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INTRODUCTION 
 
NGOs worldwide are working on a broad agenda of promoting human rights, social 
justice, equity and sustainable development. They do so in a practical sense, by 
providing concrete services and other inputs in situations where it is most needed. 
NGOs also try to influence the shape of public policies, through voicing their opinions 
in local, national and international arenas. Both the practical and policy contributions of 
NGOs have obtained a high profile. Governments and international organizations have 
increasingly adopted guidelines and adjusted their institutions so as to accommodate a 
greater involvement of NGOs or civil society more broadly.3 More recently, 
governments and international organizations are increasingly calling for NGO 
accountability.  
 
The Universal Freedoms of Association, Assembly and Expression are essential rights 
for NGOs, to provide public services but in particular to allow them to effectively 
perform their efforts to influence public policy. However, influencing public policy is 
bound to challenge existing political realities and to upset the powers that be. The more 
NGOs are contesting the status quo, the higher the risk that they will suffer from a 
violation of their fundamental rights. Violations are most commonly conducted by 
governments who are exercising their span of control over the political process, and 
limiting NGOs’ rights beyond what is acceptable under international standards. In that 
sense, the positive function of rights in the life of NGOs is sometimes cynically 
illustrated by the consequences of using them. It also reminds us that the political space 
for NGOs is above all determined in the national arena.  
 
What it leads to is a certain ambiguity between the policies and official language of 
governments and international aid agencies and the actual situation in some of the 
different realities in which they operate. By now, there is a vast literature on how to 
promote an “enabling environment” for NGOs and civic engagement.4 However, as a 

                                                           
1 This is a revised and updated version of a paper that was originally prepared for a workshop of the joint 
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2 As of 1 August, Peter van Tuijl will be Executive Director of the European Centre for Conflict 
Prevention, based in The Hague. 
3 The World Bank employs a total of 120 staff focussing on civil society relations, divided over 
Washington and more than 70 country offices. Source: Bretton Woods update, No 37, 
November/December 2003.  
4 “The enabling environment for civic engagement can be defined as a set of interrelated conditions (legal, 
fiscal, informational, political, and cultural) that fosters the growth of civil society and strengths its 
capacity to participate in public policy dialogue and program implementation.” World Bank Development 
Approaches and Initatives, at: www.worldbank.org/civilsociety  
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matter of fact, in quite a lot of situations authorities are actively trying to disable such 
an environment.  
 
The risks for NGOs involved in advocating public policies are varied and always 
depend on particular circumstances related to a specific country- or other context, and 
the issues at hand. This paper tries to outline an inventory of action and reaction with 
respect to these risks, and the impact on NGO rights. A sharper realization of the 
potential dangers inherent in the playing field for NGOs who advocate public policies is 
a necessary contribution to the debate on NGO accountability, because the parameters 
for accountability are always contextual and touch upon the exercise of basic freedoms 
as well as on limitations of those freedoms.  
 
The first section of the paper lists what can happen to NGOs if political risks 
materialize, and how this may lead to a violation of their rights, with an increasing 
significance of possible violations. In the second section, an overview is given of 
different responses of NGOs to a limitation of their political space, which may include a 
violation of their rights under international standards. When discussing a violation of 
rights, we mean the rights of NGOs as an organization as well as the rights of 
individuals related to those organizations. 
 
 
OF RIGHTS AND RISKS  
 
Governments or other power holders use different means and ways to compromise, 
disturb or stop NGO activities. In this section, an effort is made to systematically list 
potential efforts, which may lead to violations of the freedoms of association, assembly 
and expression or other fundamental rights of NGOs and persons affiliated with NGOs. 
The principle categorization used is the order of gravity of actions or violations of rights 
in terms of the consequences for the organizations or persons concerned.   
 
