
 
 

Two of the great movements of the last half-century face a similar challenge.  The human 

rights movement has led nearly all nations to endorse human rights norms at least in name.  Organizations 
like Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and local counterparts can therefore use documentation 
and public advocacy to shame governments for egregious violations. But shaming alone cannot address 
every breach of basic rights. A juvenile is wrongfully detained; an agricultural loan is held up for a bribe; a 
textile factory poisons a river. By what consistent, systematic means can communities protect their rights 
in daily life? 
 
The parallel movement for development now confronts the same questions. Governments and agencies 
have sought to alleviate poverty by fostering economic growth and by improving essential services like 
health, education, and water. But increasingly those pursuing development recognize that success 
depends on communities’ ability to participate in and hold accountable public institutions. Governments 
and donors can build clinics and schools, for example, but what happens if the drugs and books aren’t 
delivered? Or if the nurses or teachers don’t show up to work?   
 

The emerging field of legal empowerment has pioneered practical methods for 

meeting precisely these challenges. Legal empowerment interventions strengthen the capacity of citizens 
to exercise their rights and to participate in and hold accountable public institutions. The twin goals of this 
field of practice--more empowered communities and more responsive governments—are crucial for 
realizing the great struggles for human rights and development.  
 
Legal empowerment programs often combine a small corps of lawyers with a larger frontline of 
community paralegals who are trained in basic law and tools like mediation, organizing, education, and 
advocacy.  Namati’s CEO Vivek Maru co-founded a paralegal program in Sierra Leone, called Timap for 
Justice, soon after the end of an 11-year civil war there.  
 
A World Bank assessment found that Timap paralegals often manage to squeeze justice out of a broken 
system: stop a school master from beating children; negotiate child support payments from a derelict father; 
persuade the water authority to repair a well.  In exceptionally intractable cases, as when a mining company 
in the southern province damaged six villages’ land and abandoned the region without paying compensation, 
a tiny corps of lawyers can resort to litigation and higher-level advocacy to obtain a remedy. 
 
In addition to civil society efforts, legal empowerment involves reforms to state institutions to make 
greater space for the agency and participation of citizens and communities.  These reforms include, among 
many others, simplifying land registration procedures, strengthening grievance mechanisms to deal with 
breaches in public service delivery, and guaranteeing access to government information. 
 
Legal empowerment has received increasing attention in recent years, and was the focus of a high-level 
UN Commission.  Many agencies and civil society organizations run legal empowerment programs, but no 
major international NGO is devoted exclusively to this approach. 
 

The need and the potential are vast.  The UN Commission on Legal Empowerment 

estimated that 4 billion people live outside the protection of the law.  The World Bank has identified 
inadequate accountability to end users as a key constraint in the effective delivery of health, education, 
and water services.  Social movements in the Middle East and elsewhere are demanding greater space for 
citizen agency and citizen oversight. 



 

 

 

 

Namati will deepen and expand this emerging field of practice. The 
new initiative will: 

 
 Implement innovative legal empowerment interventions in partnership with governments and civil 

society organizations in several countries, to address issues of pressing global significance.  We will 
research and evaluate each intervention rigorously; we aim for the learning from these experiments 
to inform practice worldwide.  Interventions may include: 

 
o In Sierra Leone, develop a recognized, nationwide network of community paralegals, based on the 

model of Timap for Justice, to confront the abiding challenge of scale in the delivery of basic legal aid. 
o In India, develop and disseminate tools to facilitate large-scale public scrutiny of the process of 

environmental regulation, with the aim of narrowing the enforcement gap in environmental law. 
o In Uganda, Liberia, and Mozambique, strengthen the capacity of communities to complete 

community land titling procedures, protect their land rights, and sustainably manage their natural 
resources in the context of the “land grab” in Africa. 

o In Nigeria, apply a combination of legal empowerment and information-based social accountability 
measures to improve the delivery of health and water services. 

o Explore the potential of legal empowerment techniques for advancing justice in a repressive regime. 
 

 Advocate with, and provide technical assistance to, policy makers and civil society organizations for 
greater and smarter investments in legal empowerment. 

 

 Create a network to foster dialogue, collaboration, and a stronger international movement for legal 
empowerment.  The network will provide a platform for practitioners to share tools and resources, 
including research, training materials, monitoring and evaluation tools, case management systems, 
and advocacy strategies.  The network will facilitate crowd-source fundraising for grassroots legal 
empowerment efforts, and will also mobilize mass action for targeted campaigns on issues related to 
legal empowerment. 

 

 

Namati will be guided by an International Advisory Council that includes:  

Fazle Abed, founder and chairman of BRAC 
Madeleine Albright, former Secretary of State for the United States of America 
Fernando Cardoso, former President of Brazil 
Helen Clark, Administrator of the United Nationes Development Programme 
Mo Ibrahim, founder and chairman of the Mo Ibrahim Foundation 
Amartya Sen, Nobel prize-winning economist 
George Soros, founder and chairman of the Open Society Foundations 


