
Review of Janvikas, Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) 

and Centre for Governance Studies 

 

Background and Scope 

Janvikas has been associated with SDTT since 1997 including a corpus from SDTT in 2004 to support the 

work of Centre for Social Justice (CSJ). Currently, a proposal from Janvikas for the Centre for Governance 

Studies (CGS) is being considered by SDTT.   In this context, this review has been commissioned with a 

twofold objective. First, to understand the outcomes of the grants made towards the activities of CSJ. 

Second, assess the proposed activities under the proposal from CGS and Janvikas’s abilities to support it.  

The detailed ToR for the review has three dimensions: 

•  Role of Janvikas as an incubator, particularly with reference to Centre for Social Justice 

• Strategic Review of the work, impact and potential for Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) 

• Review of the concept of Centre for Governance Studies and the components of the proposed 

plan (submitted to SDTT) 

Process of Review  

The review had a limited timeframe with an expectation of sharing key insights and observations to help 

a big picture analysis. It was not expected to be a detailed evaluation of the work of Janvikas, CSJ or CGS.  

With this objective in mind a review process with broadly thee elements was designed, which included, 

reading and review of documents produced (including proposals and annual reports), interactions with 

the team and other stakeholders and field visits.  

Concretely this got translated into the following: 

•  Participation in annual planning of CSJ and a half day board meeting (participated as an 

observer) 

• Review of proposal (2003) sent by JV to SDTT for CSJ corpus and 2011 for CGS and Review of 

other relevant documents including annual reports, newspaper clippings, previous review 

reports, internal MIS. 

• Field visits to Himmatnagar and Baruch district centers which included interactions with 

government officials, lawyers, judicial officers, district team, litigants, local NGOs.  

• Extensive interactions with the team of JV, CSJ and CGS, with other stakeholders including 

government officials, senior lawyers, NGOs at the state level.  



Conceptual Framework  

It is a challenge to be able to present relevant and useful insights on such a broad canvas which includes 

Janvikas, CSJ and CGS. It therefore became imperative to find a conceptual framework which would 

weave together the three initiatives (and the three elements of the ToR) and present us with a frame of 

reference. Fortunately, as the review progressed the conceptual framework emerged organically as all 

the three initiatives share the core vision of social change and justice.  

JV, CSJ and CGS are deeply committed to the vision of deepening democracy particularly for realization 

of substantive democracy for the poor and marginalized people. Analytically they have concluded that 

the story of democracy remains incomplete in the country with huge deficits of rights for the poor and 

ordinary citizens. These deficits have multiple roots but one of the core factors is the deficits of 

governance. JV, CSJ and CGS have decided to work on the interface of these deficits, namely, rights and 

governance.  According to CSJ these deficits are the most prominent and significant at the level of 

judicial governance, particularly at the local level. As part of the core mission, there is an attempt to also 

redefine the ‘good governance’ discourse, which largely focuses on macro resource use questions, from 

a framework of human rights, by presenting an alternative vision of ‘Just Governance’ with a focus on 

realization of rights of the poor and marginalized citizens and groups. With a clear identification of the 

strategic field of action, CSJ is contributing to building tangible praxis of Just Governance by going 

beyond the rhetoric of it. Importantly, this praxis is undertaken from a learning perspective and to build 

insights for sustainable interventions for systemic changes and reforms. This has developed into a 

unique model of local practice leading to macro-advocacy. Most importantly, the system (of Janvikas, 

CSJ and CGS) is keen to bring the discourse of deepening democracy within (in its own space, of civil 

society) through the initiatives of CGS and complete a full circle.  

The Big Picture: Janvikas, CSJ and CGS 

The system (Janvikas, CSJ and CGS) has very high credibility amongst diverse set of stakeholders 

including the judicial system, government functionaries, civil society and common citizens. Uniformly 

the system was appreciated for the quality of work and most stakeholders felt that it was making a 

difference in the field of its operations. It is worth mentioning that most felt that CSJ’s work is unique in 

its direct demonstrable impact on the poor. The results of increased number of human rights lawyers in 

the districts or poor people accessing justice through the legal aid provided by CSJ was a strong 

testimony of this fact.  

Across the country, this system can be cited as one of those unique networks of organizations, focused 

on rights and governance, which are  

 

woven together with evolved governance systems. These organizations through an organic evolution 

process have been able to build a functional and strategic synergy while they continue to be inter-

dependent and autonomous. This system is also recognized for strong rootedness at the grassroots with 

the ability to draw lessons from the field experiences to build a strongly articulated macro agenda. 