 
Challenging the credibility of an NGO or NGO interventions 
 
A first step in countering NGO activities is usually to publicly discredit the organization 
and its most well known representatives for what they do. Strictly speaking, this does 
not necessarily entails a violation of rights, but may very well include distributing 
misinformation, sometimes up to the point of smear campaigns, about what the NGO, 
an NGO network or its individuals representatives are, who they represent and what 
they “really” want. In this respect, a number of arguments are frequently used: 
 
a) the destabilization argument: by bringing out information which is labeled 

as “sensitive”, an NGO’s demand for change is reversed into the 
accusation that upsetting the status quo promotes conflict and endangers 
stability or even national security, for example by arousing a particular 
local community or disturbing ethnic harmony. 

b) the nationalist argument: this is usually an expansion of the destabilization 
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argument, by pulling up what the NGO wants to debate onto a level of 
national interests or cultural identity. NGOs are often accused of 
promoting non-national interests or values, or of hurting the national 
interests by articulating a bad picture of a country, for example by widely 
exposing information about human rights violations or environmental 
disasters. Race can also be used as a major card to detract from the issues 
and to question the identity of NGOs and their message.  

c) the religious argument: the accusation that NGOs are representing 
different religious values or even try to steal souls for a particular religion 
may be related to either one of the previous two arguments or be at the 
crossroads of them, but needs to be mentioned specifically. The argument 
refers to a level of human and political reflexes which have a different 
quality as compared to the stability or nationalist argument. After the 
attacks in New York of September 11, organized activity in the civil realm 
based on promoting religious values have become more vulnerable to 
being identified with terrorism as well. The scope of the religious 
argument is also wider in that it can be used more easily at a very local 
level up to international levels. The argument usually offers minimal room 
for debate. It is quite frequently used with regard to women’s rights issues, 
especially in local contexts. 

d) the traditionalist argument: another variation on the previous type of 
arguments emphasizes the family as the heart of culture, and portray 
NGOs as wanting to destroy family values. It presents a slightly different 
way of denying the universality of human rights. The argument seemed to 
be mostly used in Africa and among the Christian right in the USA.   

e) the hidden political agenda argument: NGOs can be accused of being 
politically motivated or affiliated, either to a domestic or international 
power structure. What NGOs are saying is portrayed as dishonest, because 
it is identified as an element of a larger political campaign or strategy. 
Debate about domestic human rights issues or the rule of law is avoided, 
because these are portrayed as problems engineered from abroad. 

f) the financial argument: This may also be connected to either one of the 
previous arguments, especially to discredit an NGO that receives financial 
support from overseas donor organizations or other supporters. The 
argument, however, can also be used in its pure form, simply by accusing 
an NGO of being motivated only by the material interests of a limited 
number of people involved or represented by the NGO. 

g) the “you are speaking only for yourself” argument: the message of an 
NGO or an NGO network can be discredited by denying it from having 
any representational value. What the NGO says or wants is projected as 
the ideas of a single person or a very small group, for example by 
highlighting how well educated and urban based the NGOs are, implying 
that they are  not in touch with the reality of poor people. 

h) the information distortion argument: the information articulated by the 
NGO is debunked as false, made-up, outdated or irrelevant. 
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Challenging the legality of an NGO or NGO interventions 
 
One step further in curbing what an NGO can do is to establish a legal and regulatory 
framework in which the role of NGOs is conceived and defined within very narrow 
parameters. There are many examples of contested Laws on Voluntary Associations or 
Laws on NGOs, that basically assign NGOs to community development, disaster relief 
and service provision, and deny any role in advocating public policies.5 In a more 
serious case, governments may abuse legal or regulatory powers, or purposely leave a 
large gray area that allows for a wide interpretation of regulations. Within the limited 
playing field thus created, often the same arguments as spelled out above are being 
used, but they are formalized by framing them in a legal or regulatory context. 
Damaging the public image of an organization or the reputation of a person flows over 
into much more concrete action to disturb or stop  NGO activities. This may take 
different shapes: 
 
a) forcing rectification or public apology: an NGO can be obliged to backtrack a certain 

position or a piece of information, or even to apologize for exposing it.  
b) identify activities as disallowed or non-compliant: regulatory frameworks for NGOs 

often leave ample room for interpretation. Authorities may identify a certain NGO 
activity or the existence of the whole organization, as something, which requires 
permission, registration or certification, but only as a means of intimidation and  
without any enforcement of this particular interpretation of the rules. 

c) preventing or prohibiting specific activities: in case rules are enforced, a wide range 
of NGO activities can usually be prevented or prohibited under the flag of an existing 
legal or regulatory framework. The most frequently occurring examples are the 
prohibition of either a meeting or a publication. But also complete NGO projects can 
be stopped. In some countries meetings of more than five people need some form of 
official permit. This means that an NGO workshop under a tree in a village might 
need to be cleared by the police first.  

