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Abstract  This chapter sets out and analyses the roles of NGOs in 
post-colonial contexts towards understanding the extent to which NGOs 
act as facilitators of local development; the extent to which NGOs 
strengthen the local policy processes by encouraging people’s participa-
tion; the possibilities of collaboration between NGOs and government 
in designing and implementing policies and programmes; and the possi-
bilities of NGOs to act as intermediaries in networking between national, 
provincial and local government and the people. The chapter sets out 
the theoretical framework and the main arguments of the book through 
exploring post-colonial theory, government-NGO relations and policy 
network theory.

Keywords  Local development · People’s participation · Post-colonial 
theory · Government-NGO relations · Policy network theory

2.1    Introduction

Sri Lankan politics occur within the context of a unitary state structure 
where power is concentrated at the centre. Non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) within Sri Lanka have tended to be viewed by nationalists as impe-
rial agents and threats to the sovereignty of the country. Therefore, in the 
contemporary Sri Lankan setting, the role played by NGOs in promoting 
social and economic development is both political and controversial.
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After the tsunami disaster of December 2004, and with the end of 
war in May 2009, large amounts of foreign aid flowed into Sri Lanka 
for relief, reconstruction and rehabilitation. With central government 
overseeing the administration of this aid, its role in controlling the direc-
tion of social and economic development has increased significantly, 
while provincial and local government have had less influence. The aid, 
resources and technologies of the NGOs have typically been used for 
the government’s large-scale construction projects1 under the name of 
‘reconstruction and infrastructure development projects’. As this has 
happened, the aspirations and needs of the local communities have been 
neglected.2

Despite these centralising tendencies, NGOs have played an important 
role in supporting local government and local development through 
addressing the needs of local communities and stressing the development 
of human resources over physical infrastructure,3 and have influenced 
central government decisions on local policy, supporting the implemen-
tation of local policy effectively, and encouraging people’s participation 
in the local policy process. This chapter reviews a group of theories 
related to post-colonial societies and assesses the impact of NGOs on 
local government and local development.

2.2    Post-colonial Societies and NGOs

The history of colonialism changed the economic, political, social and 
cultural structures of many colonised countries, leaving them with no 
chance of returning to their pre-colonial states. However, this has not 
meant that former colonies have lost their old social structures or have 
fully adopted new colonial structures. Instead, many former colonised 
countries are left with complex arrangements, a hybrid of new colonial 
settings and old societal structures.

Since 1505 Sri Lanka had been under Portuguese, Dutch and British 
colonial rule for more than four centuries. Sri Lankan pre-colonial 

1 Large-scale construction projects include the reconstruction and infrastructure develop-
ment projects such as roads, highways, bridges, airports, harbours, government buildings, 
tourist hotels, factories and sports complexes. These projects are mostly foreign-funded and 
controlled fully or partly by the central government.

2 See ACDI-CIDA, “Tsunami Reconstruction and Rehabilitation Programme”.
3 Kleymeyer, Cultural Expression and Grassroots Development, 4–6.
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society was characterised by much complexity, arising from the many 
different ethnic, religious and caste systems and the existence of many 
related cultures. When colonial social and political structures were intro-
duced into this environment, the complexities associated with governing 
only increased. For example, when the colonial rulers promoted Western 
religions, a considerable number of Buddhist and Hindu adherents con-
verted to Christianity, while those who remained as Buddhists imitated 
the new Protestant system of education and started Buddhist schools 
aimed at competing with Catholic schools. It was within the context of 
such complexities that colonial administrative and governing structures 
were established and the traditional society transformed.

Following independence in 1948, the ruling power shifted from colo-
nial masters to post-colonial rulers who have since been faced with the 
need to address the enduring complexities resulting from the history of 
colonialism. The multiple layers of colonial and pre-colonial social, politi-
cal and economic structures have left post-independence rulers facing 
many difficulties. For example, with the British education system and the 
temple-based, ancient Buddhist education system (Piriven), both have 
remained and co exist. Alongside the British-based system of adminis-
tration and government, ethnic, religious, caste and social class hierar-
chies have remained. Additionally, alongside an export-oriented economy 
designed to meet the needs of former colonial powers, the pre-colonial, 
traditional agricultural system remains. And while the indigenous 
cultures have been combined with and influenced by Western culture, 
those cultures have not been demonstrably altered.

