
model it is still by no means wholly legiti-
mated.PuristsofNGOautonomywouldpre-
fer them to maintain a wholly independent
stance, advocating policy change and ex-
erting external pressure on government.
Politicians and public officials may see
threats to their nominal mastery of public
policyintheinvolvementofNGOsinthede-
livery of public services. How are these rela-
tionships handled in practice, and what are
their effects on the autonomy of non-gov-
ernmental public action?
Are governments in charge?
In India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, govern-
ment policies for health, education, water
andsanitationgenerallyincludesomecom-
mitmenttocollaborationwithnon-govern-
ment organizations.
The research examined examples of collab-
oration that run across the three countries.
Primary health care centres have been con-
tracted out to be managed by NGOs in all
large cities of Bangladesh, in a few states of
India,andonapilotbasisinPakistan’sPunjab
Province. In community sanitation, NGOs
participateinprogrammesatanationallevel
in Bangladesh, and in specific cities of India
andPakistan. Inbasiceducation,NGOssup-
port‘hardtoreach’childrenbyprovidingac-
cess to complementary provision or
improving the quality of government
schools. None of these were seen by gov-
ernment or NGOs as permanent arrange-
ments but as ways of filling gaps in
governmentprovisionorbringingnewand
improved practices into government serv-
ices.

Thepost-independenceidealofuniversal
state provision of basic services has not

been realized. Surveys show that, in
Bangladesh, 88% of households seeking
health care go to non-state providers –
mainlytraditionalvillagedoctors.InPakistan,
more than one-third of primary school en-
rolment is in private schools; and the pro-
portionishigherinurbanareas.Outsidethe
coreofthelargercitiesofIndia,Pakistanand
Bangladesh,thepopulationlargelydepends
on sanitation services organized by house-
holds, communities and entrepreneurs.
Most private sector (commercial) providers
operate independently from government,
makingupforgapsanddeficienciesinpub-
licservices.Insomecases,NGOsorvoluntary
associations have adopted the same go-it-
alone strategy, often supported by donors:
Bangladesh is well known as a country
whereparallelsystemsofservicedeliveryde-
veloped in the 1980s and 90s. However,
manyNGOsworkincollaborationwithgov-
ernment, either to improve public services
or to complement them. The case for this
sortof‘partnership’isnowwidelypromoted
by donors and acknowledged, in principle,
by governments and many NGOs.
Whilecollaborationisnowawidelydiffused
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A significant proportion of basic services, including for the poor, are
not provided by government.

NGOs often collaborate with government with the aim of strength-
ening public services.

In spite of fears that such relationships may subordinate NGOs, they
give NGOs opportunities to influence government policy and practice.

NGOs are often seen as providers or advocates, but this research
finds that the two may exist simultaneously.

Collaboration in service delivery:
relations between governments and NGOs in South Asia


