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HORIZONTAL LEARNING:
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Background, Practice and Possibility

Introduction
The concept of Horizontal Learning can be explored on two fronts: firstly as part of cultural epistemology 1and, secondly, as a strategic tool for community development. 

· Horizontal learning practices have come to the fore with the re-emergence and recognition of indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) particularly in the post-colonial countries of Africa, Asia and South America, and, to a lesser extent, amongst the native peoples of North America and Canada.

· International organisations and global development programmes recognise the advantages of horizontal learning as a development tool. By means of a variety of practices, ranging from Participant Action Research to transnational community exchanges, local cross-visits and indigenous knowledge exchanges, horizontal learning has been visible in development programmes for the past 30 years. 

As an international pariah during the apartheid years, South Africa is a latecomer to the transnational community exchange model and only participated in its first development-focused transnational exchanges from the mid 90s onwards. As a result, the number of international case studies for this practice far exceeds local examples.

These are the overt horizontal learning practices now being cited in case studies and research reports. Of course, out of the spotlight, handed down through generations, in rural communities and urban slums, families and communities have shared knowledge about agriculture, health practices, civil codes of conduct, money saving schemes and technology without any assistance from development agencies whatsoever.

Horizontal learning as a development tool, as explored in this paper, has the potential to:

· promote community empowerment,
· enhance sustainability,

· allow for economical and practical programmes,

· be flexible, portable and adaptable to many situations,

· build trust between development agencies and communities,

· advance solidarity between grassroots organisations,

· defend and advance indigenous knowledge systems,

· promote the notion of African Renaissance.
Ways of Knowing: Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS)
Before Westerners came to Africa, African people had traditional methods for planting and harvesting crops, applying laws, making music, recording history, using plants for medicine, experiencing a spiritual world, building huts and cattle kraals, hunting animals, marriage, education and so on. These methods were particularly suited to the community who made use of them and were adapted for different climates and agricultural conditions. 

Suppression of IKS

Westerners, who colonised Africa, often tried to suppress these practices and replace them with western practices, which they understood better and could control more easily. As a result of 19th Century ethnic stereotyping and prejudice, indigenous knowledge has been seen as inferior, “uncivilised” and old fashioned. As a result, much indigenous knowledge has been repressed or is in danger of being lost. Unlike Western scientific thought, which tends to see the world in dichotomies (e.g true/false, fact/fiction, reason/emotion, logic/ intuition), indigenous knowledge is not concerned with distinctions between fields of understanding of the physical and spiritual’, and ‘(d)espite its dynamic and diverse nature, indigenous thinking is mostly holistic and contextual’. The main intellectual tool used in the alienation of other knowledge systems is the Western scientific method which espouses reason as the only way of knowing.’ 2 

Flexibility of IKS

IKS are learned ways of knowing and looking at the world. They have evolved from years of experience and trial-and-error problem solving by groups of people working in familiar environments, drawing upon resources they have at hand. Unlike the singular ‘truths’ of Western science, IKS are uniquely varied because they are generated in response to the natural and human conditions of a particular environment and context. They are also dynamic and creative because the adaptation requirements and external influences affecting communities change constantly, which stimulates experimentation and evaluation by those communities in the practice of indigenous knowledge. This means that IKS are also able to accommodate cultural and technological attributes from elsewhere: a tailoring of outside experience to meet local needs. This is often revealed in imaginative craft and technology.
Economic efficiency of IKS

IKS are cost effective because they engage local communities using appropriate technologies and the projects are locally managed. Furthermore, building on existing IKS systems empowers the poor, who are central to most development projects. One suggested benefit of community participation applying IKS is that it ‘allows the poor to tailor economic activities to their wider cultural and spiritual values, so that the operational activity is more directly valuable to the poor themselves’. 3
The adaptable nature of IKS promotes sustainability where is applied to development projects. Its localised practice allows for horizontal learning within the community, which may not occur in projects where ‘experts’ leave the area after a set time.
Breadth of IKS

IKS are often seen in action in agricultural practice where they seem particularly well suited. This is because most indigenous local knowledge is a form of shared environmental knowledge and involves the beliefs and rules and techniques for sustainable food production. 