A complicating factor is that post-independence rulers have had to 
continue to depend on former colonial masters, especially in the area of 
the economy. This dependency has provided a path for NGOs to become 
involved in the development problems facing Sri Lanka. The grow-
ing involvement of NGOs, however, has been criticised by anti-colonial 
nationalists in Sri Lanka. Some of their arguments can be found in post-
colonial theory. This theory offers a set of ideas that help identify and 
explain the difficulties of governing in a post-independence environment.

2.2.1    Addressing Post-colonial Complexities

The term ‘post-colonial’ refers to a period after the end of colonialism 
and the experiences of countries formerly under the control of the 
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Western/European colonial powers. It focuses on the impact of colonial 
acquisition and control4 over resources, territories and cultures.

As colonialism has taken many forms and has many histories, decolo-
nisation has been similarly multiform and complex.5 In another way, the 
experience of a new sovereignty typically encouraged the development of 
a post-colonial culture which radically revised the ethos and ideologies 
of the colonial state.6 Post-colonial also specifies a transformed histori-
cal situation, and the cultural formations that have arisen in response to 
changed political circumstances, in the former colonial power.7 It identifies 
that there is a continuation of colonialism, albeit through different or new 
politico-economic, socio-cultural relationships of the former colonies.

Post-colonial theory seeks to understand and explain these post-
colonial situations. It is used for analysing the many strategies by which 
colonised societies have engaged imperial discourse, and for studying the 
ways in which many of those strategies are shared by colonised societies, 
re-emerging in very different political and cultural circumstances.8 This 
theory and criticism represents an attempt to investigate the complex and 
deeply fraught dynamics of modern Western colonialism and anti-colonial 
resistance, and the ongoing significance of the colonial encounter for 
people’s lives both in the West and elsewhere.9 Post-colonial theory for-
mulates its critique around the social histories, cultural differences and 
the political discrimination practised and normalised by colonial and 
imperial machineries.10 This theory provides a framework which encour-
ages former colonies to utilise, strengthen and develop the resources 
of their own histories and political and intellectual traditions.11 When 
national sovereignty or independence was finally achieved, countries 
moved from colonial to apparently autonomous, post-colonial status and 
in many ways, this represented only a beginning, a relatively minor move 
from direct to indirect rule, a shift from colonial rule and domination 

6 Young, Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction, 57.
7 Ibid.
8 Ashcroft, Post-colonial Transformation, 7.
9 Prasad, “The Gaze of the Other,” 5.
10 Rukundwa and Aarde, “The Formation of Postcolonial Theory”.
11 Young, Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction, 66.

4 Childs and Williams, An Introduction to Post-Colonial Theory, 1, 10.
5 Moore-Gilbert, Postcolonial Theory, 203.
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to a position, not so much of independence, as in-dependence.12 Post-
colonial theory recognises, therefore, that although formerly colonised 
territories gained their political sovereignty, they remained subject to the 
effective control of the major world powers, which constituted the same 
group as the former imperial powers.13 Such economic dependency on 
international organisations (IOs) and on former colonial powers has been 
identified by neo-colonial critics as a new form of colonialism.

The critique of neo-colonialism which focuses on aid programmes 
argues that the economic object of neo-colonialism has been to keep the 
living standards of the less developed countries depressed in the interests of 
the colonial masters. In this way, ‘aid’ to a former colony is merely a form 
of revolving credit, paid by the neo-colonial master, passing through the 
neo-colonial state and returning to the neo-colonial master in the form of 
increased profits.14  These criticisms of international involvement in former 
colonies portray that injections of foreign capital lead to processes which 
result in the ongoing exploitation of the former colonies and, in turn, the 
difficulties of government in post-independence contexts are related to the 
legacy of colonialism.

