen circumstances and events. 

The process of securing permanent protection begins with the development of 
ambitious programmatic goals, followed by the development of a comprehensive 
conservation plan with well thought out milestones to achieve the desired goals 
at various phases. Thereafter, a rigorous financial plan is created to ensure its 
sustainability and lasting success. Different donors, both private and multilateral, 
then commit their funds to bring the plan to life. However, the funds are held back 
until the total fundraising goal is reached and all key legal and financial conditions 
that have been agreed upon are met. This mechanism is described as a “multi-
party, single closing” approach. This methodical process of developing a large scale 
project provides donors with an up-front guarantee that their investments will 
be put to best use. All the project partners then come together to sign one single 
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agreement. At this closing,  often referred as launch, their donations are put into 
a fully registered fund, permanent or sinking in nature (Figure 1.), the governance 
and legitimacy of which is defined by a legally and technically vetted rules of 
procedure, jointly agreed by all the parties involved. Money within the fund is 
distributed over a set period of time and in accordance with the agreed financial 
and disbursement plan. The local CSO partner or government in the country where 
the conservation activities are to be implemented increases it’s spending until it 
can fully put in place an effective sustainable domestic financing mechanism to 
fund all the activities thereafter. 

Fig. 1: PFP: A Transition Fund Model 

Sustainable Financing Solution for Protected Areas

Protected areas, including community conserved areas, heritage forests, and 
other forms of wilderness areas are the backbone of ecosystem and biodiversity 
conservation. The ecosystem services provided by these large tracts of protected 
areas contribute immensely to human livelihoods and well-being as well as 
protection from the impact of natural disasters. Many empirical studies have now 
clearly shown that their role in helping mitigate and adapt to climate change is 
immensely critical and significant. It has been estimated that the global network 
of protected areas stores at least 15 percent of terrestrial carbon5. However, most 
of the world’s protected areas are under significant stress, and these stresses are 
worsening as both the global population and per capita consumption increase 
dramatically worldwide. 
5  IUCN’s Global Protected Areas Programme (2017 – 2020) has 3 key priorities: valuing and conserving 
biodiversity, governing nature’s use and sharing its benefits, & deploying nature based solutions to global 
challenges. 
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Despite a growing understanding of the importance of protected areas to conserve 
biodiversity; store and sequester greenhouse gases, and provide income, fuel, 
water, and food for more than a billion people worldwide, their protection and 
management are extremely underfunded. It is estimated that US$ 2.5 billion 
(Figure 2.)  is needed annually to properly manage existing protected areas within 
developing countries alone, but only US$800 million or less is raised annually 
for the conservation of some of the world’s most diverse and ecologically rich 
protected areas. To achieve the full potential of protected areas and ensure its 
sustainability and protection, they need to be well designed, properly managed, 
politically supported, and most importantly, sustainably funded.

Fig. 2: Annual Global Protected Areas Funding Status for Developing Countries 

The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and its partners are using this innovative 
and sustainable funding approach to mobilise the stakeholders, resources, 
institutional commitments, and other conditions needed for successful and 
permanent conservation of priority protected areas around the world. WWF and 
a diverse group of other funders—public, private, national, and international—are 
implementing a number of global PFP initiatives. The first of these initiatives was 
the “ARPA for Life” (Amazon Region Protected Areas) project in Brazil. 

The Amazon rain forest, often referred to as the “lungs of the planet”, covers 
much of the northwestern Brazil extending into Columbia, Peru, and other South 
American countries. It is the world’s largest tropical rain forest, well known for its 
biological diversity. It covers an astounding area of 5.5 million sq. km, almost nine 
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times the size of France, storing 2.2 billion tonnes of carbon and is home to 40,000 
species of plants, 427 species of mammals and 1,294 species of birds. The Amazon 
forests are the largest contiguous stretch of rich and diverse tropical rain forests 
and 60 percent of these awe-inspiring landscape is within Brazil.   

Unfortunately, these forests are not immune to the destructive practices of 
the modern day development process. Over the last decade an average of over 
8,100 sq. km of prime and pristine amazon forests are lost to deforestation and 
cattle ranching every year. Although the Brazilian government is committed to 
protecting the amazon forests, competing priorities for providing livelihood for 
millions of poor communities dependent on the forests are taking precedence over 
conservation. 