Interestingly, given the linkage with the grassroots and lived experiences of handling diverse and real 

cases has led to significant success at the macro level. However, some suggestions were made to 

encourage the system to go beyond the organizations within the network for greater impact. This 

becomes more crucial as CSJ and CGS expand beyond Gujarat.  

It is also good to note that JV has a reasonably solid financial foundation. It has been able to build up a 

corpus and also made good investments. CSJ is also following on the footsteps and is already reasonably 

financially robust. Importantly, the idea of financial autonomy and the need to build its own resource 

base is part of the active thinking process of the system.  

Janvikas – Nurturing Role 

Janvikas is almost unparalleled in its role of being an incubator for organizations. It has been very 

successful in nurturing organizations to maturity. The list of such organizations would be long and 

includes large and credible organizations like Kutch Mahila Vikas Sansathan, Drishti, Sahjivan, etc. 

Importantly, this nurturing has been real and has gone way beyond the traditional role of a legal holder 

as it has been able to imbibe a set of core values around rights, justice and development.  

Janvikas again played this role for CSJ. The process started with conceptualizing and designing CSJ. 

Janivkas continued its nurturing support to CSJ till the successful hiving off of the centre when it 

achieved organizational maturity. Janvikas helped CSJ achieve three essential elements of a robust 

organization, namely, independent and strong governance, financial stability and independent work 

mandate. To ensure continuity, Janvikas and CSJ designed a post hiving of scenario with interlocking 

boards to ensure mutual accountability of the collaborative spaces. This has also been achieved 

successfully including some formal protocols for maintaining mutual reporting and accounting. Apart 

from the formal interlocking boards and protocols, Janvikas continues to support CSJ with property 

(space), resources (financial support during a lean patch of CSJ), skills (capacity building) and 

perspective.  

Centre for Social Justice (CSJ): Unique Identity and Niche 

CSJ is clearly a frontline organization working on human rights and social justice in the country. The 

uniqueness and value add that CSJ brings into the civil society landscape is of working for furthering 

human rights and social justice in the judicial space and systems of the country. This gives CSJ a unique 

niche of working with the marginalized people and communities for human rights and social justice from 

a legal perspective (going beyond the political and social realm which is often the work terrain of civil 

society groups). This becomes extremely credible and crucial as the judicial space has very limited civil 

society initiatives, particularly from a rights and social justice perspective. CSJ’s work is further laudable 

due to the fact that the environment in the state has remained very hostile to a rights discourse and 

work (elaborated in a section later).   

In addition to these features, CSJ’s, abilities, persistent efforts and strategic vision of marrying human 

rights and social justice work with the ideas of human and institutional development (HID) and capacity 

building (externally and internally), as a learning organization, makes it very unique and effective. Unlike 



most legal aid organizations, CSJ is strategic in its effort to build a cadre of paralegals on the hand or 

human rights lawyers on the other, going way beyond routine legal assistance to vulnerable groups. It is 

important to underscore that CSJ while working on the ground, has been successful in making significant 

systemic impact (operationalization of DV Act, compensation for riot victims) based on the strategy of 

building the advocacy agenda from the bottom. 

The work mandate of CSJ is focused on the most marginalized and excluded groups including dalits, 

adivasis, Muslims and women. Operationally, the real strength of CSJ is its strategic focus (almost as an 

organizational value) on the lowest level of judiciary by engaging with issues of judicial governance and 

facilitating access to justice at the district and sub-district level. This is unusual as most rights based 

groups tend to work at the higher levels of judiciary, particularly when it comes to questions of social 

justice. CSJ has been able to operationalize the social justice agenda at the local level. Building on this 

grassroots praxis CSJ has developed a powerful portfolio of macro work around systemic and legal 

reforms (including governance and institutional reforms and revitalization). This bridging of micro 

practice with macro advocacy makes CSJ a cutting edge frontline national organization.  

Inspirational and Extraordinary: Post Riot work of CSJ 

Before moving on to the details of the CSJ work, it would be worthwhile to talk about a distinctive phase 

of CSJ, which has given it a extraordinary status amongst human rights groups in the country.  