It is not only IOs which are considered as the vehicles for neo-colonial  
processes by anti-colonial nationalists. NGOs which constitute the ‘Third 
Sector’15 have begun to play an increasing role in less developed coun-
tries, mainly through various aid programmes. NGOs that provide aid 
are, however, seen by neo-colonialist critics as a means by which for-
mer colonial-style relationships are sustained. They argue that former 
colonial powers are still responsible for the underdevelopment of for-
mer colonies. But this picture has changed over the years. A significant 
number of Asian, African and South American countries, which were 
former colonies, have been able to achieve remarkable economic growth 
and are being referred to as part of a category of newly industrialised 
countries (NICs).16 The category of NIC is a socio-economic classifica-
tion applied to several countries around the world by political scientists 

12 Young, Postcolonialism: A Very Short Introduction, 3.
13 Young, Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction, 45.
14 Nkrumah, Neo-Colonialism, the Last Stage of Imperialism.
15 Sarkar, NGOs and Globalization, 8.
16 For examples, from Asia, Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, China, India, 

Malaysia, Philippines and Thailand; from Africa, South Africa; and from South America, 
Brazil have been identified as NICs.
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and economists. NICs usually share some other common features such 
as increased social freedoms and civil rights, a switch from agricultural to 
industrial economies, especially in the manufacturing sector, an increas-
ingly open-market economy, allowing free trade with other nations in the 
world, large national corporations operating in several continents, strong 
capital investment from foreign countries, political leadership in their 
area of influence, and rapid growth of urban centres and population.17 
For NICs, colonialism is not the barrier it was earlier as former colonies 
pursue development.

Post-colonial theory tends not to identify productive and positive 
aspects of the relationships between former colonies and colonising pow-
ers. Although post-colonial theory provides a background to identify 
and explain complexities of the post-colonial societies, it draws a nega-
tive picture of Western influences on former colonies and of the positive 
influence of former colonial powers in addressing the complexities of the 
former colonies through NGOs.

2.3    Government-NGO Relations

The capacities of NGOs to contribute towards effective governance in 
post-colonial societies have been widely discussed with critical scholars 
arguing that they do represent a new form of imperial agency and con-
stitute a new form of colonialism,18 with a tendency to undermine the 
sovereignty of the state.

Many of these critiques are based on the relations between govern-
ments and NGOs. While some governments are found to collaborate 
effectively with NGOs in the pursuit of socio-economic development, 
others are more wary of the implication that NGO involvement suggests 
governments are neglecting their responsibilities. Still others are found 
to try to control the way NGOs administer foreign aid, and seek to 
direct that in a way that reflects favourably on the government. Against 
this background, government-NGO relations can be seen to take various 
forms, both within countries over time, and across countries.19

19 See Appadurai, “Grassroots Globalization”.

17 See Bozyk, Globalization and the Transformation.
18 Lewis and Opoku-Mensah, “Policy Arena,” 668, 670.
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NGO involvement and government responses have taken many forms 
over time20 in different situations and different policy areas in Sri Lanka. 
After more than six decades of independence, Sri Lankan society has 
continued to have many problems leading to and resulting in internal 
conflict and political disorder. Over this period, ethnic conflict has been 
an important driver of state policy. During and in the immediate after-
math of the war, which had consumed the full attention of the central 
government, the needs of local communities were basically neglected.21 
In this context, attempts by NGOs to support the war-affected people 
and local communities, including encouraging their participation in local 
policy processes, have been significant.22 However, in the context that 
central government plays a dominant role, NGOs have not been encour-
aged to become involved in local government and local development.

2.3.1    Governments and NGOs: Conflicts and Collaborations

The relations between governments and NGOs are at times conflicting 
and collaborative at other times. Appadurai notes:

NGOs concerned with mobilising highly specific local, national, and 
regional groups on matters of equity, access, justice, and redistribution 
… have complex relations with the state, with the official public sphere, 
with international civil society initiatives, and with local communities. 
Sometimes they are uncomfortably complicit with the policies of the 
nation-state and sometimes they are violently opposed to these policies. 
Sometimes they have grown wealthy and powerful enough to constitute 
major political forces in their own right and sometimes they are weak in 
everything except their transparency and local legitimacy.23

The above statement reflects many of the dimensions and complexities 
of NGOs and their national and international relations. The main point 
highlighted here is that the relations between government and NGOs 
depend on the strengths and weaknesses of both parties.

20 Wickramasinghe, Civil Society in Sri Lanka, 84.
21 Asia Economic Institute, “Economic Impacts”.
22 See Ministry of Provincial Councils and Local Government, Performance—2005 & 

Future Plans—2006 and Ministry of Local Government and Provincial Councils, Progress 
Report 2009, Future Plans 2010.

