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DISCUSSION SUMMARY 

1. The discussion included areas of development of the North Eastern Region (NER) and 
the role of CSR and philanthropy in this. The experts talked about the reasons behind a 
lack of CSR funding in the region, what can be done to overcome this major challenge, 
and how CSR could benefit the region.

2. The discussion started with the need for a “conscious inclusion’ of the NE region rather 
than an “unconscious exclusion” and how mainland India is being held back by not 
including the NER effectively.  

3. Several issues got highlighted regarding why organizations from the region are held 
back or do not receive sufficient funding. One such reason is the lack of decent proposals 
sent out. The need for adequate research in the region was also pointed out. An 
understanding of the importance of legal and other aspects like the 6th Schedule when 
talking about the NER is needed. Civil society organizations of the region should get 
together and work in solidarity. It is only by filling these loopholes that the organizations 
of the region can compete for CSR funds with the organizations from the rest of the 
country. 

4. CSR has been made legally mandatory by the Government of India in 2014. The NE 
region has seen rise in CSR funds in the recent years but there continues to be gap when 
compared to the rest of the country. The discussion sought to understand if there should 
be another legal mandate for corporations to spend in the NER. However, experts felt 
that there should be focus on adhering to the existing laws and policies rather than 
having more policies. The region can do wonders with the existing laws and policies of 
mandate. 

5. Within the region, there is an unbalanced allocation of CSR funds. Some states do 
better than some other states in this aspect. Within the states, there is also a stark 
difference between districts. One major highlight of the discussion was how there 
should be a focus on smaller and aspiration districts. Only by focusing on allocation of 
CSR funds in these backward districts can the entire region proceed in the path of 
development.  

6. There is an evident unbalanced CSR funding in terms of areas, as sectors like health 
and education get more focus. The discussion highlighted that areas like women 
empowerment, ecology, local participation, sustainability, and sports should be given 
importance in terms of CSR funding. The region has immense scope of growth and 
development in these sectors. 2



INTRODUCTION 

The strategic location of the North East Region (NER) of India cannot 
be denied. It shares international boundaries with Bangladesh, 
China, Nepal, Bhutan, and Myanmar. Every development project in 
the region has a direct linkage with national security. With historical 
isolation, geographical barriers like hilly terrain, lack of industries in 
the region, and years of insurgency, the NER remains one of the most 
complex stories of India’s development narrative. 

Where does Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) fit in this story of 
development of the region beyond the chicken’s neck? Can CSR 
contribute to the development of any region? The Council for Social 
and Digital Development and the North East Development 
Foundation held a policy brief discussion on “Bridging the CSR and 
Philanthropy Divide in North East India” on the 20th of August, 
2021. A policy brief called “Bridging the CSR Divide in North East 
India: A Decade of Corporate Social Responsibility and Beyond 
[2011-2020]” have been prepared documenting the status of CSR and 
how far it can help in growth of the region. What became evident 
from the panel discussion and the policy brief is that there is an 
unbalanced CSR fund allocation in the region as compared to the rest 
of the country. There is also an unbalanced allocation of CSR within 
the region as some states do better as compared to some other states. 
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BROAD DISCUSSION 
FRAMEWORK 

1 Whether and why accelerated social sector spending by CSRs and philanthropy 
investments is necessitated given only 3.6 % (2017-2018) was spent on CSR 
investments in North East Region? 

2 Whether and why mandatory CSR investments (including PSU and non-PSU) in NER 
should be taken up for discussion and policy instrument at national and respected 
State levels in NER? 

3 What scope does the “North East Region Vision Document 2035” has for greater CSR 
& philanthropy role and investments to strengthen key social and economic 
fundamentals in the region?

4 Grant-making and giving in North East India is still desirable? What could be the key 
reasons? What factors could limit the urge and desire to focus in NER? 

5 The region is underdeveloped, strategically located, with highest people below the 
poverty line (34.28%) and poor social and economic indicators as per NITI Ayog 
reports. How can we help build and expand philanthropy and CSR in North East 
India?

6  What approach can enable philanthropies and CSRs including Indian and foreign 
funders to engage better with the North East India development ecosystem? Will 
mandatory regulatory / policy measures can augment this? 

7 The NGOs / CSOs and its leadership in Assam / North East has to make extra efforts 
to reach out, engage, and convince donors / funders from CSRs and Philanthropy’s? 
Why so? Why and how mapping study will be helpful in this direction? How do we 
do it? 