The 2002 Gujarat riots were unprecedented in scale and severity. There was a complete breakdown of 

law and order and rule of law. The minorities had become extremely vulnerable and had very little hope 

of justice in a politically charged environment where the state government, at best remained a mute 

bystander. The work of CSJ in this context of terror and loss of faith is extremely significant and 

extraordinary. The most impressive part was the nature of response of CSJ to the situation. It took a 

strategic decision to not react emotionally and raise the pitch, but prepared for the long haul of working 

with the existing legal framework, brick by brick, for restoration of justice. The work of CSJ with the riot 

victims is a fascinating story of civil society intervention gradually leading to restoration of justice. It is 

also a story of resilience of Indian State and core values of the Indian republic as enshrined in the 

constitution. Needless to say, this was a very lonely battle for CSJ, fought in an extremely hostile 

environment. The praise for CSJ’s work is not to suggest that it was the only actor, there were few other 

initiatives, which also did go through the long battle for justice.  

It would be a good learning to document the post riot work of CSJ for human rights groups. Within the 

limitations of a review, let me highlight three very significant achievements of CSJ through this work. 

First, CSJ, through its painstaking detailed work was able to help the establishment of rule of law by 

ensuring checks and balances on the executive via the judiciary. Second, it restored amongst many the 

idea of justice by persistent and slow but productive work with the judicial system. The delivery of 

justice through the judicial system provided hope. Third, was at the level of the community but very 

crucial. CSJ provided the minority community a secular alternative (and hope through State’s secular 

action) while the push was towards ghettoization. CSJ work also resulted in very tangible and concrete 

results in the form of compensation to the victims. It also showcased CSJ’s ability to build a successful 



advocacy agenda from grassroots learnings as it pushed for the category of ‘Internally displaced People’, 

which has now become an acceptable category in the policy framework of Government of India with far 

reaching consequences for these communities. All this work has taken a toll on CSJ. Most importantly, 

this phase strongly demonstrates the ethical strength and commitment of the organization to its core 

values, which remained undiluted in an extremely adverse and hostile environment.    

CSJ: Impact and Value 

The work of CSJ came for high praise from all quarters including the litigants, government officials, 

judicial officers and lawyers reflecting the high credibility it has built over the years amongst the 

stakeholders. Interestingly, this high praise was backed by specific comments on the high quality of work 

(a distinction made by many between working with passion and working with passion with the skills and 

standards for impact). Senior lawyers were particularly impressed by CSJ’s work quality and persistence 

in follow up, often a stage where cases get lost. Three kinds of impacts are clearly visible. First, the 

direct number of people reached, who accessed the services of CSJ in the districts or at the state level. 

All these belong to the marginalized sections of the society. Second, a very crucial contribution of CSJ 

has been getting systems operationalized at the local level, for instance, getting the DV Act 

implemented at the district level or getting the Social Security Act implemented at the local level. Inspite 

of a progressive legal framework, often systems at the local level are not geared towards delivery, 

particularly for the marginalized; CSJ has been able to use judicial activism and advocacy for getting 

these systems set and operationalized at the local level. Third, as already discussed it has been at the 

forefront of making systemic intervention like mooting the idea of IDP (Internally Displaced People) and 

following it with successful advocacy for inclusion in the policy framework. Given the volume and variety 

of impact, it can be easily said that CSJ works with the model of low investments and high returns. The 

dividends in terms of investments are very high even if one does a simple financial calculation of the 

number of beneficiaries reached and costs saved for the poor and marginalized people.  

Strategic Interventions 

As already discussed CSJ has a very broad canvas of strategic interventions. This is a listing of very 

tangible interventions with a strong impact on the life of the poor and ordinary citizens. The five 

interventions put together reflect the entirety of CSJ’s work from micro to macro level.  

1.  Facilitating direct legal aid for the poorest and most excluded (close to 1,000 in each centre, 

results out-weight the investments).  

2. Building a cadre of lawyers and paralegals to work at the district and sub-district level with a 

social justice and human rights perspective (already a critical mass created in areas where 

districts centres operate). 

3. Outreach to the community (particularly the most marginalized) about laws and entitlements. 

This work has been low priority for CSJ and can be up-scaled. It has started linking up with large 

networks like the Ajivika in Himmatnagar but more investments in this area would be helpful. 



4. Persistent work for making the social justice laws operational at the lowest tier of judiciary. This 

is a brilliant and innovative strategy with cutting edge impact. As already discussed, progressive 

laws are made but systems are not operationalized at the local level. CSJ through persistent 

demand creation from the community and use of judicial intervention and advocacy gradually 

helps the system to become operational for delivery of social justice laws. This strategy is very 

effective as the administrative system does not view CSJ as an adversary but views it as a 

support system. The work of CSJ on DV Act, FRA is a strong example of this strategy.  

