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Who Controls the NGO Before the
Government Regulates It

= The New Indian Express 9 August 2026 @

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"If a donor chooses what deserves support and a recipient chooses how to pursue it, whose
accountability should the state actually be regulating, the donor's, the recipient's, or both, and
does the current FCRA framework even ask that question?"

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Everyone is arguing about whether the government controls NGOs too much. Almost no one is asking who

controlled the NGO before the government ever showed up.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Most FCRA answers, including strong ones, are built entirely on the state-versus-civil-society axis: does
regulation protect against misuse, or does it choke legitimate dissent. This editorial supplies a genuinely
distinct analytical layer that most answers miss entirely, the donor side of the transaction, and asks a
governance question India’s regulatory architecture barely addresses: who actually sets an NGO’s priorities
before any government regulator gets involved. A strong Mains answer should be able to hold both questions,

state power over NGOs, and donor power over NGOs, in the same frame without collapsing one into the other.

GS Paper 2: Role of civil society and non-governmental organisations in development; government policies
and interventions in various sectors and issues arising out of their design and implementation; transparency

and accountability in governance; comparison of Indian regulatory approaches with international practice.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE
Third Sector The voluntary, non-state, non-market sector The framing term this
comprising NGOs, charities and civil society editorial and much
organisations comparative literature uses
Donor-transparency The absence of regulatory disclosure requirements on The editorial’s central original
gap who funds an NGO’s donors and what priorities that contribution

funding carries

Designated Authority  The statutory body under the FCRA Amendment Bill, Distinguish from the donor-

2026 empowered to manage assets of organisations side argument; this is the
whose FCRA registration lapses recipient-side mechanism
FCRA (Foreign The 2010 law (replacing the 1976 Act) governing Statutory foundation for the
Contribution receipt and utilisation of foreign contributions by entire debate
Regulation Act) Indian persons and associations
Regulatory symmetry  The principle that similar governance risks The wayforward this
(undisclosed funder influence) should attract similar editorial’s argument points
disclosure obligations regardless of the funder’s toward

domestic or foreign origin

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Amendment Bill, 2026 was introduced in the Lok Sabha
on 25 March 2026 and remained pending through the Budget Session. As of the first week of August 2026,
the government was reported to be preparing to bring the Bill for passage before the Monsoon Session
concludes on 13 August 2026. The Bill’s central and most debated provision creates a Designated
Authority empowered to supervise, manage and, in defined circumstances, dispose of the foreign
contribution and assets of organisations whose FCRA registration is cancelled, surrendered or not renewed, a
mechanism examined in detail in an earlier Ujiyari editorial on the Bill’s provisional-vesting design and its

Select Committee referral demand.

This editorial addresses a different, prior question that Prabhu Chawla raises in The New Indian Express:
not how the state should treat an NGO once its registration lapses, but how transparent the relationship
between an NGO and its donors is before any regulatory action occurs at all. India’s voluntary sector is
enormous by any measure: a government-commissioned study in 2009 estimated the number of NGOs in
India at roughly 33 lakh, or about one for every 400 Indians, a figure now nearly two decades old but still
the most widely cited baseline in the absence of a current national count. Within this vast sector, the foreign-
funded segment is financially significant: 13,520 organisations received Rs 55,741 crore in foreign
contributions between FY 2019-20 and FY 2021-22, and the FCRA portal recorded 14,449 active

certificates as of 15 July 2026, alongside 22,498 cancelled and 15,212 deemed-expired registrations.
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The political backdrop is the government’s allegation, voiced by BJP leaders including in connection with the
2026 Jantar Mantar youth protests, that foreign-funded organisations played a role in domestic unrest, an
allegation the Ministry of External Affairs has separately declined to substantiate with specifics when asked

directly.