d) intervene in the internal governance of an NGO: the authorities may interfere 
directly in the governance of an NGO, for example by appointing the board of 
directors or the executive director. Some regulatory frameworks in some countries 
allow for this. In Egypt, NGOs can even be forced to merge if they operate in the 
same field.   

e) impose a claim for libel or damages: to force an NGO or a person related to an NGO 
to pay for damages for releasing unwelcome information does not seem to happen 
frequently, but is potentially hard hitting.  

f) complicate income generating or fundraising: it may be made unattractive or even 
impossible for NGOs to generate any income or to raise funds, either at home or 
abroad. The manipulation of business requirements, tax regulations, banking rules 
and/or financial accountability standards can all play a role in this respect. 

g) targeting an individual: many people affiliated with NGOs have stood in court, and 

                                                           
5 See: Peter van Tuijl, NGOs and Human Rights: Sources of Justice and Democracy. In: The Journal of 
International Affairs (Spring 1999), Vol 52, No. 2, page 493-512. See also the chapter by Patricia 
Armstrong in this volume.   
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many have been convicted, for speaking out or acting upon their concerns. It seems 
that for publicity reasons and to set an intimidating example, it is often more 
attractive to target a person rather than an organization. A good example is Irene 
Fernandez from the Malaysian NGO Tenaganita, who has been in court from 1996-
2003 (the longest trial in Malaysian history), as was convicted for Tenaganita's 
release of a report that detailed the abuse of migrant workers in detention camps. 

h) prohibiting or deregistering a complete organization: The ultimate step in using a 
legal or regulatory framework as a control method is to completely erase an NGO’s 
formal existence.     

 
Obviously, much of the above has to do with how the existing regulatory framework for 
NGOs will be implemented, which is related to the independence of the judiciary, or the 
lack of it. In addition, it should be noted that along either one or more of the above 
lines, at any time authorities may decide to create new rules or regulations to deal with a 
specific situation. 
 
 
Corrupting the NGOs strategic position and its resources  
This is the most subjective category of possible strategies to rope in NGO activities. 
NGOs contribute to development because they are different from governments or 
international agencies, but their resources are usually very limited. There are different 
ways in which the potential threat of NGOs to the status quo can be absorbed by 
corrupting their strategic position and, by the same token, compromising their capacities 
and resources as well. This certainly does not always entail a violation of rights. More 
often it will involve difficult strategic and policy choices for the NGOs in question, 
dealing with a government that offers both carrots and sticks.   
 
a) co-opting an NGO: one way of neutralizing a critical NGO is to co-opt it, by forcing 

or alluding it to adopt a policy framework of government programs, frequently  
accompanied by financial incentives. Whether or not an NGO or an NGO network is 
co-opted is usually debatable and requires much more of a judgment call than other 
risks or threats that are discussed in this chapter. Cooptation is mostly in the eye of 
the beholder and where one stands often depends on where one sits. For one NGO, 
the opportunity to “get a seat at the negotiation table” or otherwise engage in an 
official policy process, might appear to be the best possible deal at a certain point in 
time. Better gaining partial concessions than gaining nothing at all. For another 
NGO, entering the same process might be a “kiss of death”.6 Both might be right, 
because one could argue that the aggregate impact of NGO advocacy will be higher 
if it is based on multiple strategies rather than on a unified approach. Power holders 
are more likely to be shaken by a swarm of wasps rather than by the sting of a queen 
bee. 

To judge whether a particular deal or a step towards an official process can be 
qualified as cooptation or as a reasonable concession that was, by some criteria, 

                                                           
6 Rajesh Tandon, NGO-Government Relations: A Source of Life or a Kiss of Death? New Delhi, Society 
for Participatory Research in Asia, 1989. I am grateful to Jonathan Fox for his contribution to this section.   
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worth it, will usually also require a longer time horizon. In the short term, 
concessions to NGOs may look significant, but broken promises later may invalidate 
that prediction. Or vice versa, what looks like small openings or concessions at first 
may turn out to open up valuable space and opportunities for considerable gains 
further down the road.7      

b) bleeding an NGO or the “Dracula approach”: authorities may, under a cover of 
superficial support for an NGO, in fact suck its energies and resources by burdening 
the NGO with loads of paper and other bureaucratic obligations such as the 
membership of official but useless consultative committees with empty agendas. 
Also in more genuine efforts to attract NGO involvement in official policy process, 
NGOs tend to underestimate the incremental impact on resource allocation that these 
type of engagements might have. What starts as an interesting engagement on key 
issues, soon enough may turn into protracted and complicated interactions on a series 
of detailed technical questions, for which the NGOs in question are ill-equipped.     