5. CSJ also undertakes Systemic interventions for legal reforms. Many of these interventions have 

also been successful as CSJ uses the strategy of working from the grassroots and building a case 

at the micro level for macro impact. This leads to greater impact and sustainable results, unlike 

some initiatives which are thought through in seminars and discussions forums (however, well 

meaning they might be; they are not rooted in ground reality and get caught in operational 

bottlenecks). The work of CSJ for the formation of Nari Adalats in Gujarat is one such successful 

example. Other successful examples are the enactment of Social Security Act in Gujarat and 

compensation laws for riot victims. CSJ has also made systemic interventions for 

institutionalizing social justice in the educational institutions by helping IGNOU design a course 

of paralegals. This is a significant achievement and responds to the capacity building function of 

CSJ.  

The Concept of Paralegals 

Civil society groups over the decades have played the role of a paralegal worker in providing aid to the 

poor and marginalized. However, these roles were always ad-hoc and part time. CSJ with its learnings 

from the ground gradually came to the conclusion that the role of paralegal is central to ensuring access 

to justice for the poor and marginalized communities. With this understanding, CSJ took the lead in 

building up a cadre of paralegals across the country with network partners of IIPLS (Indian Institute of 

Paralegal Studies). The big achievement of this initiative was to create an identity of paralegals. The role 

of paralegals was much appreciated and CSJ worked towards institutionalizing the idea with structured 

trainings and module developments with benchmarking of needed skills and capacities. CSJ and IIPLS 

took the idea further and were able to influence educational institutions to start courses on paralegals. 

IGNOU is one such prominent university which now offers a course on paralegals. In the last few years 

through the trainings of IIPLS a critical mass of paralegals has been created in the areas of operations of 

CSJ (including the district centers) and network partners. Again as part of the strategy of systemic 

intervention, CSJ was able to successfully advocate for the role of paralegal in the Nyaya Panchayat Act 

of Government of India. This was a big achievement as it provides recognition to the paralegals in the 

legal framework of the country. Currently, CSJ seems content with its achievements for promoting the 

paralegal concept. Inspite of the significant achievements it might be useful for CSJ to reinvest some 

energy in bringing the idea to the centre stage.  

Capacity Building  



CSJ is respected as a training centre on legal issues. Diverse kind of organizations including government 

agencies, civil society groups and academic institutions approach CSJ for capacity building support on 

legal issues. Many institutions are even ready to pay for the trainings costs. The paralegal training is 

much sough after and requests come from way beyond the state boundaries. CSJ views capacity building 

as a crucial function and uses multiple strategies for capacity building which include trainings, 

internships, on the job learning, field exposures. The strategy of building of human rights lawyers and 

paralegals in the district centers has worked well and has the potential of making these districts self 

sufficient. As part of its attempt to make a sustainable systemic intervention it also works with academic 

institutions for developing course modules and curriculum from a human rights and social justice 

perspective. Capacity building is part of the core mandate of the organization. However, given the high 

energy work around access to justice, capacity building seems to be lower on the priority of the 

organization. Given that many requests come with a willingness to pay, a more aggressive capacity 

building strategy could be worked out for greater resource generation and more impact. Greater 

emphasis on capacity building would need augmentation of capacities within the centre for capacity 

building. The current capacities within the organization are limited.  

Creating Peoples Platform: Strategic Innovation  

CSJ has undertaken several strategically innovative initiatives. One of them is the idea of creating 

peoples platform as an entity independent from CSJ. This has several advantages which include the 

possibility of human rights agenda being driven by local actors in the longer run.  CSJ has created two 

platforms, namely, the Asil Manch (Litigants forum) and lawyer’s forum, in all the districts where it 

works. Both have been created with different objectives. Asil Manch is more a strategic step to provide a 

people’s identity for filing of PILs. This has the twin advantage of having the legitimacy of people’s voice 

for a PIL and also not bringing CSJ into limelight as an actor confronting the state. The Asil Manch has 

also evolved and has taken up several issues of the rights of the litigants, even on simple matters like a 

place for the litigant to sit in the court.  