In 2014, the government of Brazil, WWF and a diverse group of partners from 
the public and private sector announced a new US$215 million fund to protect 
a 60-million hectare network of protected areas in the Amazon region of Brazil. 
This PFP initiative guaranteed the financial sustainability for one of the largest 
protected areas network in the world. The two other completed PFP deals were 
the “Great Bear Rainforest Project” in Canada and “Costa Rica Forever” in Costa 
Rica. The former resulted in a fund of CDN$120 million to protect 8.5 million 
hectares of coastal British Columbia temperate rainforest. The latter raised US$57 
million from private and public donors outside of Costa Rica to protect 1.3 million 
hectares of terrestrial habitat and 1 million hectares of critical marine habitat. 
The “Costa Rica Forever project set the stage for Costa Rica to become the first 
developing country in the world to meet the UN/CBD standards for protected 
areas management6. 

Bhutan for Life Initiative: The First PFP in Asia 

An ongoing PFP programme in Bhutan is the Bhutan for Life (BFL) (Figure 3) 
project, led by the Royal Government of Bhutan (RGoB), WWF, and partners to 
raise US$40 million (Nu 2.6 billion) to effectively manage and permanently secure 
Bhutan’s 52 percent protected areas over a 14-year time horizon. BFL is the first 
PFP project in Asia and is expected to raise the much needed awareness in the 
region to protect the last remaining critical ecoregions of Asia.

6  A big deal for conservation, Stanford Social Innovation review, 2012. CBD Aichi target 11 and Strategic 
Goal C: To improve the status of biodiversity by safeguarding ecosystems, species and genetic diversity. 
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Fig. 3: PFP in Bhutan for Life Initiative

Bhutan for Life is also an innovative funding initiative that aims to provide a 
sustained flow of finance to maintain the nation’s protected areas and biological 
corridors in perpetuity. The goal of BFL is to mobilise, in a single agreement, 
all the government financial and other commitments needed to fully develop 
Bhutan’s protected area system and maintain it in the foreseeable future.  There 
are two key components to BFL: one is the multi-party, single closing deal that 
closes only after certain conditions are met and all funds are committed;the other 
is a transition fund. After the closing, donor funds are placed in a public-private 
transition fund that is invested locally and globally, that makes annual payments, 
starting high and receding to zero over a projected period of 14 years, at which 
stage  the government picks up all the costs of managing the PAs from its own 
internal resources, thereby putting in place a truly sustainable and self-reliant 
funding mechanism within the country. 

Application of Project Finance for Permanence in the Social Sector

The achievements that these conservation PFP initiatives have accomplished 
in mobilising unprecedented resources and commitments to launch extensive 
protection can make us believe that the PFP approach can be applied in other fields 
as many of the principles that work in conservation may be similarly beneficial for 
other large-scale social sector initiatives, particularly for smaller and progressive 
countries such as Bhutan where chances of success are much greater. 
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In the case of Bhutan’s social sector, civil society sector could specially benefit by 
applying project finance principles to address the perennial issue of funding and 
accessing funds in a more innovative and attractive method. PFP is not only just 
about funding. It is also a means for inspiring governments and non-government 
organisations to commit to effective and enduring vision for programmes for the 
common good that are usually underfunded. PFP allows for financial leverage 
that magnifies the effect of each funder’s contribution through the closing and, 
therefore, from a private donor’s perspective, such deals can leverage bigger 
investments from various sources and thereby ensure higher returns in the form of 
“on the ground” conservation and social impact. For CSOs, such partnerships and 
the process of raising large-scale funds can provide the much needed resources for 
the sustainability of some of their core programmes on a long term basis. 

PFP also coordinates the many entities typically needed to achieve a large-scale 
vision by establishing a multi-stakeholder process known as the “multi-party, single 
closing” that benefits all involved. Adopting this critical component of the PFP 
mechanism would encourage CSOs to work together with the government, private 
donors, multilateral agencies, and other partners to mobilise in a single agreement, 
all governmental, financial, and other commitments, needed to accomplish an 
initiative that requires a significant funding for long-term viability. 

Conclusion

Civil society organisations fulfil very important tasks and complement roles of 
the governments  as they often have better comparative strength and network to 
implement the development activities. They perform such tasks very effectively, 
often at much lower costs and with a greater sense of ownership and partnership 
with local people and other stakeholders. Bhutanese CSOs, despite their infancy, 
have made significant contributions to nation building and the evolving role 
of CSOs, in the light of changing political and socio-economic context, render 
greater opportunities for their engagement and participation.  The perpetual issue 
of sustainable financing faced by CSOs need a new outlook beyond the traditional 
practice of fund raising. Financial resources accessed through piecemeal approach 
often keep the organisation worried and distant from long-term sustenance. 
Exploring “innovative and nontraditional sources of financing” for sustainability 
and permanence similar to the PFP approach would be a worthwhile undertaking 
for financial sustainability of CSOs.  