THE ANALYSIS

1. Existing FCRA disclosure regulates the money’s destination, not its origin’s motive.
Registration, renewal, utilisation certificates and the proposed Designated Authority all concern what an NGO
does with foreign money once received. None of this regime asks the prior question Chawla raises: what does
the donor, a foreign foundation, religious body, philanthropic institution or international agency, actually

want, and how does that want shape which Indian causes get funded and which do not.

2. Scale alone makes opacity a governance problem, independent of any single organisation’s
conduct. A sector estimated at 33 lakh organisations, even on a stale 2009 count, is too large for either
blanket suspicion or blanket trust to be an intellectually serious position. The absence of a current, credible
national count is itself notable: India regulates a sector whose basic size it has not measured in nearly two

decades.

3. The donor-transparency gap is structurally different from the recipient-transparency
requirement, and conflating them lets both sides avoid the harder question. Civil society
defenders correctly note that FCRA already imposes substantial recipient-side disclosure, registration,
renewal, utilisation reporting. Government defenders correctly note that foreign money can carry foreign
priorities. Both are right, and both are answering only half of Chawla’s actual question, which is not whether

recipients disclose enough, but whether anyone examines what shapes donor choices in the first place.

4. The current political moment sharpens rather than dilutes this argument. Allegations that
foreign-funded organisations fuelled the 2026 youth protests were made without the government publicly
substantiating specifics when the Ministry of External Affairs was asked, which cuts both ways: it shows the
state can deploy the “foreign hand” framing rhetorically without evidentiary discipline, which is precisely the
kind of unaccountable power Chawla’s essay also warns against, on the state side of the equation, even while

making the donor-side argument.

5. The international comparison to USAID is instructive but double-edged. The United States
formally folded USAID into the State Department, effective 1 July 2025, treating its foreign assistance
function as a discretionary instrument of national interest rather than a neutral development good. This
strengthens India’s sovereign claim to regulate foreign money on its own terms, since even the historically
largest state funder of foreign civil society now applies its own version of an “interest test.” But it does not, by
itself, tell India what a proportionate, non-discriminatory donor-transparency regime should look like; it only
establishes that no major democracy currently treats cross-border funding of civil society as beyond legitimate

state interest.
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6. Symmetry, not suspicion, is the more defensible regulatory principle. If the underlying
governance concern is undisclosed funder influence over ostensibly independent institutions, that concern
applies equally to a foreign foundation, an Indian corporate trust, a religious organisation, or a political family
funding a think tank. A regime that scrutinises only foreign money risks solving a narrower problem than the
one it claims to be solving, while leaving domestic sources of the same undisclosed influence effectively

unexamined.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACT

FCRA Amendment Bill, 2026: introduced Lok Sabha 25 March 2026; expected before Parliament
during the Monsoon Session (20 July to 13 August 2026)

Creates a Designated Authority to manage/dispose of assets of organisations whose FCRA
registration lapses (examined in a separate Ujiyari editorial on the Bill’s provisional-vesting
mechanism)

2009 government-commissioned study: roughly 33 lakh NGOs in India, about one per 400 Indians;
figure now dated, no updated national count exists

13,520 organisations received Rs 55,741 crore in foreign contributions, FY 2019-20 to FY 2021-22
(Ministry of Home Affairs data to Lok Sabha)

FCRA portal: 14,449 active certificates, 22,498 cancelled, 15,212 deemed expired, as of 15 July 2026

USAID: formally folded into the U.S. State Department, effective 1 July 2025, ending its status as an
independent agency

Administering ministry for FCRA: Ministry of Home Affairs

BJP leaders have alleged foreign-funded organisations’ involvement in the 2026 Jantar Mantar
youth protests; the Ministry of External Affairs has not substantiated this allegation with specifics
when asked

WATCH THE TRAP: DO NOT WRITE THAT THE FCRA AMENDMENT BILL, 2026 HAS BEEN PASSED; AS
OF THIS EDITION IT REMAINED PENDING, WITH PASSAGE EXPECTED BUT NOT CONFIRMED
BEFORE THE MONSOON SESSION’S SCHEDULED CONCLUSION. DO NOT CONFLATE THE DONOR-
TRANSPARENCY ARGUMENT (THIS EDITORIAL) WITH THE DESIGNATED AUTHORITY ASSET-
VESTING DEBATE (A SEPARATE, EARLIER PROVISION-SPECIFIC ARGUMENT); THEY RAISE RELATED
BUT ANALYTICALLY DISTINCT GOVERNANCE QUESTIONS.

