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Resumen
El tema aquí es la contribución que las ONG musulmanas han ofrecido a sectores
humanitarios, de emergencia y desarrollo a través de herramientas de redistribución
de la riqueza como zakāt y ṣadaqa, ambas justificadas por razones de carácter
puramente espiritual y religioso, cuya piedra angular es el Corán. El concepto de
desarrollo compartido y sostenible vinculado a la justicia social fue apreciado en el
mundo islámico a raíz de la Declaración de Río de 1992. Sin embargo, el desafío es
pasar de los proyectos locales de socorro a corto plazo a soluciones a largo plazo. Los
prototipos originales de reducción de la pobreza y ayuda para el desarrollo son las
experiencias de microcrédito, microfinanzas y desarrollo económico implemetadas
en Bangladesh y Malasia. Organizaciones de zakāt están presentes en muchos países
del mundo “occidental”, donde algunas instituciones caritativas no explícitamente
islamicas ejecutan proyectos para aliviar el problema de la pobreza usando fondos de
zakāt sin diversificar la ayuda según parámetros religiosos. En algunos países
africanos, un nuevo ideal de democracia islámica ha llevado a la creación de
asociaciones libres, dedicadas al humanitarismo y al desarrollo. En Asia,
especialmente en Indonesia, las organizaciones de zakāt están tomando forma como
Tercer Sector Emergente. Un fenómeno interesante está representado por las redes
globales de la sociedad civil, activas en la cuestión palestina. Las ONG musulmanas
pueden competir (donde se permita) en términos de eficiencia, efectividad,
responsabilidad y transparencia con las agencias públicas que recolectan fondos de
zakāt. Sin embargo, la sociedad civil y las ONG siempre han actuado como
agregadores de valores éticos y espirituales al generar un sistema de apoyo para los
servicios cívicos y la justicia social.
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Abstract
The topic here is the contribution the Muslim NGOs have granted to the
humanitarian, emergency and development sectors through instruments of wealth
redistribution such as zakat and ṣadaqa, both justified by motivations of a purely
spiritual and religious nature, whose cornerstone is the Qur’an. The concept of a
shared and sustainable development linked to social justice has been welcome in the
Islamic world in the wake of the 1992 Rio Declaration. The problem is to run from
short-term relief local projects to long-term solutions. The original prototypes of
poverty alleviation and development aid are the Bangladesh and Malaysia
experiences of microcredit, microfinance and economic development. Zakāt
organisations base in many countries of the “Western” world, where some not
explicitly Islamic charities run projects for poverty alleviation using zakāt funds
without ever diversifying aid on a religious basis. In some African countries, a new
ideal of Islamic democracy in the 1980s has resulted in the establishment of free
associations devoted to humanitarianism and development, and in Asia, above all in
Indonesia, the zakāt organisations are taking shape as the emerging Third Sector. An
interesting phenomenon is the worldwide civil society networks active on the
Palestinian issue. The Muslim NGOs can compete (where permitted) on the floor of
efficiency, effectiveness, accountability and transparency with public agencies
collecting zakāt funds. However, civil society and NGOs have acted as aggregators of
ethical and spiritual values generating a system of support for social services and
social justice.
Keywords: Civil society, globalisation, Third Sector, Muslim NGOs, zakāt,
emergency, sustainable development, social justice, microcredit, microfinance,
Islamic democracy.

Resumo
A questão aqui é a contribuição que as ONG muçulmanas ofereceram aos setores
humanitária, de emergência e desenvolvimento através de ferramentas de
redistribuição da riquezas como zakāt e ṣadaqa, ambas justificadas por razões de
natureza puramente espiritual e religiosa, cuja pedra angular é o Alcorão. O conceito
de desenvolvimento compartilhado e sustentável vinculado à justiça social foi
apreciado no mundo islâmico após a Declaração do Rio de 1992. No entanto, o
desafio é passar de projetos de assistência local de curto prazo para soluções de longo
prazo. Os protótipos originais de redução da pobreza e ajuda ao desenvolvimento são
as experiências de microcrédito, microfinanças e desenvolvimento econômico
implementados no Bangladesh e na Malásia. As organizações de zakāt estão
presentes em muitos países do mundo "ocidental", onde algumas instituições de
caridade islâmicas não explicitamente executam projetos para aliviar o problema da
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pobreza usando fundos zakāt sem diversificar a ajuda de acordo com parâmetros
religiosos. Em alguns países africanos, um novo ideal da democracia islâmica levou à
criação de associações livres, dedicadas ao humanitarismo e desenvolvimento. Na
Ásia, especialmente na Indonésia, as organizações zakāt estão tomando forma como
o Terceiro Setor Emergente. Um fenômeno interessante é representado pelas redes
globais da sociedade civil, ativas na questão palestina. As ONGs muçulmanas podem
competir (onde permitido) em termos de eficiência, eficácia, responsabilidade e
transparência com órgãos públicos que levantam fundos zakāt. Entretanto, a
sociedade civil e as ONGs sempre atuaram como agregadoras de valores éticos e
espirituais, gerando um sistema de apoio aos serviços cívicos e à justiça social.
Palavras-chave: Sociedade civil, globalização, Terceiro Setor, ONGs muçulmanas,
zakāt, emergência, desenvolvimento sustentável, justiça social, microcrédito,
microfinanças, democracia islâmica.