The Lawyers Forum is more ambitious in its remit. The idea is to build through the Lawyers Forum a 

social justice discourse and fraternity at the district level. The hope is that this would also create a pool 

of social justice lawyers easily accessible to the people in the district. The current experience has been 

positive but limited. The Lawyers Forum has many active members but these are largely the ones who 

have been directly or indirectly associated with CSJ. The outreach of this forum beyond the associated 

lawyers needs to be strengthened. Another higher objective of the forum was to be able to create a Bar 

(of human rights lawyers) within the Bar Association to be able to influence the functioning of the 

association, which often plays a crucial role in justice systems. The objectives are laudable but currently 

the Lawyers forums have remained anchored/driven by CSJ. It would be worthwhile for CSJ to think of 

new ways of strengthening these platforms.  

Engagement with Other Actors 

During the field visits, one of the most striking features was the excellent rapport the CSJ team has with 

the government at the local level. This was visible across the board and ranged from police, jail 



authorities, public prosecutors, judicial officers to welfare officers and labour inspectors. It was 

interesting to note that inspite the difficult questions raised by CSJ, by and large; it is seen as a support 

system by the government systems at the district level. The district officials who are often overburdened 

with work and are direction-less about new acts and legislations lean on CSJ for support.  

CSJ over the years has also been able to build a very strong network of lawyers who support the issues 

raised by CSJ. It is noteworthy that these lawyers are present at the local level as well as some highly 

regarded lawyers at the state level. This pool of committed lawyers is a huge resource for CSJ. The 

Centre has also been able to build excellent relationships with national agencies like the Planning 

Commission and the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) due to the sustained quality work on 

the ground. These support networks have played a crucial role in protecting CSJ from any backlash from 

the powerful lobbies at the receiving end of CSJ’s rights based work.  

Networking and Coalition Building    

As already stated CSJ is very good in networking with the government systems and other agencies. It 

also has a very strong network and alliance with the Janvikas network. This section is focused on CSJ’s 

networking with other civil society alliances and coalitions, particularly in the context of growing need 

and number of civil society coalitions in the country.  

CSJ is part of several civil society networks in the state like the gender and the land rights network. Very 

often CSJ views its role in the network of providing legal perspective and expertise to the networks. This 

is highly valued by the network partners as no other groups come with a solid knowledge base of law 

like CSJ. However, many network partners and civil society groups look up to CSJ for greater leadership 

role in the networking space. This is a question on which CSJ needs to do more thinking, particularly in 

the light of the fact that networking and alliance building is increasingly becoming one of the most 

popular forms of civil society action. It would be useful for CSJ to think through and work out a policy for 

its strategic engagement with other civil society networks.  

Campaigning and Advocacy  

CSJ has been effective in building campaigns both at the micro and macro levels. At one end of the 

spectrum one can look at CSJ efforts to provide access to justice, legal aid, operationalizing the system 

at the district level, on the other end, CSJ has run large and successful campaigns like institutionalizing 

the idea of paralegals (finally got incorporated in the nyaya panchyat Act) and IDP (Internally Displaced 

People, which has become part of the Planning Process in the country). These have been issue specific 

campaigns or at the local level. Given the expertise and credibility CSJ has, some co-travelers felt that it 

might be worthwhile for the center to consider campaigns which might challenge the fundamental 

structures which are impediments in access to justice for the poor and marginalized. This is an 

interesting idea but needs to be taken with caution as large campaigns challenging the fundamental 

structures have the propensity to subsume existing work. However, a suggestion of this nature also 

indicates expectations from CSJ and also the need for big ticket policy or structural changes.  



Media and legislative advocacy are two parts of the larger advocacy work, which have remained largely 

untouched by CSJ. Sister organization, Paryvaran Mitra, has done a significant amount of legislative 

advocacy. The strategic design of CSJ is different from Paryvaran mitra; however, it would be good for 

CSJ to consider greater energy investment in media and legislative advocacy. Both these strategies are 

still new for Indian civil society and show tremendous potential.  

Monitoring and Evaluation 

CSJ has developed a very comprehensive system of MIS. It provides information for the entire CSJ but 

can also provide information in detail for each district center. This information is also classified and 

organized to help the center monitor its own work. For instance, from the MIS, it is easy to get the data 

on how many number of people approached a specific district center, how many of them were taken up 

as cases, what was the advice given to others, etc.  