8 Are CSOs / NGOs in NER facing survival challenges barring few due to Covid-19, 
latest FCRA amend rules, and CSR amends?  Whether and how will a civil society 
collaborative approach can be effective for a clarion call for this? 

9 Is mandatory CSR investment in NER a way out? If not, what alternatives can work 
better to motivate and encourage CSRs and philanthropy’s to come forward to NER? 

10 How a separate North East CSR policy within each Corporate Organisation can be 
relevant to make strategic investments in NER for national mainstreaming and 
interests?
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11 What innovations in CSR / Philanthropic investments in NER is need of the hour? 

12 There is a standard pattern of investments of CSRs / philanthropy in NER? Why 
this could be and should be a different proposition for NER based on region’s and 
states distinctiveness? 

13. There are isolated stories of CSR investments, impacts in NER? How an integrated, 
convergent approach could be relevant for NER to focus on priority areas, 
communities and desired impacts? 

14. Why the subject of CSR research, investigation, impact studies are more required 
in NER? 

15. CSR investment in North East is as low below 4% of national spending. What kind 
of training, sensitisation, advocacy, and engagement is and shall require to 
encourage more CSR presence and investment in North East Region with 8 states? 

16. Whether and how CSR presence, experience, work and learnings in North East is 
being strengthened at Indian Institute of Corporate Affairs (IICA) and National 
Foundation for Corporate Social Responsibility (NFCSR) and what role further it 
can play to strengthen North East CSR development ecosystem? 

17. Given the low level of CSR presence and investment, what aspects of public 
policies and governance on CSR needs attention, focus and investigation in North 
East India to accelerate Corporate Social Responsibility and its potential to 
contribute to the North East development agenda?

18. What effective ways and methods to engage corporates to invest CSR 
meaningfully and sustainably in North East India? How role of public policy is 
critical towards this?  
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BACKGROUND 

The discussions around Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and 
Philanthropy investment have become important since the 
Government of India mandated a compulsory 2% spending by all 
corporations in 2014%. This mandated requirement of CSR spending 
has led to both an increase in discussions around CSR, highlighting 
both the positives of the law but also the loopholes in its 
implementation. The North East Region (NER) of India is a strategically 
located region, sharing boundaries with 5 foreign countries. But the 
region is also marked by its geographical isolation, diverse population, 
and lower social and economic indicators including one of the highest 
poverty rates in India.

Only 3.6% of the total companies chose to spend their CSR allocation 
in the North-East during 2017-18, reflecting the neglect in terms of 
CSR spending in the region. While CSR spending in the region has 
been increasing since 2014 in terms of percentage, these percentages 
do not reflect the real picture as the CSR investment in the region has 
always been negligible to start with. In addition to what appears as a 
national division in CSR allocation, there is also a gap in terms of CSR 
investment within the NER. Add to this, the lack of philanthropic 
investment in the region adding to the divide further.
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OBJECTIVES OF 
THE NEKX DIALOGUE 
& DISCUSSION 

The policy brief discussion sought to bring attention towards the 
importance of increasing CSR presence and investments in bridging 
the regional social and development gaps of the region vis-a-vis rest 
of the country. The discussion also sought to focus on the various 
nuances of CSR expenditure, activities and impact within the region 
and the sectors the spending is done on.

This panel discussion was an attempt to start a conversation around 
CSR spending and its role in development in the region. The 
discussion, along with its recommendations, made an attempt to 
understand the various issues and challenges regarding CSR in the 
region and the road ahead. Recent years have seen several schemes 
and policies directed towards the NER. But the region remains 
deficient when it comes to several socio-economic indicators and 
SDG goals. It is understood that economic growth and progress is a 
long process and with the region’s history of long isolation, 
geographical barriers, and insurgency, this process of development 
becomes slower here. And this is why the role of CSR in the region 
becomes especially important. This policy brief discussion makes 
sought to start a conversation while keeping in mind the various 
socio-political, economic, and geographical barriers of the region.
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The session was moderated by Dr Sriparna B. Baruah, Head (Centre for Industrial 
Extension), Indian Institute of Entrepreneurship. 