Introduction

The growing role of civil society in international crises has long been a consolidated
element in the era of globalisation for its ability to intervene in humanitarian
emergencies and development, in the urgencies following natural disasters and even
in promoting economic and social development of peoples and local communities.
This resulted in a new awareness of the possibility of overcoming boundaries and
competencies of national states, the opportunity for collaboration (still essential)
with the state organisation structures, the need to refer to shared ethical and moral
guidelines and the demand for structures designed to develop and provide
knowledge and expertise to industry insiders and the involved populations.
However, if this process seems widely appreciated by many (regardless of
ideological, political and religious) as an example of positive subsidiarity and
“horizontality” role of society with respect to the public institutions (Chalcraft, 2012),
many scholars warn about dangerousness of a mechanism defined as “political” that
would impose stabilisation of the “status quo” and reabsorption of ongoing
international and political conflicts. Benoît Challand (2005), Associate Professor of
Sociology at The New School for Social Research, New York, says:
“The overuse of ‘civil society’ by certain actors (mostly from NGOs of the
secular left factions) was hiding a phenomenon of ‘professionalization of politics,’
whereby NGOs gradually shifted from popular self-organization into a form of elite
work funded by foreign donors. Put differently, many of these popular grass-roots
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committees that were so essential to political factionalism turned into professional
client-oriented and elitist development institutions”.

The very definition of “civil society” that Mary Kaldor gives in Old Wars, Cold
Wars, New Wars, and the War on Terror (2005), though from a different perspective,
gives rise to this type of reading, when confirming that it is a “process through which
groups, movements and individuals can demand a global rule of law, global justice
and global empowerment.” Hence the interpretation that the intervention of civil
society as an emergency and development actor would be politically oriented
(expression of neo-liberal globalisation) and influenced by wealthy donors of the
dominant international organisations, which are often sponsors of small national
voluntary associations (Chandler, 2010).
1. NGOs and Third Sector
In this context, the civil society of the Muslim-majority countries has reached
a considerable level of activities in the humanitarian and development sectors and
has played the aggregating function of ethical and spiritual values that have resulted
in a system of support for social services and social justice. In this sense, the Islamic
religious organisations have made the greatest contribution both in normal
conditions (such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt) and in war emergency (such
as Ḥizb Allāh in Lebanon and Ḥamās in Gaza), using the solidarity network the
Islamic Umma as a whole is deemed available to provide. Here the problem is to
distinguish, in the context of “civil society” meanings, organisations emanating
directly from political-religious subjects, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs)
and the third sector, as recognised in the public debate also of the Muslim countries.
However, whatever their classification, there is no doubt that the discussion (often
more of an academic nature or biased politics) has emerged due to the growing
activism of Islamic NGOs on the international scene and for their prevalent
orientation not to distinguish between Muslims and non-Muslims receptors.
Brian O’Connell (1999), former head of the Independent Sector,2 had identified
five constituent parts of civil society to include the government and business sectors:
1) the individual, 2) the community, 3) government, 4) business, and 5) the
voluntary, nonprofit, independent sector. Similarly, Elizabeth Dunn and Chris Hann
(1996) argue that “civil society should not be studied as a separate ‘private’ realm
clearly separated in opposition to the state.”
2A

coalition of nonprofits, foundations and corporate giving programs created in 1980 in Washington, D.C.
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This approach is overturned by Keane and Lohmann a few years later. John
Keane (2003), of the University of Westminster, defines “civil society” as composed
of:
“non-governmental institutions [that] deliberately organize themselves and
conduct their cross-border social activities, business and politics outside the
boundaries of governmental structures, with minimum violence and maximum respect
for the principles of civilised power-sharing among different ways of life”.

Roger Lohmann (2007), a professor at West Virginia University, referring to the third
sector, defines it as follows:
“a cluster of tax-exempt and tax-deductible organizations that together
constitute civil society and contrasted with ‘market’ and ‘state’ organizations”.

Lohmann thus makes civil society and third sector coincide but leaves the
above-mentioned problem about political and religious organisations open. Even
Benjamin Gidron, a former professor at the Ben Gurion University of the Negev in
Israel, says along with his co-writers (2003):
“The third sector is comprised of organizations that are: 1) formal
organizations, 2) nonprofit distributing, 3) private, 4) are independent (have
mechanisms for self-rule), and 5) are voluntary (have philanthropic inputs, i.e., giving
and volunteering, voluntary membership) ”.