c) set up parallel structures/bogus NGOs: yet another way to compromise and isolate 
an NGO’s position and cut into its strategic niche, is to make a circumventing move 
by setting-up another “NGO” or semi-official structure with a similar function, 
probably endowed with more resources. Recently, the government in Zimbabwe has 
set up an “NGO” called “the Heritage Trust”, which does not do anything except 
issuing statements supporting the government when required. They also set up the 
Zimbabwe Federation of Trade Unions to rival the Zimbabwe Congress of trade 
Unions. 

 
 
Interventions at an operational level 
 
The next category of actions that potentially could be taken by authorities to stop NGOs 
from doing what they want to do, is related to concrete interventions at the operational 
level. This may or may not be used in combination with using counter-information or 
legal/regulatory measures. Again, there is a rich menu of available options: 
 
a) denying access to or distort information-supply: access to information can be 

refused, even though the NGOs may be entitled to it, or information can be tempered 
with before it is handed over to an NGO.  

b) extort information: the reverse may also happen; NGOs can be forced to submit 
information about their activities to the authorities, even though authorities are not 
necessarily entitled to this information, or when it may violate the confidentiality of 
the relationship with NGO beneficiaries, clients or donors. 

c) penetrating communications: mail can be opened or not delivered and 
communication by phone, fax and email can be tapped or disturbed, while 
conversations in the office or elsewhere can be recorded. To an important extent this 
may be part of the work of an intelligence community, which might go as far as 

                                                           
7 A good example of carefully assessing the costs and benefits of participating in a particularly important 
government led process of public consultations can be found in: Rethinking Participation, Questions for 
Civil Society about the Limits of Participation in PRSPs. ActionAid USA / Action Uganda. Discussion 
paper. Washington, DC, April 2004.   
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planting an intruder into the organization. All of these steps may have a major impact 
on the possibilities for the NGOs to do their work efficiently and effectively.    

d) ad hoc hampering or disturbing other activities: other operations of NGOs can also 
be disrupted in an unstructured way. Local authorities can refuse to cooperate with a 
project, the electricity can all of a sudden be turned off during a speech or an event, 
the police can come into a meeting etc. etc. 

e) influencing NGO beneficiaries or allies: authorities or other power holders may try 
to cut off an NGO from its constituency or target group, by various forms of 
intimidation but also by granting or promising favors. This is sometimes related to 
setting-up bogus or parallel structures, as mentioned above. The same strategy can be 
applied with allies of the NGOs, such as like-minded journalists, church leaders or 
politicians.   

f) impose travel bans: NGO staff or allies may be prohibited to move around, either 
inside or outside the country, or NGO activists are not allowed back into their 
country after traveling abroad.  

g) endanger or stop access to financial or other resources: authorities may actually 
stop the flow of income of an NGO, for example by confiscating a bank account. 
NGO assets may also be seized.  

 
 
Illegal interventions 
 
In a worst case scenario, authorities or other power holders may decide to resort to 
actions against NGOs or their allies, which are outside the law: 
    
a) trying to extort money or favors: usually in exchange for a promise to be left 

undisturbed, NGOs may be put under pressure to give money, to pay for an airline 
ticket, to grant the use of a car etc. One should be careful in giving this a political 
interpretation. It may very well be an extension of the ordinary everyday corruption 
in a country.  

b) physically damaging property: NGO activities may be prevented or disturbed by 
destroying or damaging the NGO’s office, its vehicles or other property. One way of 
doing this is to organize a bunch of hooligans or otherwise paid proxies under the 
banner of a “counter” demonstration.    

c) compromising staff or allies: NGO staff or allies may be compromised by 
unfavorably framing their actions or personal life. This may be related to 
misinformation campaigns, up to the point where outright lies are being distributed, 
based on false or illegally obtained or constructed information.   

d) endangering social/economic situation of staff or allies: NGO activities often depend 
on voluntary inputs, which can easily be put under pressure by endangering the 
social and/or economic situation of NGO staff or allies, for example by threatening 
to have family members loose their job.   

e) endangering physical safety of staff or allies: the bottom rock in disabling the 
environment for NGOs is to physically endanger the safety of NGO staff or people 
otherwise affiliated with NGOs, with assassination as the ultimate - but unfortunately 
real - possibility.   
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DEALING WITH A DISABLED ENVIRONMENT  
 
There are many ways in which NGOs try to respond to limitations of their space to exist 
or operate or violations of their rights. From this angle, it is harder to generalize, as the 
differences in context and the creativity of NGOs lead to a myriad of reactions or 
solutions.    
 