IKS provide, for non-formal, agricultural education programs, a cultural basis which is [often] absent or glossed over in technology transfer approaches.4
However, the dimensions of IKS extend beyond agriculture and cover the whole range of human experience including physical sciences and related technologies (agriculture, ethonobotany, ethnoecology, medicine, climatology, engineering, irrigation), social sciences (politics, the military, economics, sociology, and ethnology), and the humanities (communications, arts and crafts). The broad applications of IKS make them a useful resource for holistic community development in both rural and urban settings.

IKS and Official Policy

A plethora of policy documents exists on the international stage. It is not the scope of this document to explore these but references to IKS can be found in the following international documentation:

International: Indigenous Peoples Rights Act (IPRA ),

International Labour Organisation 169 (ILO), 

The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 

the NEPAD founding document refers explicitly to IKS in Africa and

the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO). 

The development of policies with regard to IKS is in its infancy in South Africa. An Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) Policy was adopted by Cabinet in November 2004, which proposed the establishment of various institutional structures for the affirmation, recognition, promotion, protection, and development of IKS. To this end a National Indigenous Knowledge Systems Office (NIKSO) in the Department of Science and Technology, has been set up to address emerging policy and developmental challenges around the protection of indigenous knowledge systems in this country. 

At present the Systems 15 IKS-based employment programme is envisioned as part of the Community Based Public Works Programme being developed by Government.
Also giving formal recognition to IKS in health practice is the 2004 Traditional Health Practitioners Act 35.

IKS and Funding
There is considerable interest in IKS as a development tool and, at least on paper, support for projects using IKS. Recently, some funders are specifically asking for IKS inclusion in project proposals. All development agencies recognise the importance of community involvement in development interventions and, in urban areas, governments have been urged to change their approach to the development of informal areas in favour of 'enablement strategies' which offer better support to local initiatives. However, practitioners in the field caution against participatory practices (such as those using IKS) being seen as the panacea for the apathy and dependencies which can result from top-down development.5
Useful guidelines for the inclusion of IKS, as part of a development strategy, can be found in the Guidelines for Integrating Indigenous Knowledge in Project Planning and Implementation produced by the World Bank ( 2000, Emery.A)

SA IKS Databases

There are various databases at different institutions, which are the foundations of documentation of IKS in South Africa:

1. CSIR: Database on Indigenous Technologies (2004-)
2. MRC: Work with traditional healers; TRAMED
3. SANBI: Database on medicinal plants
4. ARC: Database on various indigenous plants
5. NRF: Database on research in IKS
6. Tertiary Institutions: Recordings and other databases have been made by the following universities –University of KwaZulu-Natal; University of Johannesburg; Databases on Provincial Audits at North West University – Mafikeng Campus, University of Limpopo, University of Venda for Science and Technology, University of Fort Hare, University ofTranskei, University of the Free State – Qwaqwa campus, University of Pretoria – Mamelodi Campus, University of Zululand.
Horizontal learning: a sideways approach

Horizontal Learning as a development method 

(for discussion on this topic see also Reeler6) 

In the Western sense, ‘learning’ is seen as the transfer of knowledge from ‘expert’ to learner. This top down knowledge exchange is commonly known as a vertical exchange. Horizontal learning practices, on the other hand, are exchanges of knowledge between peers (or groups) who are interested in the same field and who both have experience and varying expertise in the area. Horizontal learning assumes a broader approach than vertical learning, addressing a cross section of knowledge and blending information from different fields to reach new levels of understanding. In these ways it dovetails well with the concept of indigenous knowledge shared within communities. 
Challenging Traditional (Scientific) Learning Methods

Horizontal learning often relies on traditional knowledge creation and dissemination or experiential knowledge instead of the empirical knowledge favoured in formal or vertical learning situations. It also changes existing roles and relationships between development actors – the ‘expert’ is the player with immediate experience in a specific context and not an outsider. Horizontal learning is an exchange of knowledge between peers and is active and participatory for all: no-one plays the role of active ‘expert’ or passive learner.  Participants involved in a horizontal learning experience will participate in more depth than simply providing physical labour or attending meetings. Participatory learning also does much more than simply seek consensus of the group for ideas which may only have been suggested by the ‘experts’. Participant activity would include the identification of problems, thinking about options and assessing them, working to an agreed plan and modifying interventions as needed.