For his part, Costanzo Ranci Ortigosa (2001), a professor of Economic
Sociology at the Polytechnic of Milan, Italy, defines the third sector as the set of
independent institutions that share two things: “every one of them is organized non
for profit; and each aims to serve the public interest.”
2. Islam, zakāt and Muslim NGOs
With this background and considering what Payton says about philanthropy
(“religion is the most influential private stimulus in international philanthropy”,
Muhtada, 2014), we are dealing with the contribution the Islamic organisations of
the third sector (therefore not in the public sphere and independent from politicalreligious subjects) have given to the humanitarian, emergency and development
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sectors3 to improve economic conditions and social justice through means of wealth
redistribution as zakāt (legal alms) and ṣadaqa (voluntary charity in addition to
zakāt). Considering that in some Sunni Muslim countries (Libya, Malaysia, Pakistan,
Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and Yemen) zakāt is part of the public tax system and in five
countries (Indonesia, Brunei, Sudan, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia) government agencies
are in charge of its gathering (Ismail, 2018), we will disregard the analysis of these
agencies.
The debate on the behaviour of Muslim NGOs or Islamic Social Institutions is
influenced by various scholars’ stances that we can summarise in the following
assumptions:
•
Muslim NGOs are the response to the personal interest that
permeates action in modern society and which hampers the pursuit of
common community goals (Dunn and Hann, 1996);
•
Muslim NGOs hide a political agenda;
•
Muslim NGOs (as in general other charitable organisations)
have a political dimension that is part of the politics of global
humanitarianism and are therefore influenced by the states they belong to
(Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan, 2003);
•
Muslim NGOs, as voluntary independent organisations or even
in contrast to the state, are evidence of the “efforts for the revitalization of
Islam through institutional modernization towards participatory politics”
(Mitsuo, 2001) and “agents of transformation” (Browers, 2006).
As we can see, from this point of view, the debate focuses on the meaning of
the term “political” and the conceptions that underlie the thought of those who
interpret it. But it is also true that this dispute over the political dimension of Islam
and its social implications in the commitment of volunteering seems to be out-ofdate, powered only by those who failed to evaluate the past strong political pressure
of the "international community" through a "colonising" tendency while using
national and international emergency and development public policies. The notation
moves ethical considerations on the assumptions of humanitarian action, too often a
vehicle of economic and geo-political interests. In this regard the Islamic principles

3

On the concept of development in the Islamic world see: Abdul Haseeb Ansari, Parveen Jamal, Umar A. Oseni
(2012) and Mohammed Ralf Kroessing (2008).
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and doctrine indicate some fundamental pillars not always present in Western
thought and practices:
•
The economy is the servant of values;
•
Social solidarity is one of the hallmarks whereby a mere
plurality of individuals becomes a community;4
•
Social justice is expressed not only by satisfying the essential
material needs, but also the ethical, civic and cultural.5
In 1993 the Organisation of the Islamic Conference adopted a resolution on
Human Rights, which reiterated “the interdependence and indivisibility of
economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights” and recalled that “the
international community has a duty to fulfill its commitment to eradicate poverty.”
The resolution followed the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam (OIC, 1990),
the Draft Charter on Human and People’s Rights in the Arab World (Traer, n.d.)
endorsed by the Arab Union of Lawyers in 1987, the Universal Islamic declaration of
human rights (ICE, 1981) adopted by the Islamic Council of Europe6 in Paris and
London (Halliday, 1995), and the release in 1976 of the basic book Human Rights in
Islam by Shaykh Syed Abū ‘l-Aʿlā Mawdūdī (2007), a champion of the contrast to the
westerly ideologies (liberalism, capitalism, socialism).
The 1993 Resolution, in the wake of the U.N. Conference on Environment and
Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, introduced also the concepts of
participatory7 and sustainable development, interrelated with “democracy, universal
enjoyment of all human rights, and social justice.” The following year, Moḥamed I.
Anṣārī, a professor of Economics at the Athabasca University, Northern Alberta,
Canada, highlighted “the spiritual aspect of sustainable development … and social
justice” as they are articulated in Muslim thought, and “the obligation on the part of
human beings to safeguard the resources of the natural world for future generations”
(Saggiomo, 2012).
A reference is the ḥadīth n. 19049 in the book As-Sunan al-Kubra by Imām Shafi’ī Abū Bakr al-Bayhaqi: “He is
not a believer whose stomach is full while his neighbor is hungry” (May, n.d.).
5 This concept is correctly expressed by Syed Othman Alhabshi: “The material life has to be governed by Islamic
injunctions as much as the spiritual. The integration is based on the ‘Unity’ or ‘Tawhidic’ paradigm which needs
to be translated into actions, whether in the realm of the material or spiritual.” (Alhabshi, n.d.).
6 The Islamic Council of Europe (ICE), headquartered near the East London Mosque, is an organisation founded
in 1973 to coordinate the work of Islamic centres and organisations in Europe.
7 “A comprehensive economic, social, cultural and political process, which aims at the constant improvement of
the well-being of the entire population and of all individuals on the basis of their active, free and meaningful
participation”, as stated in the OIC Resolution.
4
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3. The doctrinal premises and the methods of zakāt management
If these reasons, endorsed by scholars and international Islamic organisations,
can be universally shared on a sociological level, other motivations of a more strict
spiritual and religious nature are the ones actually justifying the wide use of zakāt as
a tool for financing social actions promoted by Muslim NGOs. Zakāt, one of the
Pillars of Islam, expresses the ideal of solidarity inspiring Islam since its inception
and is consecrated to the principle of mutual assistance.8 The late German legal
anthropologist Franz von Benda-Beckmann (2007) says:
“Zakat literally means ‘that which purifies’. It is a form of sacrifice which
purifies worldly goods from their worldly and sometimes impure means of acquisition,
and which, according to God’s wish, must be channeled towards the community ... No
worldly return is expected, it is in this aspect of non-reciprocity in secular terms that
the great potential of zakat for social security purposes resides”.