The work of each district center is evaluated at the district level through monthly meetings but it is also 

tied in with the CSJ system through quarterly reviews. Annually the entire CSJ team comes together and 

does the annual planning. In these annual plans, the district centers have autonomy to decide their own 

agenda but standards are maintained by the CSJ coordination unit. Few specific themes like the DV Act 

or the issue of social security are taken as cross cutting themes for the entire CSJ system. Amongst this 

robust MIS and an effective monitoring and evaluation system, the need for analytical process 

documentation seemed apparent, which at the moment seems very inadequate. CSJ realizes the need to 

give more attention to process documentation and have initiated a process with an external consultant. 

Raising Local Resources: Self Sustainability 

The center is acutely aware of the need to raise resources locally for self sustainability and maintaining 

autonomy. It is particularly aware of the need for not being dependent on external resources given the 

nature of its work, which can lead to adverse conditions like repression or harassment by state 

authorities. The experience of civil society suggests that often antagonistic regimes start by stifling 

financial inflows to such organizations. With awareness CSJ is deeply committed to the idea of long term 

financial sustainability. Over the years it has been able to garner resources for a short lean phase. CSJ 

started some interesting experiments of asking the district unit to raise resources locally. This paid some 

dividends but needs more energy and push. The center has also tried other models like giving the 

lawyers a chance to work part time, in which they earn their livelihood through private practice. The 

idea of financial sustainability is part of the core agenda of CSJ leadership; it would be good to have 

more focused thinking around the issue.  

Profiling and Packaging  

It is interesting to look at the publications and annual report of the CSJ. They do not reflect the amount 

of work done by the center. They are certainly not able to reflect the credibility the organization has 

built over the year and the frontline role it plays on social justice and human rights issues. This is 

partially rooted in the value of modesty as the centre gives low priority to profiling of its own work 

either through publications, website, new media or simple out reach opportunities. This has also led to 



limited capacities within the center for such work. It would be worthwhile for CSJ to rethink this strategy 

and invest a little more resources and energy on profiling of the work of the center. This low key 

approach has certain advantages, particularly, given the sensitive nature of cases undertaken by CSJ in 

the post riot Gujarat. However, there are several disadvantages and the leadership needs to find the 

right strategic balance.  

A clear recommendation to the center would be to focus a little more attention to documentation (point 

already discussed) and its publications. One of the publications of the Center called ‘Sunawnvi’ is 

extremely popular amongst the legal fraternity (lawyers and lower judicial officers) and is evidence of 

positive impact good publications can make. Good publications would need to be backed by a thought 

through outreach strategy. The outreach strategy could be helpful for CSJ’s work and doesn’t necessarily 

be limited to publications.  

Capacities and Structures 

CSJ has a strongly committed team, which has risen from the ranks and is the core of the organization. 

This is a sustainable model where local youth and population are gradually groomed for greater roles 

and responsibilities. Importantly, this has also kept the team rooted in local reality and are connected in 

a live way with the lives of the poor and marginalized groups.  CSJ has also been able to create 

structures which are adequately decentralized leading to empowerment and great efficacy of the local 

units while maintaining unity of vision and action. The team realizes that the decision to expand to new 

states has been much appreciated but it also brings in big challenges in terms of structures and 

capacities of the organization.  

Some stakeholders made very specific suggestions about the need for capacity enhancement of CSJ, 

particularly in the phase of growth of the centre to new areas. One recurring suggestion was to increase 

the team size. The feeling was that the current team is overworked and is not able to take on new 

assignments. Another suggestion was that in-house technical capacities on legal issues need to be 

enhanced as CSJ is viewed as a leader in the sector. Very specific suggestions were made about the need 

for CSJ to have more capacities in research and capacity building (already discussed in the section on 

capacity building). Organizationally some stakeholders felt that it would be important for the center to 

start investing in the second line of leadership. A very interesting suggestion was that the idea of 

learning from ground and direct action has been very effective in the district centers, a similar initiative 

should be undertaken at the state level by having some practicing lawyers at CSJ. This would add a lot of 

value to the work of CSJ.  

Questions of Strategic Balance 

It is evident that CSJ is an extremely effective and credible organization. The investments made in the 

center are very rewarding and high value for money. The center has been able to design a strategic path 

which adds immense value to the social justice and human rights landscape in this country.  

Given that CSJ has achieved so much in so little time, the board and the leadership of CSJ needs to look 

at four strategic questions while designing the next phase of the center’s work. These are essentially 



questions of strategic balance with the hope of enhancing the quality and impact of CSJ. These questions 

can be read as different articulations of the same dilemmas.   

