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Much of the discussion on civil society seem to indicate that it is a major instrument of policy advocacy world-wide.  Experiences of eastern and central Europe or Philippines, Brazil and South Africa are periodically quoted to support this notion that important political transformations, and therefore, major policy reforms take place through direct civil society interventions.

While this may well be true for particular periods of totalitarian regimes, the nature of civil society contribution to policy reforms is much more complex in democratic political systems.  An analysis of the 15 case studies from the Indian experience seem to indicate three ways in which civil society engages the policy making process in the country.  Before elaborating that, it should be underscored that a vast section of civil society even in a country like India does not at all relate with the policy system.  It is primarily engaged in direct service delivery or socio-cultural pursuits.  A vast section of the civil society does not even understand how policy is formulated, implemented or not – the political economy of public policy making remains largely an unknown territory for much of civil society.  

The most prevalent and visible engagement of civil society with the public policy making system is to resist policy reform.  Highly publicised cases of protest against large dams and industrial projects in India and elsewhere underscore this point.  Civil society action begins when policy has actually been made and gets presented in the public domain.  It is then that civil society organisations recognise that these policies may have negative impacts on their constituencies.  It is then that direct engagement with the policy system occurs.  Direct field action through popular mobilization and innovative means of protests on the street are the dominant forms of engagement with the policy system in such an eventuality.  

Less frequent and less visible is the second type of engagement.  This engagement by civil society results in inclusion of certain constituencies and perspectives in policy making.  For example, a number of public policies for urban poor primarily focus on slum-dwellers who have an identified location of living, - illegitimate, illegal -  as it may be.  However, pavement-dwellers and invisible street children get neglected in public policy on urban poor unless specific civil society engagements have been made to highlight their plight and contribution.   Thus, policy inclusion as a mode of engagement by civil society can have long term policy gains for the marginalised communities.  

Least visible and rarely analysed is the third form of civil society engagement which implies implementation of already existing progressive public policies.  In democratic regimes like India, legislations and public policies on minimum wages, allotment of land to the landless,  removal of indebtedness and bondage, etc. have a long history.  But the political economy of officials of the government machinery creates insider-vested interest against actual implementation of such progressive public policies.  Many government officials and political leaders are part of the problem in the implementation of such policies favourable to the interests of the marginalised.  Civil society engagement to work towards authentic implementation of such policies which result in payment of minimum wages in government sponsored relief programmes, actual possession of land by the landless beyond a piece of paper given to them in a much publicised political event, identification and release of bonded labour and accessing resources of government programmes to actually rehabilitate them in a sustainable livelihood etc. are some of the more common examples from the Indian context.

However, many advocates of civil society do not consider this type of intervention as relevant to policy reform at all.  It is accorded a somewhat low level of importance since the excitement of creating a new policy or resisting visibly a new policy is absent in this slow incremental plodding that policy implementation actually entails.  Dealing with local level government officials and local vested interests requires more careful balancing of confrontation and cooperation strategies and it does not have all the glamour of media visibility at the national or international levels.

However, civil society contributions in the area of implementing public policy commitments has become most urgent arena for action.  Many public policy commitments are not even converted into proper operational rules and procedures; many public policy commitments remain at the level of generality in the legislations arenas; many public policy commitments gather dust in the bureaucratic labyrinth of district offices.  It is this arena where sustained and systematic civil society engagement can bring far more concrete results in favour of the marginalised than has been acknowledged so far.                   
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