The cornerstones are in the Qur’an;9 for instance:
Then shall anyone who has done an atom’s weight of good, see it! (XCIX:7); and
“Whoever works righteousness, man or woman, and has Faith, verily, to him will We
give a new Life, a life that is good and pure and We will bestow on such their reward
according to the best of their actions (XVI:97)”.

The latest quoted āya (verse) recalls the concept of thawāb, that is, the
spiritual reward both in this life and afterlife from good deeds and piety.
Furthermore, the Qur’an explicitly opts for a fair distribution of wealth in society,
when it states:
What God has bestowed on His Apostle (and taken away) from the people of
the townships,- belongs to God,- to His Apostle and to kindred and orphans, the needy
and the wayfarer; in order that it may not (merely) make a circuit between the wealthy
among you (LIX:7).

8 Zakāt

is to pay a proportional tax on annual net profits and applies to gold, silver, merchandise (with the rate of
2.5%); and products of the land and livestock (10% rate); but it can also include voluntary work and alms
(D'Agostino, 2010).
9 The references to the Qur’an relate the following issue: The Holy Qur’an. Translation and commentary by
Abdullah Yusuf Ali, Islamic Propagation Centre International, Durban, South Africa.
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As an obligatory (farḍ) and civic duty for Muslims whereby expression of
social solidarity, zakāt does not qualify as a gift for the less fortunate, but it is a right
(Ḥaqq) (May, n.d.).
Apart from those countries where the State levies zakāt directly, there is
ample room for the third sector as a mediator between donors and earners, always
taking into account that it is not required to call on a zakāt organisation. However,
Dani Muhtada (2014), of the Department of Political Science, Northern Illinois
University, DeKalb, USA, believes there are at least four reasons for choosing this
option:
“First, zakat can be managed more professionally. Zakat institutions can make
such efforts as social and economic mapping, surveys, and systematic empowerment
planning so that zakat funds can be managed and distributed more efficiently and
effectively. Second, the existence of a zakat institution enables a zakat payer to pay the
zakat more easily ... Third, the poor and the needy know where to go when they need
zakat funds. Fourth, the management of zakat by a zakat organization requires
accountability and transparency, which need for things like annual reports, an
independent audit, and feedback from the public”.

Ester Sigillò (2016), currently working at Scuola Normale Superiore of Pisa,
Italy, reports that in Tunisia the religious associations have created “shared
databases in order so as to avoid duplicative interventions,” established “organic
links with their constituencies more quickly and more efficiently than other
associations” and “in mobilizing volunteers, they usually do not rely on formal hiring
procedures but rather on informal ties of loyalty and trust.”
M. Ashraf Al Haq and Mohammad Omar Farooq (2017), the former from the
Islamic Business School of the University Utara Malaysia, the latter from the
Department of Economics and Finance of the University of Bahrain, underline:
“Many Muslims have little trust in their government and therefore instead of
giving zakat to the government would prefer to retain their right to privately give
zakat”.

Bilal Ahmad Malik (2016), from the Centre of Central Asian Studies,
University of Kashmir, Śrīnagar (Jammu and Kashmir, India), makes severe
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judgments, yet, regarding the effectiveness of the government-run zakāt system in
Pakistan:
“The government’s own reports suggest that the state-administered system has
had little impact on the reduction of inequality”.

The finger is pointed not only at the government management of zakāt where
it is compulsory, but also at the lack of wisdom of some governments to focus on
this means as an investment opportunity for fighting against poverty and for
development. Isahaque Ali and Zulkarnain Hatta (2014), the former from the
Department of Sociology and Social Work of the Gono University, Dhaka,
Bangladesh, the latter from the Department of Social Work of the School of Social
Sciences, University Sains Malaysia, say:
“Although the government of Bangladesh is very keen to alleviate poverty, it has never
seriously looked at the institution of zakat as a national strategy for poverty reduction.
For the fiscal year 2012–2013, the government of Bangladesh did not include zakat as
one of the poverty reduction programs”.

According to the non-profit media venture IRIN (Integrated Regional Information
Networks, 1 June 2012),
“every year, somewhere between US$200 billion and $1 trillion are spent in
‘mandatory’ alms and voluntary charity across the Muslim world”.

Chloe Stirk (2015) states that in 2013 the international humanitarian
assistance from governments within the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC)
was worth over US$2.2 billion, and according to Salman Ahmed Shaikh (2016), from
the National University of Malaysia,
“the aggregate resources pooled together from the potential Zakat collection
in 17 [selected] OIC countries will be enough to fund resources for poverty
alleviation in all 17 OIC countries combined”.

This, despite the financial restrictions imposed by various anti-terrorism
regulations have undoubtedly influenced the Muslim NGOs ability to raise funds by
potential foreign donors, penalising especially those conflict zones where the
population resorts to a trust-based informal value transfer system, such as the
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ḥawāla (Barzegar, El Karhili, 2017; Charity Finance Group, 2015): for example, the
impact of these financial measures has had devastating results on aid to Yemen (El
Taraboulsi-McCarthy & Cimatti, 2018); and in 2014 many British NGOs have
relinquished their Middle East programs, some of which because of a shut-down of
their bank accounts (Dyke, 2014). Rafia Khader (2018), from the Lilly Family School
of Philanthropy, Indiana University, Indianapolis, says:
“For Muslims, where interest is considered forbidden and anonymous giving is
encouraged, it is not difficult to see why or how these informal [ḥawāla] networks have
become so popular”.