THE DEBATE

Argument FOR treating donor-side opacity as the more urgent governance gap. Existing FCRA
regulation is entirely recipient-facing: it tracks what NGOs receive and spend, not what donors want or how

they select which causes to fund. In a sector as large as India’s, with a headline count of 33 lakh organisations

Who Controls the NGO Before the Government Regulates It 5/13


https://ujiyari.com/vocab/ostensibly/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/conflate/
https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

that is itself nearly two decades stale, this leaves the actual mechanism of influence, donor selection and
priority-setting, almost entirely outside the regulatory gaze, even as the state expands its recipient-side powers

through the Designated Authority.

Argument AGAINST treating foreign donor influence as uniquely suspect. Mission-driven funding
is not a foreign peculiarity; Indian corporate foundations, religious trusts and political networks fund causes
according to their own preferences with considerably less disclosure than FCRA already imposes on foreign
contributions. A regulatory framework that intensifies scrutiny of foreign money while leaving domestic
influence largely unexamined risks treating national origin, rather than the underlying governance concern of
undisclosed influence, as the operative test, which is both intellectually inconsistent and, in a country with the
world’s largest number of billionaire-funded and party-linked trusts, arguably under-inclusive of the more

significant domestic risk.

Balanced verdict. Chawla’s donor-transparency framing correctly identifies a genuine blind spot in India’s
FCRA-centred regulatory architecture, but the fix his framing points toward, more visibility into who shapes
an NGO’s priorities, is only defensible if it is applied symmetrically to domestic and foreign funders alike.
Applied only to foreign money, it becomes another instrument in the same state-versus-civil-society contest
the Designated Authority debate is already fighting; applied symmetrically, it becomes a genuine governance

reform that neither side of the current debate has yet proposed.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

The transferable pattern: when regulation only tracks money at its destination, ask whether the

more consequential control point is actually further upstream, at the source.

Regulatory attention tends to concentrate wherever disclosure is already easiest to require, typically the
recipient or end-user of a resource, because that is the point at which the state has the clearest jurisdictional
hook. But the more consequential locus of influence is often upstream, at the point where a resource’s
allocation is first decided, where regulatory visibility is weakest precisely because the decision-maker sits
outside the jurisdiction asking the question, or because domestic funders successfully argue that their internal

decisions are private business.

Apply the same test to corporate political funding, where disclosure requirements have historically focused on
the receiving political party rather than on the funding company’s own internal decision to donate; to media
ownership regulation, where content rules govern what is published while ownership concentration upstream
draws comparably less scrutiny; and to public procurement, where audit attention concentrates on how a
contractor spends public money rather than on who controls the contractor and why it was awarded the

contract in the first place.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Where India’s FCRA regime looks, and where it doesn’t

Donor NGO State
foreign donorentity | registered under FCRA, 2010 FCRA Designated Authority
largely unexamined heavily regulated
[ Current debate: NGO and State (state power versus civil-society autonomy) ]
[ Chawla’s addition: Donor and NGO (who sets priorities first) ]

Symmetry test: same disclosure standard for both funders

Foreign-only application Applied symmetrically

another state-vs-civil-society tool becomes a genuine governance reform

FCRA heavily regulates what an NGO does with foreign money, and the 2026 Bill tightens that further, but
says nothing about who a donor is or why it funds one cause over another. Answering only the first half of

that question is not full accountability.
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TAKEAWAY BOX

Regulating what an NGO does with money answers only half the accountability question. The other halfis

who decided, upstream, what that money was for.