Limitations of the Top-down approach
Where ‘experts’ are the agents of change, the locus of learning is taken away from the community, or is never invested within it.  As a result, three problems arise. 
1) Communities are unable to advance their own strategies and approaches to address their own problems. As a consequence, many development interventions fail to address their needs. This can result in a lack of ownership of the solution by those for whom it is intended.

2) The ability to create genuine federations and networks of poor urban communities that can have a voice in city affairs is denied, along with the empowerment and solidarity that this can build
3) The solutions [to development challenges] are driven by the understanding of professionals and, consequently, are often expensive and inappropriate to the needs of poor people. Furthermore if subsidies are required, then the interventions are unlikely to achieve the necessary scale of size to become sustainable or transferable. 7
Horizontal Learning in Practice8
Sociolinguistic practices: In most post-colonial learning situations, vertical knowledge exchanges take place in the learners’ second language or through translation. When this happens, the sociolinguistic purposes of the language, precise meanings and thought processes are inhibited or lost in translation. One form of horizontal learning practice is to allow for indigenous languages to be integral to the process of knowledge sharing. A local example could be the use of hlonipha  terms (language respecting social roles and topics) in community knowledge exchanges about healthcare (esp sexuality and HIV/Aids)
Native Science/Sense-Making: The ways of constructing, organising, using, and communicating knowledge that have been practised by indigenous peoples for centuries have only recently come to be recognised as constituting a form of science with its own integrity and validity. The development of databases and policies to organise information on ‘native science’ are the foundational steps towards documenting this in South Africa. 

Cross-Generational Learning/Role of Elders: An emerging theme in horizontal learning practice is the importance of drawing elders into the educational process and setting learning in localised environments in which the knowledge that is being passed on to the learners by elders takes on appropriate meaning and value and is reinforced in the larger community context. In South Africa, the notion of ubuntu plays a part in the listening and learning experiences of a community. While available data affirms the broad educational value of cross-generational learning in culturally appropriate contexts, the dynamics associated with such learning have not yet been well documented.

Place-based Education: ‘Place-based’ education, where the learning experience takes place within the community’s familiar environment, are common in horizontal learning practice. This has received wide spread recognition and support as a way to foster civic responsibility, (even a sense of proudly South African!) while also enriching the educational experiences for all students—rural and urban, indigenous and non-indigenous alike.

Community Exchanges: Often the most ‘visible’ and documented form of horizontal learning is the process of community exchange or cross-visits between communities with common issues. These generally cover two areas:


1) visits to sites where some success has been achieved by one group in dealing with a problem common to both groups.


2) discussions between groups about an existing problem common to all participants.

Benefits of Community Exchanges

Central to the process of community exchange is the creation of knowledge. 

Exchange processes take what is happening in a local community, and “shake it all up."  Local residents gain a new understanding as they repeat what they know in a different environment.  As they look at themselves through the eyes of others, their knowledge increases.  They start to explore some of their own frailties in a non-defensive way as they talk about their experiences, positive and negative, in order to assist the development of others.9
Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) note the following benefits which result from community exchanges:10
* Access to the global village: In an increasingly interconnected world, the mechanisms to transport ideas, knowledge, resources, systems and policies and other goods and services have grown at a tremendous pace. This connectivity adds new meaning and new divisions between those who are mainstream, and those who are marginalised. Horizontal learning, particularly where it links communities of interest, gives the poor opportunities to participate in knowledge exchanges which are denied to those without access to media and resources. 

* Put problems in a new light: Community leaders are removed from their familiar environment and freed up from existing assumptions and premises that they have. Often there is no solution within their present perspective.  To find a solution, they need to view the problem differently.  

* Build local capacity: Managing exchanges, and the events associated with them, pushes forward the development of local capacity. An important part of organisational capability is the ability to plan and manage, which is a skill learned in the setting up and managing of an exchange.