Consequently, the problem lays on the use of financial resources not only for
humanitarian emergencies but still for international development projects, which by
their nature imply cooperation and aggregation of different funding sources (Habib,
2004). For this purpose, the means of ṣadaqa (voluntary alms that can be devolved
for all the causes deemed as worthy and does not distinguish between Muslim and
non-Muslim donors) seems less exposed to the meticulous examination by the
banking institutions and therefore more suited to the promotion of international
development projects.
The distinction between emergency and development seems a cornerstone of
the discussion about the use of zakāt. Some scholars (Khan, Tahmazov and
Abuarqub, 2009) emphasise this difference:
“Providing relief is extremely important but it is generally only a shortterm solution to a long-term problem. Self-sufficiency through economic and
social change, by contrast, is a long-term solution”.
There is a hermeneutic debate about the categories of zakāt recipients
mentioned in the Qur’an,10 and this implies that some interpretations argue you
cannot use zakāt for “physical facilities and infrastructure that provides an ongoing
service to the members of these groups” (Bremer, 2013). For instance, the United
Muslims of Australia (UMA), “which invests in development and leadership
programs that serve the Australian community”,11 stated clearly that “Zakat cannot
10

“Alms are for the poor and the needy, and those employed to administer (the funds); for those whose hearts
have been (recently) reconciled (to Truth); for those in bondage and in debt; in the cause of God; and for the
wayfarer: (thus is it) ordained by God, and God is full of knowledge and wisdom” (Qur’an, IX:60).
11 So they define themselves on their website https://www.uma.org.au/.
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be given for the construction of Masjid, Madrasah, Hospital, a well, a bridge or any
other public amenity.” On the other hand, in Egypt zakāt funding is used for
building school, in Egypt, Lebanon, and Malaysia for building housing, and generally
in rural villages for building mosques, bridges, hospitals, factories, homes for
orphans and the elderly, and other facilities (Bremer, 2013). This uncertainty about
the use of zakāt led to a donation preference to small Muslim NGOs working in
short-term relief local projects, rather than large zakāt organisations involved in
development projects, thus penalising the long-term solutions (Metcalfe-Hough,
Keatinge and Pantuliano, 2015).
4. The zakāt organisations in the “Western” world
There are zakāt organisations in many countries of the "Western" world. The
National Zakat Foundation (NZF) Worldwide, currently working in
Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom, is an umbrella organisation seeking to
build zakāt institutions in countries lacking state official zakāt infrastructure
(UNRWA, 2017). From Australia operates the zakāt organisation Human Appeal,
which promotes many international initiatives in favour of water wells, shelter, food
and medical aids, emergency, orphans and education programs, and so on.12 The
Zakat Foundation of America (ZF), operating in 30 countries with a total public
support and revenues of over US$ 8,5 million in 2015 (Knutte & Associates, P.C.,
2016), is a Chicago-based non-profit international charity organisation with many
programs providing emergency relief, as well as sustainable development, education,
health and nutrition, orphans and child welfare, water and sanitation, and disaster
preparedness.13
In Europe, a big boost to the Muslim NGOs has come since the emergency
following the disintegration of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1991
and the declaration of independence of Bosnia and Herzegovina the year after.
Precisely in these situations and with the ideal motivation to bring relief to the
suffering people of that land, some of the most interesting international initiatives in
this field were born. The UK-based Muslim Hands - United for the Needy, born in
1993, is now dedicated “to tackling the root causes of poverty around the world …
working beyond the provision of immediate relief, towards supporting communities
over the long-term.”14

12 Retrieved

from https://www.humanappeal.org.au/what-we-do/
Zakat Foundation of America, https://www.zakat.org/en/
14 Retrieved from https://muslimhands.org.uk/about-us
13 See
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The year before, a group of young people from Turkey had founded in
Germany The Foundation for Human Rights and Freedoms and Humanitarian Relief
(İHH), an NGO operating primarily in war-zones or war-torn countries, regions
struck by natural disasters and poverty-stricken territories. Officially registered in
Istanbul in 1995, İHH today operates in 135 countries and territories.15 Its birth is part
of the revival climate of Islamic identity in Turkey as opposed to the Kemalist
secular authoritarianism, which enables the emergence from the bottom of civil
society in a reformist effort giving ample space to the demand for social justice and
the relative role of the third sector (Salim, 2012). After the brief interlude of
Necmettin Erbakan’s Islamist government and Ahmet Mesut Yılmaz’s nationalist’s
following the 1997 anti-Islamist coup, a revitalised civic society movement is back on
the public stage, encouraged by the 2002 victory of the Justice and Development
Party under Erdoğan’s leadership (D’Agostino, 2014). Before its 2011 break with the
government, this revival advantaged also hizmet hareketi, the transnational Islamic
social movement of the Turkish preacher Fethullah Gülen, who lives in Pennsylvania
and is working on a humanitarian level in many countries through the Istanbulbased Kimse Yok Mu Association (KYM).
As for the UK, 56 British Muslim charities are engaged in international
development and/or humanitarian aid. Just in England and Wales, the nonministerial government department Charity Commission responsible for those
territories said that over 1,600 Muslim charities registered (Metcalfe-Hough et al.,
2015). Among the NGOs working internationally, Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW)16
stands out, supporting “Muslims and non-Muslims without a significant conflict of
interest because Zakat is only one source of their funding” (Ismail, 2018). The
organisation launched in 2014 the Humanitarian Forum initiative, “a network of key
humanitarian and development organizations from each of Muslim donor and
recipient countries, the West and the multilateral system,” which empowers “civil
society groups at all levels.”17 Other charities, not openly Islamic, run projects for
poverty alleviation without religious discrimination of the recipients; and some of
these projects use funds from zakāt, which shows that donations from Muslim
faithful are not only justified by the desire to help other Muslims, but vice versa they
don’t diversify aid on a religious basis. This type of charities inspired Penny Appeal,
15 Retrieved