This policy brief consultation and dialogue, the first of its kind focusing on the 
North East, was a way to start discussion and debate surrounding the various 
nuances of CSR spending in the region. CSDD and NEDF have taken out a policy 
brief called “Bridging the CSR Divide in North East India: A Decade of Corporate 
Social Responsibility and Beyond” which seeks to map the trends in CSR 
expenditure in the region, capture the gaps in spending as compared to the rest of 
the country and within the region, explore the various reasons for existing gaps, 
and suggest ways to bridge this investment gap. 
The discussion gave rise to several insights and various important issues 
regarding the status of CSR in North East India got highlighted.

THE DISCUSSION HIGHLIGHTS 

On 20th August 2021, the Council for Social and Digital Development and the 
North East Development Foundation organized the policy brief consultation on 
“Bridging the CSR and Philanthropy Divide in North East India”. The keynote 
speaker of the discussion was Prof Mahendra P Lama, a development economist, 
the pro-vice chancellor of IGNOU, and the founding vice chancellor of Sikkim 
University and Principal Author of the ‘North East Vision 2035’, by the NITI Ayog, 
Government of India. 

The other speakers of the session were Ms Naghma Mulla, the CEO of the 
EdelGive Foundation, the philanthropic initiative of Edeweiss Group - one of 
India's leading diversified financial services group; Dr. Sunil Kaul, Managing 
Trustee, The Action North East Trust (ANT); Raju Sharma, Director of CSR at 
(Inter Globe Aviation Limited) IndiGo; Ritupon Gogoi, Executive Director, 
Foundation for Social Transformation (FST); Dr Rajdeep Singha, Centre for Labour 
Studies & Social Protection, Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), Guwahati 
Campus; Dr Riju Sharma, Associate Professor and Dean of School of Humanities 
and Social Science, Assam Don Bosco University; Prof Archana Barua, Professor 
and Head of the Department, North East Study and Comparative Religion Assam 
Don Bosco University; and Dr Amiya Kumar Das, Associate Professor, 
Department of Sociology, Tezpur University. 
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Ms Mulla started of the session by talking about how there should be no 
intention of excluding the NER from discussions but making it a separate piece 
can push it in the direction of exclusion. She focused on the need for a “conscious 
inclusion’ of the region rather than an “unconscious exclusion”. The CSR laws 
could be exclusionary to the NE, the hilly regions, or the extreme north if one 
only looks at the places of business. It is important to look at Human Development 
Indicators factors and Sustainable Development Goals indexes as important and 
critical indicators for CSR investment and focus in the region. Disparity between 
the regions will continue to happen if one does not take into account these 
factors. Sports in the region is also important and can be used as an opener of 
conversation. There is a need to focus on what NER needs and then accordingly 
consciously include the region in discussions around CSR investment and 
priorities in the region rather than unconsciously excluding it.

Dr. Sunil Kaul talked about how on one hand philanthropy is important in the 
region, but he brought a more nuanced take into it. It is important to have decent 
proposals by organizations when seeking grants. In his experience, he has seen 
how many organizations get shrugged for funding because of a lack of a decent 
proposal. NGOs have dropped in Assam by 1/3rdin the last 2 years because of the 
new laws and amendments. The Covid-19 pandemic, despite reflecting the 
importance of the development sector in resilience, has made matters worse. 
There is a need for these organizations to get together and work in solidarity. It is 
important to have a sort of a trade union to represent the interests of these 
organizations. Leadership needs to get management oriented. By highlighting the 
story of Bangladesh and how civil society has changed the dynamics of the 
country, Kaul recommended to learn lessons from Bangladesh regarding its 
management oriented NGOs.

Prof Lama, the keynote speaker, highlighted the infrastructure deficit and 
mentioned the linkage between development and national security in the region. 
Every development project in the region has a direct linkage with national 
security because of its geographical location. The region is full of crises and as a 
result, soft power is overlooked here. This provides the background of any 
intervention in the region. By setting the background of any policy intervention 
in the region, Prof Lama highlighted the nature of development projects and 
strategies in the NER. 