Although the PFP approach was employed as a sustainable funding mechanism 
for large-scale conservation programmes in Bhutan, the principles that work 
in conservation could be equally beneficial for social sector initiatives. Besides, 
the PFP approach can provide CSOs much needed leverage and encourage 
collaboration amongst relevant organisations and sectors to overcome challenges 
and optimise scarce resources for achieving greater outcomes at scale. The 
important preconditions of the PFP approach that specifically focus on the 
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need for a sufficiently strong institutional base upon which to build a sound 
organisation and, most importantly, strong political support and good governance 
besides potentially attractive projects, provide both challenges and opportunities 
to CSOs.  The PFP approach which integrates the vision of permanence with a 
robust process offers a holistic and practical avenue to solving the world’s pressing 
problems in an innovative and coordinated method. It is a bold initiative with a 
powerful vision and an equally powerful approach.

For references please, check out this artcile on our website 

http://drukjournal.bt/
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Resource Mobilisation for Civil Society 
Organisations in Bhutan

Saroj Nepal

Over the centuries, Bhutanese living in remote mountaintop hamlets had to find a 
way to survive. They were compelled to cooperate and coexist with each other because 
rugged geography and underdevelopment made survival difficult. If it were not for the  
cooperation among villagers, it would not have been possible for people to eke out a 
living in such conditions. People found help within their villages. Neighbours were 
forthcoming in providing labour and material assistance as well as emotional support 
in times of need.  This spirit of mutual help and cooperation continues in the villages. 
Mutual help and cooperation in Bhutanese society predates the formalisation of civil 
society initiated by legislation enacted in 2007 for the registration of civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in Bhutan. Currently, there are 50 civil society organisations 
registered with the CSO Authority. There are, however, many small groups which are 
unregistered and therefore informal. 

A mapping study of registered CSOs implemented recently, among other purposes, 
inquired about the financial capacity of CSOs. This paper draws on findings of the 
above mentioned study on the financial capacity of registered CSOs in Bhutan. 
This paper will attempt to explicate the legislative basis for fund-raising by CSOs, 
describe the current scenario of fund-raising among CSOs, comment on funding 
prospects, and list the challenges and opportunities in fund-raising. This paper 
explains how CSOs scrape an existence to sustain their niche, stay relevant and meet 
the aspirations of their beneficiaries. Paramount among issues facing CSOs today in 
Bhutan is the dearth of funding for CSOs to finance their activities and to support 
the operational costs of CSOs. This paper touches on legislation on fund-raising by 
CSOs and explains the current funding situation in the CSO sector. This paper also 
explains the challenges in raising funds for CSOs in Bhutan, and provides some 
suggestions on addressing these challenges.

CSOs are permitted by law to raise funds. CSOs can raise funds from both external 
and internal sources such as from members, as donations, grants, subsidies, and from 
corporations. The funds have to be routed through a national financial institution 
to track the source of funds. The law also allows donations and fund-raising from 
the general public albeit with prior permission from the Authority. Unlike religious 
organisations that regularly raise funds from the general public to renovate temples 
and monasteries, CSOs raising funds through door-to-door collection is quite rare. 
In Bhutan, CSOs have raised funds from donors, private individuals, corporate 
houses within Bhutan, from the government, and from donors abroad. 
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The Act allows CSOs to invest in banks and CSOs can even make investments. 
In spite of this provision being articulated categorically in the Act, corresponding 
provisions are not reflected in the Rules and Regulations. Hence, many CSOs 
are not entirely sure if they can raise funds by implementing income-generating 
activities. Many CSOs are therefore undecided about raising funds through social 
enterprises. However, this has not stopped some CSOs from raising funds through 
income-generating activities they themselves carry out or investing in businesses. 
Several CSOs occasionally organise the sale of handicrafts, a few have invested in 
cottage-scale souvenir and textile production units and a few have endowment funds 
invested in banks. The law, however, is categorical in that income and profits received 
or earned from businesses, including funds raised, cannot be distributed among their 
members, founders, donors, directors or trustees.