23 Appadurai, “Grassroots Globalization,” 16–17.
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The fear held by some governments of losing control of their own 
agendas is one reason to exclude NGO involvement in policy matters.24 
Moreover, such governments fear that politically sensitive issues can be 
transmitted to the wider public through NGOs and that this can lead 
to political pressure.25 This leads some governments to put in place 
restrictions over NGOs. Bratton notes:

Because NGO activities can involve a wide range of sensitive political 
actors – donors in the international arena, neighbouring countries in the 
region, and social groups within its own territory – a government may 
even come to view NGOs through the lens of state security. Where lead-
ers are confident of their grip on power, they will not fear a populace 
mobilised in autonomous organisations. The more fragile a government’s 
sense of political legitimacy, the less permissive it is likely to be toward the 
institutionalisation of a strong voluntary sector. Therefore, the amount of 
space allowed to NGOs in any given country is determined first and fore-
most by political considerations rather than by any calculation of the con-
tribution of NGOs to economic and social development.26

While many government leaders express hostile attitudes to NGOs, 
even in broadly democratic societies, Willetts comments that virtually 
all government leaders, including those who have expressed hostility, 
will work with NGOs when they see them as allies in support of their 
political goals.27 NGOs have to determine whether they can work within 
restrictions put on them by government, and work in accordance with 
government agendas, or whether to do so would undermine the NGOs’ 
role in addressing actual needs at the local level.

A wide range of economic, social and technical problems outstrip the 
capacities of most national governments,28 and in this context the capaci-
ties of NGOs to solve such problems have become significant. These 
capacities are based on resources such as expert information, finances, 
decision-making capacity, popular support or legitimacy, enforcement 

24 Fitzduff and Church, “Stepping up to the Table,” 9–10.
25 Ibid., 10.
26 Bratton, “The Politics of Government-NGO Relations,” World Development, 576.
27 Willetts, “What is a Non-Governmental Organization”.
28 Pentland, “International Organizations and Their Roles,” 244.
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capabilities and diplomatic skills.29 According to Bratton, governments 
see the strength of NGOs as a great weakness of government, but tend 
to value the NGOs largely because of the additional flows of develop-
ment capital they attract.30 While reporting the issues raised in the 
symposium on ‘Development Alternatives: The Challenge for NGOs’ 
held in London in March 1987, Drabek points that the governments 
sometimes try to maintain control over NGOs precisely because of the 
NGOs’ access to funds.31 For Willis, NGOs are often regarded as the 
answer to the perceived limitations of the state. NGOs have been able 
to provide services for local communities when government assistance is 
not forthcoming or appropriate.32 NGOs act as facilitators or catalysts 
of local development efforts.33 There is a growing interest in the rural 
development field in the role of NGOs as innovators of new technologies 
and approaches to working with the poor.34 One of the earliest exam-
ples of the pro-NGO case is Michael Cernea’s report, written in 1988 
for the World Bank (WB), which cites the NGOs’ main contributions as 
strengthening local organisational capacity. He notes that the NGO pri-
ority on first organising the people embodies a philosophy that recognises 
the centrality of people in development policies and action programmes 
and the importance of self-organisation.35

The role of NGOs is recognised as including the organisation of 
people to make better use of local productive resources, create new 
resources and services, promote equity, alleviate poverty and influence 
government actions towards these same objectives while establishing 
new institutional frameworks to sustain people-centred development. 
According to Cernea, many NGOs have been found to possess a com-
parative advantage over government agencies in four main areas: (1) 
NGOs reach the poor in remote areas where government assistance does 
not exist or is ineffective; (2) NGOs operate at a lower cost due to the 
voluntary nature of their activities and lower technological overheads; 
(3) NGOs promote local participation by working with community 

30 Bratton, “The Politics of Government-NGO Relations,” World Development, 584.
31 Drabek, “Development Alternatives,” World Development, xiv.
32 Willis, Theories and Practices, 98–100.
33 Drabek, “Development Alternatives,” World Development, x.
34 Lewis, “Individuals, Organisations and Public Action,” 202.
35 Cited in Lewis, The Management of Non-Governmental Development Organizations, 77.