from https://www.ihh.org.tr/en/about-us
Relief Worldwide is a member of the UN Economic and Social Council and is a signatory to the Code of
Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief.
17 Retrieved from https://humanitarianforum.org/
16 Islamic
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“set up in 2009 to provide poverty relief across Asia, the Middle East and Africa by
offering water solutions, organising mass feedings, supporting orphan care and
providing emergency food and medical aid.”18 On its homepage, you can read out
“100% zakat policy,” a need required by its majority donor base.
5. Microcredit and microfinance in Bangladesh and the emerging
Third Sector in Indonesia
Given the level of extreme poverty affecting a large part of the Muslim world
(Mohamed-Saleem, 2014),19 an original example of poverty alleviation and
development aid in this context is still the outstanding microcredit and microfinance
experience developed in Bangladesh (where almost half the population is below the
poverty index, Ali and Hatta, 2014) at the University of Chittagong by social
entrepreneur Muḥammad Iunus, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 2006. The
successful test of small loans with no guarantees granted in 1976 to rural households
with the burdens of high interest rates under predatory lending and the subsequent
authorisation in 1983 of the Grameen Bank as an independent bank for the rural poor
people can be considered the prototypes of both humanitarian and development
interventions inspiring future Muslim NGOs, although not all using the typical
instruments of an institution still operating in the banking sector (Green, 2015). 20
Even so, ever in the microcredit sector, Iunus’ experience was emulated since its
debut in 1987 by the Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM), a Malaysian Islamic NGO
providing microfinance, savings, security and economic development services, which
claimed in 2010 to have the world’s highest repayment rate (99.2%) (Fox, 2010).
Also in Indonesia, the zakāt organisations are taking shape as the emerging
Third Sector, providing services in the health, economy, education, agriculture, and
disaster relief areas, even though here there are limits of accountability,
transparency and lack of economic development programs (Muhtada, 2014). Three of
these organisations represent the prototype that inspired even the small Muslim
NGOs: Dompet Dhuafa Republika (DDR), founded in 1993 by a community of
journalists of the Jakarta-based newspaper Republika; Rumah Zakat (RZ), born in
18 Retrieved

from https://pennyappeal.org/about-us
According to Amjad Mohamed-Saleem, from the Institute of Arab and Islamic Studies of the University of
Exeter, Cornwall, UK, “it is estimated that one-quarter of the Muslim world is living on less than $1.25 a day
(calculated by IRIN based on 2011 Human Development Index)”. Extreme poverty is defined as living on less than
$1.90 a day, calculated using the national poverty lines of some of the world’s poorest countries at 2011 Purchasing
Power Parity (PPP) $.
20 Duncan Green, a strategic adviser for Oxfam, GB, records “a call for an organization such as the Islamic
Development Bank to set up some kind of Zakat International.”
19
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1998 in Kota Bandung, on the island of Java, from a preacher study group called
Majlis Ta’lim Ummul Quro; and Pos Keadilan Peduli Ummat (PKPU Human
Initiative), established in 1999 by a group of young people to alleviate the difficulties
of the poor people caused by the 1997-99 Asian monetary crisis, and registered in
2010.21
Historically, the breakthrough came in 1998, the fall of Gen. Soeharto, 2nd
President of Indonesia for 30 years, but the year before, yet, 11 institutions (including
DDR) had created the Forum Zakat (FOZ) with the mission of “directing zakat
management organisations so as to achieve optimisation of mobilisation and synergy
of zakat.”22 In this task, the NGOs coexist with the Badan Amil Zakat
Nasional (BAZNAS), which is rather a Non-Structural Institution that is financed by
the state budget (but can involve the government, the private sector and civil
society), and with the Badan Amil Zakat Infaq Sedekah (BAZIS), zakāt agencies
established by some local governments.
Among the best and early initiatives of the Indonesian Muslim NGOs, there is
the Free Health Services (LKC) system, a non-profit DD-networked institution
serving poor verified members, which are then surveyed by a dedicated team.23 But
the RZ’s programs in the areas of health, education, economics, and environment are
also valuable, since in 2018 they benefited nearly 3 million people, according to the
organisation itself.24 RZ also manages the program Empowered Village (Integrated
Community Development) through an integrated approach. 73.14% of Indonesian
villages and sub-districts “have agricultural typology to support national food selfsufficiency. Collaboration is needed to alleviate poverty in the village which reached
16.31 million or 13.47%, still higher compared to urban poverty,” as stated in its
Company Profile.25
6. The zakāt organisations in Africa
In Africa, the origin of Muslim NGOs is due to the Arab countries
engagement to meet the humanitarian and development emergencies of local
economies caused by the 1973 and 1979 oil crises, to the needs following the
21 Retrieved