He posed his first question - why CSR cannot pick up in the region. Prof Lama 
emphasized that CSR in the NER has a skewed distribution. Some states benefit 
more than the others, there is too much focus on certain sectors than others. 
Private sector activities have increased in the region, but this has not led to the 
increase in CSR activities. The reasons for the increase in private sector activities 
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Mr. Raju Sharma highlighted the importance of lack of awareness and lack of 
effort regarding CSR in the region. His major recommendation is stressed on 
adhering to the existing laws and policies and there is no need for more policies. 
New laws can only further complicate matters and the region can do wonders 
with the existing laws and policies of mandate. It is also important to understand 
if the region has the capacity to handle big budgets coming in. He stressed his 
focus on smaller and aspiration districts. There needs to a discussion on the role of 
fellowships and scholarships which can be institutionalized to help the debate 
further.

Mr. Ritupon Gogoi talked about how the development sector is dependent on 
foreign aid. He added that law alone cannot be effective in improving CSR 
activities in the region. He further raised question on whether CSR funding is 
interested in development sector, institution building and knowledge building. 
His skepticism is based on how these social sectors in the NER are still in infant 
shape

in the region are manifold. These are subsidies, tax relief measures, and under the 
North East Industrial and Investment Promotion Policy (NEIPP) from 2002 to 
2021. Rs 8000 crore subsidies have been provided to the private sector in the NER. 
The example of Sikkim is noteworthy since there are 59 pharmaceutical 
companies in the state. Despite the presence of so many private pharmaceutical 
companies, the state is still lagging behind in terms of CSR funding. He then asked 
his second question - are these private sector activities managed by the Ministry 
of Corporate Affairs? The third question was where do the regional organizations 
feature in the CSR law?
 
Prof Lama’s speech ended in a more optimistic form. Things will change in the 
near future as the very nature of development is to change. He, however 
cautioned that the NITI Aayog has no allocative power. He then went on to 
address some of the challenges mentioned in the policy brief prepared by the 
CSDD and NEDF. One of them was the challenge of doing business. Prof Lama 
mentioned that it is true that companies prefer states where ease of doing 
business is better and the NE states do not fare well in this criterion. The 
emergence of newer development partners like the World Bank, Asian 
Development Bank, and the Japan North East Forum is important in this aspect. 
These new partners were nowhere near in the past but are fast becoming 
important in the context of development in the NER in current times.

Prof Lama further mentioned the invisible unrecorded leakages happening in the 
region. It is important that all the sectors take equal responsibility for this. The 
region should not give sole focus to the social sector and instead, use the available 
funding for achieving social development goals.
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Dr. Rajdeep Singha highlighted the need for a strategy where aspirational 
districts are given importance. His major recommendation focuses on the need for 
research in the region. There is a need to understand legal and other aspects like 
the 6th Schedule when talking about the NER. It is also important to understand 
the region in these aspects because of its various nuances like customary laws and 
other unique features.

Prof. Archana Baruah focused on where CSR can improve the region’s 
development trajectory. She also provided an ethical perspective of philanthropy. 
Areas like women empowerment, ecology, local participation, and sustainability 
should be given focus in terms of CSR funding. This should be the case given 
people in the region have always been different in terms of less demands and 
slower flow of information.

Dr. Amiya Das mentioned how the division in CSR funding in the region is also in 
terms of division in population and this very division is a representation of 
different states. The regional policies should focus and prioritize areas where state 
cannot work well. He highlighted the term “effective governance” rather than 
“good governance” and asks the governance to be effective in terms of 
achievement. There is also a need for more transparency and accountability. 
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

The discussion emerged with important recommendations which can be 
highlighted as follows:

1. There should be focus on “conscious inclusion’ of the NE region rather than an    
     “unconscious exclusion”. 

2. There should be emphasis on decent proposals by organizations of the region 
     when seeking for grants. 

3. Civil society organizations of the region should get together and work in 
     solidarity. There is a need for a kind of a trade union to represent the interests of 
     these organizations. 

4. The invisible unrecorded leakages happening in the region should be taken care 
     of and all the sectors should take equal responsibility for this. 

5. There should be focus on adhering to the existing laws and policies and there is 
     no need for more policies. The region can do wonders with the existing laws and 
     policies of mandate. 

6. There should be a focus on smaller and aspiration districts, hilly and tribal 
     districts. 

7. There should be focus on the need for research in the NE region along with an 
     understanding of the importance of legal and other aspects like the 6th Schedule 
     when talking about CSR and Philanthropy in the region. 

8. There should be focus on areas like women empowerment, ecology, local 
     participation, and sustainability in terms of CSR funding. 

9. The governance needs to be effective in terms of achievement along with more 
     transparency and accountability of CSR funds.
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