The amount of funds received has increased from year to year. In total, between 
2011 and 2015, CSOs received a sum of Nu 1.103 billion. Of this, the bulk of funds 
received were from donors while the funds received from the Government constitute 
only a small proportion received by CSOs. Donors such as multilateral agencies, 
international NGOs, Foundations and individuals mostly funded CSOs. Most 
funds are received by CSOs categorised as Public Benefit Organisations (PBOs) 
working to serve vulnerable groups such as those living in poverty, people living 
with HIV/AIDS, the differently-abled, women facing domestic violence, those 
involved in media and democracy among others. Funds received by Mutual Benefit 
Organisations (MBOs) comprise 30 percent of total funds received by CSOs in 
Bhutan. A large proportion of funds received by MBOs comprise membership fees. 

A substantial amount of funds was accessible to CSOs through Danida’s Good 
Governance Programme. These funds were supplemented with co-funding through 
donors such as Helvetas, the Austrian Government, and Netherlands Development 
Organisation (SNV) amounting to Nu 89 million. The funds were routed through 
the CSO Fund Facility managed by a private firm between 2011 and 2014. The funds 
were sanctioned to 30 CSOs and 32 Community-based Organisations (CBOs). 
While eight CSOs received more than Nu. 50 million, more than 60 percent of the 
CSOs received less than Nu 20 million. 

Larger CSOs with substantial holdings of funding resources in most cases are 
consolidated with endowment funds thus enabling them to spend on fund-raising 
as well. These CSOs are better staffed, and employ staff for fund-raising. The larger 
CSOs also have established a good rapport with government agencies and resident 
donors. With experience in implementing projects, they have gained credibility 
among government and donor agencies. Government agencies and donors, therefore, 
are more inclined to commission these CSOs to undertake developmental activities. 
His Majesty The King conferred medals to CSOs at the close of 2016 as recognition 
for their role in Bhutan’s society but also to encourage CSOs to strive harder to play 
their important role in governance and social development. 
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After 2014, there was a reduction in funding available from donors. As mentioned 
earlier, donor funds were committed and deposited into a common fund, namely the 
CSO Fund Facility from which CSOs could apply for and receive funds. Therefore, 
from 2015 to June, 2017, CSOs had to depend on other donors within Bhutan such 
as corporate and private individuals, and a few resident and external donors. Access to 
funds was subject to availability of funds with donors within the country. Further, just 
10 CSOs had funds committed for 2017, and the number which have funds committed 
for 2018 and 2019 is smaller. It is mainly the smaller CSOs, those with fewer staff, 
and the CSOs which have received less funds that struggle to survive while the larger 
CSOs have been able to tap substantial funds. It is also the larger CSOs which have 
undertaken government contracts to execute developmental work in remote areas. 

After a lull of almost two and a half years during which no funds were available in 
the country for CSOs, the European Union (EU) came forth in 2017 to finance the 
CSO sector and informal groups in Bhutan. A sum of Nu 185.2 million has been 
committed for CSOs by the European Union Commission. Helvetas, representing 
the Swiss Government and the EU, will manage the funds besides contributing 10 
percent of the total funds. CSOs will have to apply for the funds with proposals for 
viable projects.

CSOs use a number of strategies to raise funds. Among them, preparing project 
proposals appears to be the most common. CSOs also raise funds through rentals 
they earn from lease of their infrastructure such as office spaces and meeting halls. 
Some carry out income generating activities while a few earn dividends from 
endowment funds invested in the banks. There are a few who have raised funds from 
private individual donors abroad who occasionally finance some of their activities. 
MBOs mostly raise funds through annual membership fees.  

Responsibility for fund-raising is usually mandated to staff working in the 
communications or programme sections of CSOs. Several trainings on fund-raising 
have been conducted in the country but the quality of proposals for funding is still 
not up to the mark, as corroborated by donor representatives in the country. Besides, 
staff trained in fund-raising resign, creating a vacuum in CSOs. 

Members of close-knit societies helped each other, engendering social solidarity to form 
social capital. Difficult tasks and situations were overcome as a group. Over the decades, 
the values of cooperation leading to solidarity are being lost and are no longer as strong as 
they used to be, especially in urban areas of Bhutan. Urban dwellers spend less time with 
each other and, instead, have become highly individualistic in their thoughts and actions, 
and hence are more isolated. In rural areas, villagers still help each other. The enactment 
of CSO legislation did not bring new principles to the fore but it certainly reinforced 
old and time-tested principles of cooperation and solidarity through formal institutions, 
what we call CSOs today. CSOs working within the ambit of the legislation are able to 
promote their agenda of serving the needs of their beneficiaries. 
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CSOs need resources and funds to finance their activities and to support their 
operational costs. The dearth of fund limits the activities that CSO can take up. 
Although legislation gives ample opportunity to CSOs to raise funds, CSOs are 
in perpetual need of funds. Provisions of the legislation, mainly those related to 
income-generating activities, are ambiguous and consequently impose a restraint 
on CSOs that wish to start up social enterprises. Additionally, it is possible that 
established businesses could object to CSOs competing with them if they are selling 
similar products or services. CSOs do not have business licenses and this may be 
a point of contention for which businesses that pay taxes on profits earned could 
object. Such potential repercussions could be dealt with if legislation addresses these 
before the problems arise.