FCRA Amendment Bill, 2026, introduced 25 March 2026; Designated Authority; 2009 government
study: 33 lakh NGOs, about 1 per 400 Indians; 13,520 organisations, Rs 55,741 crore, FY2019-20
to FY2021-22; 14,449 active FCRA certificates as of 15 July 2026; USAID folded into U.S. State

Department, effective 1 July 2025; administering ministry: Ministry of Home Affairs.

a donor who funds only causes aligned with its own worldview is not acting unethically, that is simply what
mission-driven funding is; but does an NGO owe its beneficiaries a disclosed account of whose worldview its

own choices ultimately serve?

UPSC has repeatedly examined the role of civil society and NGOs in governance and development, and the
regulation of foreign funding under FCRA; this editorial adds the less-examined donor-transparency

dimension to that recurring theme.

“India’s FCRA framework regulates what NGOs do with foreign money far more closely than it examines
who decides, on the donor’s side, what that money is for.” Critically examine, and suggest whether

symmetric donor-disclosure standards for domestic and foreign funders would address this gap.

Sources: The New Indian Express, PRS Legislative Research, Ministry of Home Affairs, PIB

Source: Who Controls the NGO Before the Government Regulates It — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS
Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Prabhu Chawla argues that the FCRA Amendment Bill, 2026
debate has been fought almost entirely on the axis of state power
versus civil society autonomy, while the prior and less examined
question, who actually controls an NGO before the government
ever attempts to regulate it, through donor selection, trustee
appointment and ideological alignment, has gone largely
unexamined, and that greater transparency on this donor side is
not less necessary than transparency on government regulation,
but more.

v SUPPORTING

* India’s voluntary sector is vast enough that opacity at scale is itself a governance problem
independent of any single organisation’s conduct: a 2009 government-commissioned study
put the number of NGOs at roughly 33 lakh, about one for every 400 Indians, and even
allowing that this figure is now dated and international comparisons are difficult given
differing national definitions of what counts as an NGO, the scale illustrates why blanket

claims about the sector’s virtue or villainy are equally unreliable.

* The foreign-funded slice of this sector is financially substantial and increasingly transparent
on paper if not in practice: 13,520 organisations received Rs 55,741 crore in foreign
contributions between the 2019-20 and 2021-22 financial years, and the FCRA portal
recorded 14,449 active certificates as of 15 July 2026, figures that show both the scale of
foreign money at stake and the extent to which its recipients are already formally registered
and, in principle, disclosed.

* The donor side of this relationship is structurally opaque in a way the recipient side is not:
foreign foundations, religious bodies, philanthropic institutions and international agencies
select which Indian causes to fund according to their own missions and preferences, and the
standard disclosure regime built around FCRA registration numbers and utilisation
certificates says very little about who actually sets an NGO's priorities, who appoints its
trustees, or whether its campaigns reflect independent local judgment or externally set

agendas.

* The current political moment makes this framing more urgent, not less: the BJP and the
Sangh Parivar have alleged that foreign-funded organisations played a role in the youth
protests, and the government itself is simultaneously advancing legislation to place a
Designated Authority in charge of the funds and assets of organisations whose FCRA
registration lapses, so the immediate policy debate over state power over NGOs is unfolding

without a parallel framework for donor-side transparency.
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(
A COUNTER

The donor-transparency framing risks proving too much, since virtually every philanthropic or
advocacy actor everywhere, domestic or foreign, funds causes aligned with its own values and
priorities, which is simply what mission-driven funding means, and treating foreign origin as
inherently more suspicious than domestic origin, when Indian political parties, corporate
foundations and religious trusts also fund causes according to their own preferences with far
less disclosure than FCRA already requires of foreign contributions, risks singling out foreign
money for a scrutiny that domestic money, arguably no less capable of shaping public debate,

does not receive.