1) Balance between or organic growth and driven growth (driven here is not used as a negative 

term like externally driven but the idea of being driven may be by the external reality or 

changing environment and the needs being articulated by the vulnerable and marginalized 

sections of the society) 

2) Balance between practice (which is fiercely guarded and viewed as a core strength at CSJ) and 

change agenda  

3) Balance between pragmatism and ambition (again ambition is not seen as a negative trait and 

reflects the desire of an organization to grow and take on more meaningful work) 

4) Balance between strategic consolidation and strategic innovation 

Centre for Governance Studies (CGS)  

The CGS is an exciting idea and fills in a void in the civil society space. There are several initiatives 

looking at questions of accountability of the sector like the Credibility Alliance (CA); however, most of 

these have limited mandate. The idea of CGS fills in this gap and looks at the question of accountability 

from a broader perspective of ethics and a framework of democracy. An initiative like this can add 

immense value to the fast changing civil society sector of the country, which is getting transformed at a 

fast pace and is increasingly under much greater scrutiny.   

It is heartening to note that the idea of governance is used in a more substantive sense and is not 

limited to dimensions of accountability, which is an important component of the larger whole but can 

not be complete without the dimensions of participation, transparency, democratic functioning, impact, 

ethics, standards, credibility and legitimacy. 

To CGS’s credit, before approaching the SDTT, they have already created a body of work over the past 

couple of years, which demonstrates that the ideas proposed by CGS to SDTT are doable. They have 

been tested on the field. For instance, CGS helped Parayvaran Mitra and the Himmatnagar District 

Centre of CSJ in organizing a public audit of their work. These processes were led by CGS and were 

extremely successful. Most importantly this work has a resonance with several civil society groups, who 

have shown an interest in taking this forward. The network partners are keen to the mandate of the CGS 

forward. CGS is clear that such initiatives cannot be limited to finance team within organizations and 

would need active involvement of the Board and senior management. For instance, CGS persistently 

makes the point that the idea of a Governance Officer is of a role and not a specific designation.  

With respect to the proposal there are six specific suggestions. These have been discussed with the CGS 

team and are more a result of joint brainstorming.  



First, as already discussed, it is worthwhile to underscore that the canvas of CGS’s work is far broader 

than the traditional accountability discourse limited to annual report and annual accounts. It is an 

attempt to look at the organizing and functioning of the civil society from a framework of democracy.  

Second, with a broader framework in mind, it would be useful to have multiple entry and engagement 

points which go beyond the governance accountability lens. It might be worthwhile to look at building 

on the experience of public audits. Few other ideas like social equity audits or impact assessments 

(would need to be conceptualized in accordance with the CGS framework) could be some alternatives.  

Third, CGS has a huge early advantage on having already done work with the regional hubs and to have 

their buy in the process. It would strengthen this solid foundation of partnership if the roles, functions 

and procedures of involvement are fleshed out further at a very early stage. This would be crucial as the 

regional hubs also need to have the conceptual clarity of initiative and not view it as a regular project.  

Fourth, the idea of Governance Officer as already discussed is a role to be performed within each 

organization and is not limited to having a designated person reporting routinely about some basic 

accountability benchmarks. The person would have the responsibility of bringing the larger governance 

discourse into the mainstream functioning and thinking of the organization. This would need the 

support of the Board and the senior management.  

Fifth, given that the objective is to go beyond the traditional accounting systems, it would be important 

to ensure the participation of programmatic team in these processes. However, given the way civil 

society organizations are structured and resourced, it might be very difficult to get quality time from key 

programmatic and thematic people for these processes. To address this, some form of a fellowship 

could be visualized (even if it means much higher resource allocation for the initiative) which could be 

given to the organizations for supporting the involvement of key programmatic people in these 

processes. This would make the CGS mandate a proactive agenda of the organizations.  

Sixth, CGS space, as already stated responds to a very crucial gap in civil society. There is very little 

deliberative space in civil society, particularly on issues of civil society itself. In a fast changing milieu, 

civil society is being confronted with newer challenges at every step; accountability deficit is only one of 

them. It would be worthwhile for CGS to build this deliberative space and start fresh thinking issues on a 

wide range of dynamic issues of the sector needing serious attention, including, the idea of impact 

assessment; standards of success; alternatives forms of resource generation,; and the crisis of legitimacy 

and credibility.  