The CSO fraternity has already discussed the legislation and, among others, has 
articulated the need to amend provisions on fund-raising as well. The legislation 
on fund-raising through income generation by the CSO should be deliberated and 
proposed for amendment in parliament. Alhough the CSO sector may not be a 
priority with the government compared with other national issues, amendment 
procedures must be initiated to ensure there is clarity on fund-raising to enable 
CSOs to move forward to institute sustainability for funding. 

Despite these shortcomings, most CSOs have raised and received a substantial 
amount of funds for their activities. The funds raised, however, are highly skewed 
among CSOs in favour of the larger CSOs. The contingent need for funding by 
most CSOs, inadequacy of funds, and variable capacity of CSOs to attract and raise 
funds has led to this imbalance among CSOs. 

The majority of the funds were raised from donors and the government’s contribution 
to CSOs has been minimal. In the wake of withdrawal of donors (Danida has already 
phased out its assistance in 2014, and Austria and Netherlands are due to cease 
development aid in Bhutan within the next two years), there will be limited funds 
available within the country. Even the recently received funds from the EU is time 
bound and will be spent within the next three years. 

The prospects for funding for CSOs appear dismal in the long run. There are various 
factors impacting the ability of CSOs to raise funds. For the short-term of three to 
four years there will be EU funds for CSOs but CSOs need to get their act together to 
conceive viable projects and produce quality proposals to compete for these funds. Not 
all CSOs have been able to benefit from the training on fund-raising because many 
staff that received training chose to leave. CSOs need to be more discerning at the time 
of hiring staff to select those who are committed to stay a minimum period that would 
enable the CSO to consolidate its capacity and transfer the training and skills to the 
workplace and to other workers who could take up fund-raising even if staff leave after 
some years. Besides, CSOs need to pay more attention to the function of fund-raising 
by appointing a person solely for the purpose of fund-raising in their organisations. 
This will go a long way in ensuring that fund-raising is closely connected with other 
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activities. It may also help raise awareness among businesses that profits earned by the 
CSO from the enterprise will be spent for social causes. 

The fact that most CSOs do not have committed funds for the next three years 
suggests either that few CSOs undertake fund-raising or CSO proposals are of poor 
quality and therefore CSOs are unable to acquire funds. Ambiguity in legislation 
(mismatch between provisions the Act and absence of corresponding provisions in 
the Rules & Regulations) hinders action by CSOs in relation to the start up of social 
enterprises. Further, CSOs will have to cope with the inevitability of withdrawal 
of donors from the country as part of the development process. CSOs are in no 
way restricted to seeking donors beyond those resident in the country. There are 
numerous opportunities to raise funds from abroad. It is a matter of identifying the 
correct funding agencies and writing compelling proposals to source such funds.  

It is timely and important for the government and CSOs to discuss sustainability of 
financing. Creating an endowment fund by the government to finance CSO activities, 
similar to the Health and Environmental Trust Fund, could be one way of instituting 
sustainability in funding. The Gross National Happiness Commission’s effort to include 
CSOs in the planning process, in preparation for the 12th Five Year Plan (2018-2023), 
is commendable. Many CSOs expect to see this translate to involvement of CSOs in 
the Plans where they can partner with the government by implementing activities 
to achieve the Plan’s objectives. The government could delegate funds for CSOs to 
participate in the implementation of Five Year Plan activities. However, CSOs need to 
convince the government that they are capable and can deliver the outcomes required 
to reach national goals. By doing this, CSOs would be recognised as credible partners 
of the government in the development of the country.

Legislation has provided the legal backing for CSOs to operate in Bhutan but not all 
provisions, as with fundraising, are clear. Amendment of the Act is not sufficient to 
ensure CSOs are adequately funded because CSOs, as an imperative, are compelled 
to build and sustain capacity in their institutions to raise funds, especially as funding 
sources become scarce both locally and globally. The government’s role in engaging 
CSOs in the development process is necessary through regular consultations, actual 
sanction of funds, and delegation of responsibilities to lead valuable partnerships. At 
the same time, CSOs will be meaningfully involved in the development process as a 
credible partner in the governance of the country. 
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