* Place development issues in the public arena: International exchanges catalyse the host community by opening up new opportunities and prompting local government and service providers to respond more effectively to their needs.  Moreover, they can give a particular advantage to the negotiating position of the local organisation. In a number of countries, perhaps most notably South Africa and Cambodia, exchanges have helped to push forward changes, in housing and micro-lending policy and practice, in favour of the urban poor.
*Building solidarity: Not only do exchanges assist in problem sharing and solving, community contacts often result in the formation of bigger federations, thereby increasing the voice of the poor. 
*Promote an inclusive informal learning situation: Learners in marginal groups may have varying levels of literacy and may lack the capacity to learn outside of the group in a formal classroom situation where  there is a likelihood of a language and experience barrier in the knowledge exchange. Collaborative learning is a holistic, contextualised and non-threatening learning situation for marginalised groups.11
Horizontal learning: Best Practice
As horizontal learning practices are tried, tested and documented, suggestions for best practice are beginning to emerge: See Oettlé and Koelle (2003)12 for practical suggestions on ‘how-to’ conduct such an exchange and cross reference with the earlier Proponent Guidelines offered by Kivu Nature inc (2002)13 and the Guidelines for Integrating Indigenous Knowledge developed for the World Bank (2000)14.

 Horizontal Learning in Development Practice
The urban sector

Introduction

The growth and increasing poverty of the urban poor has made this sector a feature of urgent development focus. Currently one in six people on the planet lives as a squatter in a city. Projections claim that in one generation, half the people living in cities will be homeless slum dwellers.15
The amalgamation of urban slum dwellers and women’s groups, which have consolidated into Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) (1999) is a dynamic example of the far reaching effects of community exchange and horizontal relationships. Founder groups included Mahila Milan (a women’s savings group) and the National Slum Dwellers Federation, which was a network of grassroots organisations in Asia and later incorporated groups on other continents, including the South African Homeless Peoples Federation. Recently, NGO partners such as SPARC (India) and the People’s Dialogue (SA) have been included as partners, but in supportive, not leadership, roles:

From the exchange process, and the federating of homeless groups, a people’s movement has evolved, linking millions of people across Asia, Africa and South America. The links – and the strength – of this movement lie not in formal constitutions or in e-mail circulars, but in one group of visitors sharing their stories around a fire in someone’s shack or mapping a settlement with local residents16.

(For a critique on SDI’s methodology see MacFarlane,C. (2006) Knowledge, learning and Development: a post-rationalist approach Progress in Development studies (6))

Tools and Strategies

Self reliance is key in shack communities and, as a result, community exchanges promote a self-help empowerment model. Urban community exchanges have resulted in the development of many useful tools and strategies for the homeless as follows: 17
1) Surveys and data gathering Settlement and city surveys are an important tool in educating communities to look at themselves and in creating a capacity for communities to talk knowledgeably about themselves to those with whom they interact- be they visitors from other communities or state departments. Enumeration of shacks and households, and record keeping, are powerful tools used by communities to lobby government agencies. Community exchanges have often featured the techniques of conducting surveys on various levels Questionnaires and other survey methodologies are discussed with communities and modified as necessary. Slum residents are capable of gathering demographic as well as socio-economic information about the community and their familiarity with their location is important because this data is often not available even to policy makers and its provision helps ensure that development plans are feasible and appropriate.

2) Savings and credit schemes: These are often the central point of women’s group exchanges. Examples of ways of creating and sustaining savings schemes have included:

- primary activities such as the ‘savings walk’ of Mahila Milan in India and the Payatas Scavenger’s Federation in Manila where exchange visitors actually go house to house with one of the host women, collect the money, document it, come back to the office, count the money, put it in the ledger and process the loans.

- ways in which pooled savings can be used to finance a capital fund for crisis loans (for a funeral for example) including developing rules and regulations to make such a crisis credit fund operational. 

- loans of additional capital from state agencies once a recognised savings body has been set up and is functioning - savings schemes can then lend for income generation and can access housing loans. 

- demonstrations of how, “through savings, the poor [in Ghana] are able to mobilize their resources and become financially stronger by creating jobs and expanding businesses [and] enabling communities to better negotiate with governments for shelter improvements and secure tenure. Savings further build trust, collective identity, and leadership as the treasurers of daily savings are selected from within the group. “ 18 

- also  featuring in exchanges ( particularly in Nigeria) is LETS, a local trading currency initiative for poor communities without access to cash. 