 
Challenge the status or legality of the existing regulatory framework for NGOs 
 
NGOs may question whether a certain regulatory framework in their country can really 
be upheld. Often related to this, NGOs may follow a pro-active strategy and put forward 
proposals for changing and improving the existing regulatory framework. These are 
some of the main arguments: 
a) Unconstitutionality: it may be possible to challenge the regulatory framework for 

NGOs from the perspective of the Constitution of the country concerned, which 
often includes references to the effect of a guarantee of basic rights. The regulatory 
framework may be substantially in direct contradiction with the Constitution. It is 
also possible that the process of adopting the regulatory framework for NGOs has 
not been correct, as it violated procedures as laid down in the Constitution. 

b) Using international standards: Almost any government in the world is party to at 
least one, but usually more than one, international Covenant or Charter, which in 
various ways may support the Freedoms of Association, Assembly or Expression, 
such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, different ILO 
Conventions and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights. These 
standards can be used to review and comment on the domestic regulatory framework 
for NGOs. An important element in this is the so-called “general principles of 
limitation”, which is a collection of rules setting the parameters for governments if 
they wish to restrict principle freedoms. These rules are also laid down in 
international treatises. They are particularly important in the discussion on the 
destabilisation and nationalist argument. A government has the right to ban an 
association for the sake of national security, but cannot do so unrestricted. In many 
situations, the general principles of limitation may offer a good angle for NGO 
advocacy in response to a violation of the rights of NGOs.8   

c) Amend or replace laws or regulations: NGOs themselves can make proposals to 
adjust and improve the regulatory framework for NGOs. In some cases, NGOs have 
even suggested a completely new law or framework. The latter assumes enough 
agreement among the NGOs on how in a positive sense they would like to perceive 
such a framework. Such a consensus will perhaps not always be evident. But NGOs 
can also feel forced to formulate their own proposal for a regulatory framework, in 
the face of or anticipating worse proposals from the authorities. In some cases, expert 
help from outside may be requested, either by the NGOs or by the authorities, to 

                                                           
8 See, Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, The Neglected Right: Freedom of Association in 
International Human Rights Law. (forthcoming) and Mike McCormack, International Standards as a guide 
to National Policy on Voluntary/NGO Activity. Caribbean Initiative on Equality & Non-Discrimination. 
October 1996.  



 9 

support the formulation of a new law. In Mongolia, for example, the formulation of a 
law on NGOs took 5 years and was supported by the United Nations Centre for 
Human Rights (UNCHR).9  

d) Battle in court: NGOs may take the authorities to court to challenge the validity of 
the regulatory framework for NGOs or its enforcement. Perhaps more frequently, 
NGOs end up in court as the defendant after being charged of violating the rules by 
the authorities. So, this is probably a defensive rather than an offensive strategy, but 
it may be very effective in terms of publicity and public outreach, in particular if 
there is only a minimal level of freedom of expression in a country. Again, the 
independence of the judiciary will be an important factor in determining the possible 
success of this strategy.    

 
 
Creative interpretation or circumvention of the regulatory framework for NGOs 
 
When NGOs have to accept a disabling regulatory framework, they still may find many 
ways to deal with it or circumvent its most adverse implications: 
 
a) Not registering as a legal person: NGOs may decide not to register the organization 

as a legal person, but to pursue its activities as a group of individuals, thereby 
grounding the necessary legal protection at the level of individual rights.10 This may 
help to evade a restrictive regulatory framework, but it has profound consequences in 
terms of the responsibilities and liabilities related to pursuing activities. A bank 
account, for example, can only be opened in name of an individual involved, not in 
name of the NGO. This will render it virtually impossible to receive funds from 
foreign donors.      

b) Finding loopholes: though intended as a control instrument, the existing regulatory 
framework for NGOs may still offer some loopholes to pursue certain activities. 
Usually, this only provides a temporary solution, as the authorities will be inclined to 
close any gaps in the law or regulation.  