29 Ibid.
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groups as partners emphasising self-help initiatives and local control of 
programmes; and (4) NGOs innovate and adapt to local conditions and 
needs.36 Kloos points out four reasons for government’s collaboration 
with NGOs: (1) NGOs can carry out activities such as local-level devel-
opment and services with greater efficiency and more know-how than 
government; (2) NGOs can carry out tasks that cannot be carried out 
by government for political reasons (e.g. carrying out medical tasks in 
militarily uncleared areas); (3) NGOs can tap foreign financial and other 
resources that are more easily accessible for them than for government; 
and (4) The existence of NGOs is a legitimation of government’s demo-
cratic intentions.37

It is evident that NGOs are potentially significant partners with 
the capacities to fill gaps created by government limitations and fail-
ures. Bratton reports that some governments were organisationally 
ill-equipped to deliver services and respond to needs at the rural com-
munity level. Centralised agencies also lacked information about, and the 
flexibility to adapt to, local conditions. As a consequence, a phalanx of 
NGOs with programmes in relief and rural development arose to fill the 
gaps left by governments.38 By focusing on specific missions and drawing 
on the support of local communities, NGOs are able to address issues 
that organisations in other sectors cannot or will not address. Despite 
massive investment in social programmes, governments have never 
been able to address fully the multiple needs of their citizens. NGOs, in 
other words, have emerged in large part to bridge the gap between what 
governments can do and what society needs or expects.39

The policies and programmes set up at the official level may have 
little chance of successful implementation if they are not adequately 
tailored to people’s needs at the local community level.40 Fitzduff and 
Church further note that policy makers often find it difficult to access 
and address local needs and conditions unless these are established within 
an identifiable framework. NGOs can bring contextually relevant, locally 
sourced knowledge to the policy table which is a necessary dimension 

36 Ibid.
37 Kloos, The Sri Lankan Government and the NGO’s, 25–26.
38 Bratton, “Non-Governmental Organizations in Africa,” Development and Change, 88.
39 Seffrin, “United States Nongovernmental Organizations”.
40 Fitzduff and Church, “Stepping up to the Table,” 13–14.



2  NGOs AND THEIR POTENTIAL IN POST-COLONIAL SOCIETIES   17

for successful policy making.41 NGOs are believed to work effectively 
with local communities through organising and service delivery and to 
develop innovative solutions to local problems.42

NGO activism may become, on some issues, an alternative to gov-
ernmental responsibility rather than a hindrance to policy. International 
NGOs can relieve governments of political responsibilities while appear-
ing to hold them responsible.43 A government may ignore their respon-
sibilities by handing such responsibilities to NGOs. On the other hand, 
Fitzduff and Church argue that NGOs need to consider the potential 
loss of independence that may result from cooperating too closely with 
government.44 Furthermore, NGOs may not want to be limited or con-
strained by state or other official concerns, but the very process of joint 
decision making, and the relationships developed therein, may mean 
that NGOs find it increasingly difficult to criticise governments and oth-
ers. NGOs can lose their credibility as independent and neutral actors in 
the eyes of those they are seeking to work with on the ground, result-
ing in a significant loss, as trust and goodwill are the crucial features of 
an NGO’s attractiveness to local people.45 Although it is necessary for 
the NGOs to cooperate with and complement the efforts of the govern-
ment, they must not subject their operations, finances and activities to 
governmental control and manipulation.46 Bratton suggests that govern-
ment-NGO relations are likely to be most constructive where a confi-
dent and capable government with populist policies meets an NGO that 
works to pursue mainstream development programmes. These relations 
are more controversial where a weak and defensive government with a 
limited power base meets an NGO that seeks to promote community 
mobilisation.47 This book seeks to understand how to positively utilise 
the contribution of NGOs in local government and local development.

46 Badu and Parker, “The Role of Non-governmental Organisations,” Journal of Social 
Development in Africa, 38.

41 Ibid.
42 Lewis and Opoku-Mensah, “Policy Arena: Moving Forward,” 666–667.
43 DeMars, NGOs and Transnational Networks, 60.
44 Fitzduff and Church, “Stepping up to the Table,” 12–13.
45 Ibid.