Tools and Strategies(cont)
3) Mapping: Poor urban communities have found mapping a useful tool to share. When communities build their skills in mapping services, settlements, resources or environmental problems (eg a landfill site or a polluting industry), etc. then they can get a visual representation of how their present physical situation affects them.  Along with surveying and data-gathering, mapping becomes especially useful in building community skills to deal with physical interventions. When communities are able to look with understanding at maps and drawings prepared for settlement, they are in a better position to suggest alternatives to forced evictions and new developments. 


4) Modelling: One useful community exchange tool is the process of modelling. In an Asian/South African exchange, this meant reconstructing a model shack to scale – actually building it, with clay or cardboard, getting participants to pace out the measurements and convert these to scale. Then the model can be used as a discussion point for practical building tips and shown as an example of possibility. Some transnational community exchanges have involved model house exhibitions.

5) Building and creating materials: The Cape Town Builders Exchange to Asia in 2000 included on-site demonstrations of brick making, using block moulds or funicular shells and the laying of a foundation.

6) Low cost housing building strategies: Many of the 70 000 houses built by the Homeless People’s Federation have been built by the communities themselves using self-help labour. South African Homeless People’s Federation has been responsible for 17 000 in this country. The model is effective and low cost and the Federation has been able to build larger, better quality houses far cheaper than the private sector/contractor-induced government programmes. To meet the demand and increase the speed and scale of its work the Federation is experimenting with building “guilds” - teams of community builders - and have shared the SA experience with community builders in India, Thailand and the Philippines.

6) Pilot projects: In the urban development sector, as in all development sectors, pilot projects are universally accepted as experimental learning tools that can be used to test possible solutions, strategies and management systems. Sometimes successful small-scale strategies, started by a community group, out of necessity for a particular situation, can become the pilots for an upscaled action. For community exchange purposes, the pilot can demonstrate a potential new alternative, as long as the focus remains firmly on what communities can do themselves, on return, and not what can be done for them.
The agricultural sector

Introduction

There are an estimated five billion people in developing countries, most of whom still depend on the land for their livelihood. Three quarters of the world's poor live in rural South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. They have to cope with failed land reforms and corrupt development schemes, climatic and environmental damage, increasing drought and desertification, depletion of the availability of labour due to the ravages of HIV/Aids and migration to urban areas and they are unable to take advantage of markets beyond their local communities. All of these circumstances lead to a food crisis, a decline in real income and increased human morbidity. 20
Horizontal Learning practices have become commonplace in the agricultural development sector. As discussed in an earlier section of this paper, the sustainable provision of food goes hand-in-hand with Natural Resource Management (NRM) bringing indigenous knowledge and traditional farming practices to the fore. For thirty years, the Movimiento Campesino a Campesino (MCAC) of South America, has shown that, given the chance to generate and share agroecological knowledge freely amongst themselves, smallholders are capable of developing sustainable agriculture, even under highly adverse conditions. The capacity to develop agriculture locally is not only the key to sustainable agricultural development, but, for campesinos (peasant farmers), it is a matter of survival. 

Tools and Strategies
For a practical guide on implementing an exchange in the agricultural sector, again see Oettle 12. A variety of development tools and strategies have been used with success in this sector. Examples are as follows:
1) Movement Driven Approach
Most successful agricultural development strategies involve a movement-driven approach such as the one used by MCAC. This means that sustainable agricultural development is based on local farmers’ capacities for innovation and solidarity and does not prescribe a single method or even a best method. This allows communities to adjust and respond to the perpetual uncertainties of climate, market, and environmental shocks—with or without the presence of technicians and NGOs. Two tools are used, with the help of community farmer networks to establish conditions and needs before any project development begins: external rapid rural appraisals (RRAs) and local participatory rural appraisals (PRAs). With results on these, development practitioners then work with local farmers to develop and apply the new ideas and practices according to their own priorities.21
Tools and Strategies (cont)
2) Knowledge exchanges
Agricultural exchanges allow for horizontal learning to take place in practical, informative cross-visits, discussions and observations. These exchanges often involve the transfer of indigenous knowledge about farming methods (or even the re-introduction of indigenous farming methods where they have become unfamiliar or forgotten. It is useful if the participants in a knowledge exchange are from similar ecosystems as this makes it easier to relate to the problems experienced and to understand local solutions. Farmer-to-farmer exchanges cover all aspects of agricultural development including:

- Improvement of food security
This would include successful local ideas ranging from increasing access to seeds and seed storing and exchanges, to improving access to tools through the development and maintenance of a ‘tool bank’ (as used in Haiti).