c) Operating under different laws or regulations: NGOs may be able to operate under a 
different law or regulation rather than under the regulatory framework, which is 
intended for non-profit organizations. In Egypt, a number of NGOs have been able to 
evade the restrictive NGO Law 32 by registering as a “non-profit company” under 
the general Egyptian law on corporations. This has led to the phenomena of  “civil 
companies”, for many years the most common form of registration for nearly all of 
the human rights and predominantly advocacy oriented NGOs in Egypt. In other 
situations, NGOs register themselves as a “Trust”. The potential downside of taking 
on the clothes of a legal body that does not fit well with the actual nature of the 
organization, is that it may imply a structure of responsibility and accountability that 
does not fit either.  

d) Accepting a dangling existence: NGOs may very well exist and operate in a space in 
                                                           
9 Laurie S. Wiseberg, Mongolia’s New NGO Law. A Society in Transition. In: Human Rights Tribune: 
Vol.4, No.1, January 1997.  
10 There is a discussion on whether the Freedom of Association is grounded in individual rights or in the 
more controversial notion of “collective rights”. 
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between the cracks of the official system. The Malaysian chapter of Amnesty 
International is awaiting its registration already for five years, but has nevertheless 
been operational ever since it applied for registration.11 In Kenya, there is no set time 
limit for when the government must rule on an NGO’s application for registration.  

e) Focus on enforcement:  Space may be created as well at the level of the enforcement 
of the regulatory framework for NGOs. Even if a formal framework contains 
draconian provisions, its implementation may be relaxed. So, rather than focusing on 
a heavy battle with the authorities over the appropriate fundaments of governing civil 
society, it may be more effective for NGOs to look at whether they are bothered in 
practice by a regulatory framework, as wrong as it may be in principle. If necessary, 
changes can then also be proposed in enforcement practices. 

f) Use competition within the bureaucracy: In most countries, more than one 
government entity shares in the responsibility to regulate or oversee the activities of 
NGOs. A particular form of creating space at the level of enforcement is for NGOs to 
relate to different segments of the bureaucracy in order to identify elements of 
bureaucratic rivalry as a base for a strategy to support the operational leverage of 
NGOs. Line ministries, such as Health, Education and Social Welfare, might be 
important allies to protect the space for NGOs.    

g) Self-regulation: Another way for NGOs to fence off a restrictive regulatory 
framework is to come forward with a form of self-regulation. Recently there has 
been a fair amount of discussion on codes of conduct or codes of ethics for NGOs. 
This may be useful, but the potential drawback of this approach is that it is fairly 
defensive in nature. It can easily be interpreted by governments who want to limit the 
space of NGOs as agreeing with the observation that NGOs need to be particularly 
regulated. While the bottom-line of a pro-active NGO strategy is precisely that 
NGOs need minimal specific regulation. Besides, what is the point for NGOs to start 
regulating themselves, if they are living under an authoritarian regime, which much 
more urgently needs to be regulated, controlled and hold accountable, but refuses to 
do agree with this?     

 
 
Cooperation and alliance building 
 
NGOs may find ways to strengthen their position by means of cooperating with other 
NGOs or allies. 
   
a) Coalition building among NGOs: the shape and format of NGO networks has an 

endless variety, but the key question in the context of a discussion on how to create 
or strengthen space for NGOs seems to be whether to form a centralized or a 
decentralized coalition. In some cases, NGOs have opted for national NGO 
coalitions or networks as a means for consensus building and to face the authorities 
jointly. This may perhaps be more effective in situations where the NGO community 
is relatively large and the government relatively weak, in other words, where a 
reasonable equal level playing field can be achieved. In other cases, NGOs precisely 

                                                           
11 Far Eastern Economic Review, 30 January 1997. 
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stay away from centralized coalitions as they see this as enabling the authorities to 
get a grip on the NGOs more easily, by becoming such a visible target. A more 
dispersed NGO community is more difficult to control. A related question is whether 
or not to allow foreign NGOs to participate in a national NGO coalition. This may 
have positive or negative implications. In each particular situation, NGOs will have 
to decide the shape of their cooperation. 

b) Shelter in a single organization: The reverse of coalition building is to take refuge in 
one or a very limited number of organizations. In Turkmenistan there are only two 
NGOs. One was registered under the old regime after a very long process; the other 
managed to register itself in the brief period of relative political freedom, which 
occurred shortly after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The new regime has again a 
restrictive view on the function of civil society. People who want to take an NGO 
type of initiative do not try to register, which is unlikely to be permitted, but join 
either one of the two already registered organizations, which manage to maintain a 
certain level of independence. 