47 Bratton, “The Politics of Government-NGO Relations,” World Development, 585.
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2.4    Policy Process and the Interactions of NGOs

Government policy can be thought of as emerging from a ‘policy pro-
cess’ that consists of various stages48 and includes several actors.49 
Although there is potential for multiple actors to be involved, the 
government is generally seen as a prominent and dominant actor in all 
stages of the policy process.50

As discussed above, in the Sri Lankan government context, authori-
tative power is strongly centralised51 and the local level is neglected. 
Local communities remain voiceless even in the local government policy 
processes, leaving many needs at the local level to remain neglected and 
unaddressed.

The potential contribution of NGOs in addressing the needs at the 
local level is significant. NGOs are seen as appropriate actors to encour-
age people’s participation and to build networks among various policy 
actors at the local level.52 This opens a way to address post-colonial com-
plexities and to strengthen government-NGO relations. It is, therefore, 
relevant to review the issues related to people’s participation in the local 
policy processes, NGOs and their interactions in the policy process, and 
the relevance of policy network theory in addressing such issues.

2.4.1    NGOs as Policy Actors: Promotion of People’s Participation

A government-centric view of the policy process is a significant matter. 
The policy process seeks to take account of the manner in which prob-
lems get conceptualised and are brought to the government for solu-
tion; the governmental institutions and processes by which alternatives 
are formulated and policy solutions selected; and the implementation, 
evaluation, and revision of those solutions.53 Policy is of major concern 
at the highest levels of government, and the work of the executive—
the prime minister, or president, and cabinet—is dominated by policy 

48 See Hogwood and Gunn, Policy Analysis for the Real World, 7–10.
49 See Howlett et al., Studying Public Policy, 46–57.
50 See Birkland, An Introduction to the Policy Process, Sabatier, “Fostering the 

Development of Policy Theory,” and Colebatch, Policy.
51 Uyangoda, “Sri Lanka Post the LTTE”.
52 See Fernandez, “NGOs in South Asia,” World Development.
53 Sabatier, “Fostering the Development of Policy Theory,” 3.
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decisions.54 There are many voices within government, each viewing the 
issue from its own perspective and each seeking to turn policy making to 
its advantage.55

In most democratic states, policy decisions are taken by representa-
tive institutions that empower specialised actors to determine the scope 
and content of public policies, but these institutions do not, as a mat-
ter of course, provide mechanisms through which the public can directly 
determine policy.56 It follows that the public’s role in policy making can-
not be taken for granted as either straightforward or decisive. But nei-
ther should it be ignored. Elections rarely provide focused public input 
on specific policy options.57 Anderson concludes that most people do 
not take the opportunities to engage directly in shaping public policy. 
Many people do not vote, engage in political party activities, join pres-
sure groups, or otherwise display much interest in politics.58 Through 
this, issues arise such as determining policy without the direct involve-
ment of the public leading to inappropriate policies which do not address 
the actual needs of communities at the local level, and the policy process 
would be more successful if it took into account the ideas and needs of 
the people subjected to such policies.

Building public participation into the decision-making process 
can mean a broader range of policy considerations can be met.59 
Participation procedures focus on a single, discrete issue area, unlike 
representative politics, which bundles up disparate issues into uncon-
nected bundles, such as election manifestos or legislative programmes.60 
Consequently, Colebatch argues that it is easier for some people, and 
more difficult for others, to take part in the policy process. A critical 
question is how people with little standing can challenge the existing 
order and participate in the policy process.61 Schattschneider argues that 
it is not necessarily true that people with the greatest needs participate 

54 Colebatch, Policy, 40.
55 Ibid., 125.
56 Howlett et al., Studying Public Policy, 63–64.
57 Ibid., 65.
58 Anderson, Public Policymaking: An Introduction, 65–67.
59 Dunleavy and O’Leary, Theories of the State, 312–313.
60 Ibid.
61 Colebatch, Policy, 27.
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in politics most actively.62 Those with power can exclude issues and 
problems from the policy-making agenda.63 This non-decision mak-
ing suggests that policy makers with power have the capacity to keep 
issues off the agenda which they control.64 There is a need to represent 
the actual needs of the people in the policy process and to organise the  
people towards participating in the policy process.