- Natural Resource Management
This would include organic production methods (see case study of Rooibos Farming in Suid Bokkeveld) and community based natural resource management of soil and water. 

- Building capacity

Often the success of community development projects depends on the development of sustainable human capital. Knowledge exchanges provide a forum for discussions on how to identify projects and select and manage working committees, as well as how to select participant representatives etc.
a) This can be from the start up time, 

(in the South African Suid Bokkeveld community, a collective vision was developed which preceded the project proposal for the duration of the project)
b) through to the selection of participants

 (communities can develop their own selection criteria which may include those identified by community, leaders, innovators, some who are literate to contribute directly to reports, and farmers). 

c) and the responsibilities for the duration of the course,
(in Zambia, the Green Living Movement insists that roles assigned and group contracts are developed along the way.) 

d) to an end product 

(NRM management committees are formed. In Malawi, an agroforestry  club developed by-laws to enhance their performance after learning the value of formalising their organisation during a cross visit.)
- Managing conflict and leadership challenges

As pointed out in Reeler’s article6, community knowledge exchanges are dynamic, non-linear and, at times, messy processes. For this reason most community development models include conflict and management practice components both by modelling examples of conflict resolution practice during times of crisis and also by specific instruction and training of selected participants.

- Time management

Community exchanges allow opportunities for discussion on practical time management strategies such as, shared labour, co-ordination of planting, weeding, harvesting practices and the sharing of resources such as water/ tools.
-Whole Community involvement

Knowledge exchanges for isolated rural communities also allow opportunities for local sectors, which support the farming practices, to be included on the exchanges and discussions. Childhood development (nutrition, education etc) and healthcare sectors are important to the continued productivity of those adults who work the land.

Tools and Strategies (cont)

3) “Seeing is believing”
Field visits to project sites and successful community fields are useful and tangible experiences, which allow participants to witness successful practice at hand and to ask questions about it. Such visits also allow the ‘dream’ to be visualised as a working reality and therefore a possibility22. One Malawian project recommends visitors stay with locals so that discussions can continue after hours. Where only limited participation is possible, the use of technology to make video recordings allows for revision of the visit and extension of the visit to other members of the community who stayed behind when the recordings are shown ‘back home’. The video can also be used as an educational tool for wider distribution (see Suid Bokkeveld/ Rooibos practice).
4) Farm Field Schools: “Learning is doing”

Farm Field schools allow a local farm model to be developed at one particular site and used for repeated cross visits. These schools also allow for practical exercises in the field.  Farmers can share their experiences, and compare production systems, including descriptions of failed innovations or adjustments, which have had to be made through climate changes and the seasons. Field schools allow for a realistic picture and demonstration model of garden layout, soil preparation and fertility, transplanting, companion planting, pest control, seed selection and saving activities, water harvesting, food processing and preservation. In the field school situation experiential learning (learning by doing) and horizontal learning work well together. 
5) Farmer participatory research
In Farmer Participatory Research, researchers and extension workers involve the

smallholders in research design, data gathering, analysis and decision-making and encourage them to experiment on their farms and spread the new practices to other farmers. As shown in the SA Suid-Bokkeveld case study, this creates synergy between indigenous and scientific knowledge while at the same time introducing community farmers to the cycle of observation, intervention and reflection. It would formalise indigenous knowledge practices of trial and error, which farmers may already know.

6) Marketing resources

Various marketing and economic tools also find their way into agricultural community exchanges. Farmers have opportunities to learn from other farmers about community-based eco-tourism, community mobilisation and organisation, small business development, the processing and marketing of local produce and possible activities for income generation. The concepts of micro-credit and savings schemes (as discussed in the urban section of this paper), transfer readily to the rural area.