— WAY FORWARD

Extend transparency obligations symmetrically rather than asymmetrically: require public,
standardised disclosure of an NGO's funding sources, trustee composition and decision-
making structure regardless of whether the money is foreign or domestic, since the actual
governance concern, undisclosed influence over ostensibly independent civil society actors,
applies equally to both; publish an aggregated, updated national NGO registry to replace the
stale 2009 estimate, since credible policy on a sector this large cannot rest on data now
approaching two decades old; and separate, in law and in public debate, the legitimate
question of donor and governance transparency from the entirely different question of the
state’s own discretionary power to cancel registration and take charge of an organisation’s
assets, since conflating the two lets each side use the other’s strongest argument to avoid

answering the harder question about itself.
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-g,é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

Prabhu Chawla argues that public debate on the FCRA Amendment Bill, 2026 has focused on state
control over NGOs while overlooking the prior question of donor control over NGOs. Examine this donor-
transparency framing and assess whether India’'s regulatory approach to foreign-funded civil society is

adequately designed to address it. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Amendment Bill, 2026, introduced in the Lok Sabha on 25 March
2026 and still pending, with no Centre-Opposition consensus reached as of early August 2026, before the
Monsoon Session concludes on 13 August 2026, has generated a debate almost entirely framed around
state power: whether a Designated Authority empowered to manage the assets of de-registered
organisations gives the government excessive control over civil society. Prabhu Chawla’s essay in The New
Indian Express reframes the question, asking not only whether the state controls NGOs too much, but who

controls NGOs before the state acts at all.

BODY

The donor-transparency framing rests on a real asymmetry in India’s regulatory architecture. FCRA
registration, utilisation certificates and the newly proposed Designated Authority all regulate the recipient
side of foreign funding, an NGO's receipt, use and eventual loss of foreign money, and are built on the
premise that transparency about money in and money spent is sufficient oversight.

They say comparatively little about the donor side: who a foreign foundation, religious body or
philanthropic institution chooses to fund, on what conditions, and with what expectation of alignment with
the donor’s own priorities. Chawla’s maxim, that the person who pays the piper calls the tune, is crude but
not baseless; substantial, sustained funding relationships shape institutional priorities even without any
explicit quid pro quo, and India’s regulatory framework has almost nothing to say about this dimension,
focusing instead on the volume and destination of the money.

This gap matters more, not less, at the current political moment: the government has alleged foreign-
funded involvement in recent youth-led protests even as it advances legislation to expand state control
over de-registered organisations’ assets, and Christian and minority-run charitable networks fear being
caught in an expanding regulatory net aimed at a smaller set of politically active organisations. The
counter-argument carries real force, however: mission-driven funding, whether by a foreign foundation or
an Indian corporate trust, is simply how philanthropy operates everywhere, and singling out foreign money
for donor-side scrutiny while leaving domestic political, corporate and religious funding largely
undisclosed risks a regulatory asymmetry of its own, one that treats foreign origin as inherently more
suspect than domestic origin without a clear governance justification for the distinction.

The international comparison Chawla draws, to the Trump administration’s dismantling of USAID as an
independent agency in 2025, cuts in a similarly double-edged way: it shows that even the world'’s largest

historical funder of foreign civil society now treats such funding as a discretionary instrument of national
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interest rather than a neutral public good, which supports India’s sovereign right to regulate foreign
money on its own terms, but does not by itself resolve what proportionate, non-discriminatory regulation

should look like.

CONCLUSION

The stronger position is not that donor-side scrutiny is illegitimate, but that it must be applied
symmetrically to be defensible, extending real transparency obligations, on funding sources, trustee
composition and decision-making independence, to domestic as well as foreign funders, rather than
treating foreign origin alone as the marker of suspicion. India’s sovereign right to regulate foreign
contributions is not in serious dispute; what remains unresolved, and what Chawla’s essay usefully surfaces,
is whether the current framework is actually designed to answer the governance question it claims to
address, or whether it regulates the more visible, more easily targeted half of a problem that has two

halves.
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