In policy-making processes, expertise becomes an important way of 
organising policy activity.65 The different levels of expertise and finance 
that IOs can deploy often turn out to be crucial determinants of the 
impact that international actors can have on domestic policies.66 Osman 
refers to IOs and NGOs as donor agencies and voluntary agencies and 
notes how the scarcity of financial resources in developing countries 
has made donor agencies another dominant policy actor.67 According 
to Bratton, NGOs have useful ideas to offer to rural development plan-
ners. By demonstrating alternative methods of getting things done at 
the village level, they can offer policy suggestions on questions of local 
resource mobilisation, recurrent cost recovery and programme sustain-
ability.68 Furthermore, NGOs have an important role to play in politi-
cal development to the extent that they can offer ordinary people an 
opportunity to participate in decisions and represent local interests.69 
Therefore, other than their primary contribution to improve the deliv-
ery of economic and social services to poor populations, NGOs have an 
important contribution to make to the policy process where the content 
of rural development policies is shaped and decided.70 This leads to argu-
ing that NGOs can provide expertise in assisting people and government 
towards policy negotiations, and NGOs might contribute to mechanisms 
to organise people at the local level to participate in the policy process.

62 Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People, 105.
63 Bachrach and Baratz, “Decisions and Non-Decisions,” American Political Science 

Review, 641–651.
64 Anderson, Public Policymaking: An Introduction, 94–95.
65 Colebatch, Policy, 28–29.
66 Howlett et al., Studying Public Policy, 76.
67 Osman, “Public Policy Making”.
68 Bratton, “The Politics of Government-NGO Relations,” World Development, 582–583.
69 Ibid., 585.
70 Bratton, “Non-Governmental Organizations in Africa,” Development and Change, 116.
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We might think of NGOs as being a part of the policy networks in 
which public and private actors interact. Policy networks are recognised 
as consisting of a bounded set of actors and one or more sets of relations 
that connect these actors.71 They may be informal or rule-governed.72 
Policy network theory, to a greater or lesser degree, recognises that ideas 
as well as interests bind together the groups and individuals in a policy 
sector.73 In seeking to address a policy issue related to a specific com-
munity, a policy network will bring together government representatives, 
community-based organisations (CBOs), intellectuals, NGOs and oth-
ers. In sharing ideas in policy networks, people gain an understanding of 
various problems and how to encourage participation in policy networks. 
For example, participatory rural appraisal (PRA) can be identified as a 
networking approach used by NGOs to incorporate the knowledge and 
opinions of rural people in the planning and management of develop-
ment projects and programmes.74

NGO and IO involvement in creating policy networks helps in mobi-
lising local activists, social movements, and other civil society organi-
sations which can pressure governments to change their policies and 
practices.75 According to DeMars, NGOs are the constitutive actors of 
networks: no NGOs, no network. Without NGOs, other actors with the 
potential to participate in a network may be present, but the leadership 
of NGOs is required to activate the network.76 NGOs are, in his view, 
the most influential actors in networking.77 It is worth arguing that the 
possibilities for NGOs to be involved in the policy process as interme-
diate actors, especially at the local level through networking with the 
people, local organisations and local government would lead to effective 
local development.

71 Knoke, “Policy Networks,” 210–211.
72 Scharpf, Games Real Actors Play, 116–151.
73 Fischer, Reframing Public Policy, 32.
74 Chambers, Whose Reality Counts? 106.
75 Knoke, “Policy Networks,” 215.
76 DeMars, NGOs and Transnational Networks, 51–52.
77 Ibid., 52.
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2.5  C  onclusion

Through reviewing the key insights from post-colonial theory, particu-
larly the way that it focuses on foreign aid and NGOs as contemporary 
forms of colonialism, the potential for NGOs to act as agents in address-
ing the complexities of the post-colonial societies and governance has 
been recognised. The government-NGO relations and the ways in which 
they are in conflict or collaborate are significant issues. Government’s 
response to NGOs is the decisive factor in determining whether there 
is benefit from such relations. The government-NGO relations diverge 
according to the differences in governments and NGO agendas. The 
government may hold a fear about NGOs, suspecting they might under-
mine the government’s decisive power. Although there is a potential to 
neglect the actual needs of the people in government-centric policy pro-
cesses, NGOs can promote people’s participation in the policy processes 
at the local level by facilitating networks of policy actors.
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