7) Community knowledge fairs 
In the same way that model house exhibitions expand urban knowledge exchanges, so too community knowledge fairs with an agricultural focus have been successful tools in initiating ideas and demonstrating successful ideas and practices. Community knowledge fairs also create a forum from which communities with similar needs can meet, look at demonstrations and start to think about raising funding for on site visits to other communities who have something to share. 
Health Sector

Introduction

HIV/Aids and other health issues such as access to healthcare, costs of healthcare and nutrition etc. affect both rural and urban development sectors and have been on record as part of some horizontal learning exchanges. However, health issues as an entity themselves do not seem to feature strongly in community exchange programmes but rather form part of a ‘holistic’ package, which deals with issues such as urban settlement, farming methods, food security, funeral and other savings schemes etc. This is perhaps understandable given the stigma and denial which persists around the issue of HIV/Aids.

Tools and Strategies

Field Visits

Some Horizontal Learning experiences are recorded in the literature but they are scarce. One cited repeatedly is the Tanga Aids Working Group in Tanzania, who have organised community exchange seminars led by traditional healers.

Church exchanges

There is passing mention, in the documentation on community exchanges, of the benefits of community visits linked to Bible Study groups. At such meetings, which include prayers and readings, it has been noted that information was shared about home-based healthcare and how to make application to the Department for Social Development for poverty relief food parcels, as well as the processes to be followed for obtaining baptism and birth certificates - the latter being necessary to qualify for a South African I.D. number and to access childcare grants from the Dept of Social Development. In addition, some church-based, childcare facilities have organised for visits from other churches, interested in setting up similar facilities, to explain how they must be designed to meet certain health requirements necessary for registration with the Department of Social Development and to apply for sponsorship from business or NGOs. 

Home-Based Health Care (HBC)
A paper at the South African AIDS Conference - June2007- entitled Community Exchange Encounters, provided a unique and timely focus on the HIV/AIDS epidemic from the perspective of South African communities including the use of HBC as a development tool. Communities were broadly defined to include people living with HIV/AIDS, impacted by HIV/AIDS, people vulnerable to HIV infection, and those who interact with communities on issues relating to HIV/AIDS. All of these communities will be found in the urban and rural community sectors discussed earlier in this document. 23 


Challenges and Considerations

Some challenges which have come up in the preparation of this document appear below. They are not prioritised in anyway but pertain to Horizontal Learning in development and may be of interest to those using - or planning to use - Horizontal Learning in development practice:

Sustainability of community based projects
Whether a community project is developed as a result of a community-to-community exchange or whether it is a combination of community and outside agency effort, problems worth noting are:

· The political agenda of the participants and other stakeholders:

 Scaling up the successes of any experience in sustainable agriculture, including farmer-to-farmer projects, is not simply farmers teaching other farmers to farm sustainably, but a political project that engages the power of other (usually state) institutions to permit, facilitate, and support sustainable farming. Smallholders have relatively little control over the institutions shaping agriculture. 

· The fragility of development projects: 

Some apparently successful development projects may still be just “islands of sustainability.” Small-scale farmers have tremendous social and political potential, simply because conventional agriculture has failed to produce anything better. However, without structurally enabling institutional changes, a few hundred thousand agroecological smallholders will not tip the balance away from conventional to sustainable agriculture. 24
Giving Community Exchanges Scientific Credence

Much reporting and documenting of C2C experiences in the development sector is hearsay and qualitative reporting. 

The incongruities between western institutional structures and practices and indigenous cultural forms will not be easy to reconcile. The complexities that come into play when two fundamentally different worldviews converge present a formidable challenge. The specialization, standardization, compartmentalization, and systematization that are inherent features of most western bureaucratic forms of organization are often in direct conflict with social structures and practices in indigenous societies, which tend toward collective decision-making, extended kinship structures, ascribed authority vested in elders, flexible notions of time, and traditions of informality in everyday affairs.” 25

These same scholars also suggested that “indigenous” and “ knowledge” are concepts that are mutually exclusive. They argue that the concept of indigenous knowledge and its ‘legitimation’ or ‘validation’, are completely misguided, not least because of a general lack of appreciation of the semantic and logical problems involved in employing and applying the concept of ‘knowledge’ beyond the sense of practice or skill, while still referring to the knowledge in question as ‘indigenous’ and – as such – as ‘fundamentally different’, ‘unique’ and ‘incommensurable’ or ‘incompatible’ with ‘modern’ knowledge. Researchers writing project reports with a theoretical background on IKC, which are intended for recipients rooted in the Western scientific paradigm, need caution in using these terms.