from https://pkpu.org/tentang-kami/?lang=en
from https://forumzakat.org/tentang-foz/
23 Retrieved from https://www.dompetdhuafa.org/kesehatan/rs_terpadu
24 Retrieved from https://www.rumahzakat.org/en/tentang-kami/sejarah/
25 Retrieved from https://drive.google.com/file/d/1EYoM70JN2uRmYwYQ4Q8UYaAWZi2FYacq/view, pp. 44 and
52.
22 Retrieved
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economic crises aroused by their independence seasons, and, even more, as a result
of the failed financial policies implemented through the Structural Adjustment
Programmes (SAPs) of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, as
Valeria Saggiomo, professor of International Development Cooperation at the
University of Naples L’Orientale, points out in her already mentioned essay. A
further important factor was the return in the ‘80s of the African diaspora young
people to their native countries, with the introduction of new ideals of Islamic
democracy and civil society mobilisation that engendered the establishment of free
associations dedicated to humanitarianism and development.
After the Arab Springs erupted and new social actors of civil society (in the
past hampered by authoritarian institutions) emerged, the phenomenon of
independent Islamic associationism strongly appeared especially in Tunisia, where
its action has developed primarily in the poor urban areas using zakāt and ṣadaqa
(Sigillò, 2016). The local Muslim NGOs action was supported, yet, by NGOs based in
other Muslim countries, primarily in the Gulf. The work of Qatar Charity, for
example, was effectively driven in favour of post-revolutionary needs in the central
and southern rural areas of Tunisia and, even more so, against the humanitarian
emergencies of the Libyan refugees on the Tunisian borders after the Qaddāfī’s fall.26
But also some Kuwait-based NGOs, such as the Shaykh ‘Abdullāh an-Nūri Charitable
Society and the International Islamic Charity Organization, have made a large
contribution standing out, moreover, for their transparency underlined by Forbes
business magazine (Soli and Merone, 2013).
In some countries of ancient tradition, the Muslim NGOs have had to mediate
the humanitarian aid deriving from zakāt with the traditional assistance typical of
the pre-Islamic tribal solidarity.27 In other countries, disrupted by the fall of strongly
centralised regimes (as in the Somali case of Moḥamed Siad Barre in 1991), the
Muslim NGOs, concurrently with the extension of Sharī’a as the basis of the judicial
system combined with customary legal systems in many regions, have played a key
role, especially in the areas of food and health emergency and education. In the
latter case, replacing the function of the Ministry of Education of Somalia, the role of
private education has been increasing; in particular, it is worth noting the work of
the Formal Private Education Network in Somalia (FPENS), which since its founding

26Retrieved

from https://www.qcharity.org/en/qa/qatar-charityoffices/tunisia/636?ddlMainAccountFastdonationSadaqa=1408
27 The Northern Ghana case is documented in the essay by Holger Weiss (2002).
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in 1998 has been national leader in providing quality education with the purpose to
eradicate illiteracy from the country.28

7. The role of Muslim NGOs in Palestine and Gaza
An interesting and emerging phenomenon is the worldwide civil society
networks active on the question of Palestine and composed by more than 1,000
“national and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs), organizations
involved in political and humanitarian work, NGOs promoting human rights or
economic and social development, solidarity-, charity- or action-oriented groups,
churches, academic institutions, trade unions and professional associations, and
organizations that focus on women, children, refugees and detainees” (United
Nations). The reference bodies are the Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable
Rights of the Palestinian People, which has a mandate from the U.N. General
Assembly, and its Working Group. On the issue of “shrinking space for civil society
in developing countries” even the European Parliament (2017) reiterated in a
resolution “its unequivocal call for continued and increased EU support and funding
in creating a free and enabling environment for civil society at country and local
level.”
The situation in Gaza has been particularly serious since donors from
Western countries have dropped dramatically due to political reasons, i.e. the Strip
control by Ḥamās. In fact, in 2006, the Islamic Resistance Movement had won
elections throughout Palestine, reaching an absolute majority (76 seats out of 132) in
the Palestinian Legislative Council, and Ismā’īl Haniyeh, a former headmaster of the
Islamic University of Gaza, was legitimately appointed Prime Minister of the
Palestinian National Authority. But, despite the polls have not been disproved either
by the defeated parties and had not received international disputes, incredibly, the
Western countries had opposed harsher sanctions to the Palestinian democracy
(D’Agostino, 2010). In 2008, the World Bank denounced an “alarming deterioration
in the ability of civil society organizations in both the West Bank and Gaza to
continue cater to vulnerable groups … Many of the closed NGOs in Gaza were
funded by UN agencies and other donors, including the World Bank … Children and
youth were affected as were job creation programs serving some of the poorest