c) Build relationships with the government: NGOs may seek regular or even formalized 
ways of communication or cooperation with the authorities. A variation on a national 
NGO network is a situation in which the government is invited to participate in what 
then becomes a joint NGO-government council. Another variation is to establish 
particular cooperation with more NGO-friendly parts of the bureaucracy in order to 
stay out of the hands of the more NGO-unfriendly officials, which is an exponent of 
the above-mentioned strategy to use differences among various segments of the 
government apparatus.   

d) Build public pressure: building alliances with the media can be very forceful, as 
public opinion increasingly becomes a political factor. However, how to work 
effectively with the media is a profession in itself. Many NGOs still need to acquire 
more of the necessary skills in this respect.   

e) Invoke foreign interventions or “borrow democracy”: Authorities may be sensitive 
for foreign pressure, and to call in the help from NGOs or governments abroad in 
protecting or promoting the freedoms of NGOs in a particular country can be a very 
viable strategy. An ad hoc opportunity that has been used several times to this effect 
is the event of a large international conference that takes place in a country, as this 
will temporarily increase the international exposure of the domestic situation, and the 
sensitivity of the authorities for their international image. However, experiences in 
the past years have also learned that this approach at one point may become 
counterproductive. A more self-conscious repressive regimes will be determined to 
show that it will not bow to foreign pressures and may easily identify NGOs seeking 
help from abroad as pawns of foreign values or interests. 

f) Operational measures: What we can only broadly indicate in this paper is the great 
variety of operational measures to support anyone or more of the above strategies. 
There are numerous small steps, which can be taken to improve the confidentiality of 
communications, the safety of the NGO’s staff and assets in relation to interventions 
from the authorities etc.  

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
This overview presented in this chapter is perhaps far from complete. It also does in no 
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way give a full review of the many differences in laws and regulations related to NGOs, 
across different countries. The point is to look at how an environment for NGOs can be 
disabled from the angle of NGOs who suffer from the consequences and what NGOs 
may do to deal with such a reality. The NGO response will often be pragmatic and 
aimed at survival, rather than principally motivated.  
 
The probability of the most severe risks as listed in this chapter to materialize will be 
highest in situations of pure dictatorships or authoritarian regimes. One could think of 
countries like Zimbabwe or Kazakhstan. This, fortunately, is a minority of cases. A 
variety of risks is likely to occur in countries in transition from a repressive or 
authoritarian regime to a more open and democratic situation. This is a much larger 
group and include for example: Egypt, Indonesia, Kenya, Malaysia, Peru and a number 
of countries in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.  
 
The perspective of this chapter may lead to an unnecessarily antagonistic impression of 
the relationship between governments or other power holders and NGOs. Obviously, we 
are aware that many examples exist of relationships between NGOs and governments, 
or NGOs and international organizations, that are good and produce real mutual 
benefits. Where good relationships exist, they should be supported wholeheartedly.  
 
The purpose of this chapter, however, is to highlight the fact that many NGOs have to 
cope with a different situation of some sorts, which may endanger their potential 
contribution to development in varying degrees. There is a myriad of literature on the 
potential positive benefits of involving NGO in the development process, but hardly 
anyone ever presents the other side of the coin. NGOs who legitimately advocate public 
policies will have to take and manage risks, which may include infringements or 
violations of their basic human rights, both as an organization and as an individual 
active in those organizations.  
 
Approaching the risks inherent in NGO conduct more systematically may help NGOs 
and anyone interested to support the potential contribution of NGOs to development, 
from falling in the trap of perceiving NGO performance in a dichotomy of heroism and 
cowardism. Taking a high profile and sharply confronting authorities may be seen as 
courageous from one angle, and perhaps generate a lot of media exposure, but it is an 
open question whether it is a wise thing to do and whether it represents the most optimal 
use of resources. How to assess the results of low profile pushing for specific changes, 
that will not be seen as very brave or sexy, is an equally open question.   
 
Assessing the results of NGO performance is an issue intimately related to the question 
of NGO accountability. Perceiving the management of risks should be part of this 
equation. This should include assessing the performance of donors, who frequently 
express a desire to see the “success stories” that they support to have a certain profile.  