28 Retrieved

from http://fpens.so/en/
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households.” In addition, the Israeli Operation Cast Lead against Gaza in 2008-2009
and the ensuing siege led to a humanitarian crisis for the entire Strip population.
The desperate appeals of NGOs from around the world and the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East mobilised
Muslim and non-Muslim civil society (Salim, 2012). The aforementioned Turkish
NGO İHH was among the first to intervene and both unwilling protagonist and
victim of a serious mishap. In 2010 it organised with other associations the Gaza
Freedom Flotilla, comprising three passenger ships and three cargos carrying 10,000
tons of aid for Gaza. Numerous global civil organisations and some European and
international parliament members participated in this initiative. Israeli naval
commandos from helicopters came aboard the ship Mavi Marmara, a Turkish
passenger vessel that was carrying about 600 activists, killing nine of them
(Kershner, 2010). The ominous episode caused a wave of solidarity from the
international civil society especially from Europe and the Islamic world, as well as
repercussions on the diplomatic front. İHH itself began a series of humanitarian
programs still in progress in various fields on a basis of people-to-people approach.
(Salim, 2012):
•
In the health area, it provides hospitals with emergency medical
supplies in addition to treating injured Palestinians in Turkish hospitals;
•
On a welfare level, it sponsors more than eleven thousand
orphans, paying university fees to those who attend university, and it helps
poor people especially who had his home destroyed during the Gaza War;
•
In terms of religious solidarity, it carries special programs
donating zakāt money during Islamic occasions such as Ramaḍān and ‘Īd al’Aḍḥā, and cooperates with the municipalities in distributing food baskets
and meat.
However, the Turkish NGO action in Gaza is not just limited to the
humanitarian sector, but gives studies and economic resources to finance
development programs aimed at empowering people ability and social awareness,
often involving local administrations. For example, it built hospitals and trained
surgeons to allow medical operations on the spot; it has allowed the reconstruction
of university laboratories, especially in the area of Information Technology, and
helped, in cooperation with a local NGO, the inclusion of young people into the
working world through the Ottoman Centre; it has helped to carry out projects of
water networking, wells for drinking water and solid waste equipment, it established
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cutting and embroidery centres for the fashion industry and set up projects for
agriculture and aquaculture (Salim, 2012).
8. Conclusion
It now seems generally accepted that zakāt organisations can fully enrol
among the subjects outside the public system contributing most to the rebalancing
of economic and social dynamics in favour of the needy and the weakest. It is
because they meet by nature the zakāt ethic feeling, which takes the shape of a
wealth transfer instrument for poor and marginalised people and pursues equity and
solidarity goals. The same feeling inspiring the Islamic Social Finance and those
theories fighting the imposition of not finalised bank interests as an expression of
speculation: an alternative context in which the use of zakāt in today’s society is
fully part. In practice, even the zakāt financial circuit is an independent banking
system, albeit with different aims and methods from the traditional one, which
could meet the needs of a third of the world's population that does not use formal
financial services.
These primary features, yet, require Muslim NGOs to structure for the
management of complex programs, by detecting methodologies, aims, goals,
analyses of results, assessments and monitoring, and by implementing
administrative structures able to cope with zakāt gathering and distribution, bodies
for managing the relations with public and private partners, and communication and
information structures to involve the public opinion of related territories. Of course,
this framework is an ideal destination (or the desired departure, if you will) that
does not always matches the reality of the organisations involved in this social
project so important. It is positive that more and more Muslim NGOs relate to other
international organisations engaged in the emergency and development fields, and
with supranational institutions driving coordination processes of interventions on
the spot. It leads to a greater awareness of the shared global goals and the
importance of dialogue even beyond the narrow faith limits.
An example in this sense are the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)
agreed at the UN in 2015 and which also openly inspire many Muslim NGOs in
finalizing the zakāt funds, receiving consent and recognisability both from donors
and earners, who are not always part of the Islamic Umma. Therefore, the new
Agenda 2030 can also raise the Islamic World awareness of the new opportunities
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provided by the implementation of sustainability (which is the glue of the goals),
helping to address the problems not only of economic inequality but also related to
long-term environmental difficulties and the introduction of modern and
forthcoming technology. For this purpose, precisely the final goal fosters developing
multi-stakeholder partnerships, in particular, the public-private ones involving civil
societies.
These issues are on the table in the Islamic world, which has huge potential
just due to its habit with the zakāt solidarity principle shaping trends and resulting
social behaviours. And the Muslim NGOs (this paper shows some examples in
different continental realities) are already structured enough to affect the destinies
of millions of people in need. They only require looking ahead to the critical
dimension making a real difference with respect to times too plagued, yet, by
material and spiritual problems.
Ultimately, it seems we can say that civil society in the Muslim-majority
countries has become aware of its role in the humanitarian and development
sectors; and that the Muslim NGOs should optimise their operations but can
compete (where permitted) on the floor of efficiency, effectiveness, accountability
and transparency with public agencies collecting zakāt funds. However, civil society
and NGOs have acted as aggregators of ethical and spiritual values that have resulted
in a system of support for social services and social justice.
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