/Challenges and considerations cont

Horizontal learning results in slow change,

Unfortunately, the dominant spirit of our times has encouraged us to evaluate the worth of any enterprise, even liberal learning, in terms of a concrete result: the product. The end result of Horizontal Learning may be neither explicit, concrete nor what may have been anticipated at the outset. Funders and supporters of development programmes may require results which are not transferable or evident in the short space of time in which projects are expected to deliver and sometimes the outcomes are not predictable or guaranteed. 

Language Barriers in Community Exchanges

Where communities share experience through translation, the benefits of the community exchange may be diminished and the recording of such experiences may be inexact.

Information Overload

Mismatched communities or an anxiety by organisers to fill as much time as possible can result in community exchanges being nothing more than a whirlwind of experience with no concrete gains. “We learnt it is better not to take the visitors around too much. Better for people to stay in one place and consolidate knowledge in one place rather than give lots of people a little bit.” 26. 

Indigenous Knowledge as a “panacea” and inherently “good”.

Writers have cautioned against the broad generalisation by over-enthusiastic development practitioners that, “all indigenous knowledge is sound and good.”27
Where ‘indigenous knowledge’ is taken to refer not to practical “know-how” and tangible skills but to knowledge “that” (something or other is “true”), and where it is contrasted with non-indigenous or cosmopolitan knowledge, then problems are rife. In some instances ‘indigenous knowledge’ is taken to cover all kinds of beliefs (including practices of gender discrimination or bad environmental management etc.), with little or no reference to truth or justification. This gives indigenous knowledge  the status of knowledge which is not mere assumption and opinion and open to debate, but also to superstition, divination, soothsaying and the like (which can have dangerous consequences). Given the philosophical definition of knowledge therefore, belief – even firmly held belief – does not amount to knowledge.

Community exchanges and poor professional conduct. 

There is increasing concern with the unprofessional conduct of scientists and development agencies, especially the tradition of always making local communities anonymous in scientific practice, even when these communities have divulged key information regarding certain plants or drugs. In the same regard, writing up reports in English for Western funders and research journals may connect internationally in academic circles but it alienates the communities who were involved at a grassroots level and is not transparent practice. 28 

While innovations promise to be a key factor in promoting equitable and sustainable development, it is recognised that there is a gross asymmetry in the rights and responsibility of those who produce indigenous knowledge in local communities and those who go about valorising it in the formal sector.29
Challenges and Considerations (cont)I

Indigenous Knowledge is commonly understood in development communities

There is no one or single African knowledge system, and certainly not one that subsumes the various African world-views. The notion of a single, homogeneous, readily identifiable ‘African identity’ (or ‘European identity’, for that matter) is mistaken. There is a multitude of heterogeneous, contradictory, frequently incoherent and inconsistent, and occasionally overlapping African identities, sometimes even within one and the same person. Failure to recognise this is not only to fly in the face of common experience but to undermine endeavours of addressing the challenges of multiculturalism (such as responding to diversity and differences, often profound) in theory and practice. While there may exist “commonalities in the African experience” these are arguably shared by all small-scale societies and these are what may best influence experience of participants on community exchanges.26 

Conclusion 
Horizontal learning as a development tool finds favour, with good reason, in development practice today. Its use as a methodology is beneficial, practical and progressive as highlighted in the points below:

Broad application
The use of horizontal learning strategies, especially in the form of community exchanges, proves useful in both the rural and the urban sectors.

Practical and economical
The incorporation of traditional practices and indigenous knowledge into horizontal learning methodology in development projects, has ensured that community empowerment and sustainability are not only central to the process but also achievable, because of the scale and economy of starting such projects.

Development of Human Capacity
Horizontal learning allows for transparent community practice and equitable opportunities for the sharing of knowledge and the learning of new skills or improving on existing ones. It has the potential to develop capacity in both rural communities or urban settlements in, among other things, legal and cultural education, information sharing, natural resource management, entrepreneurial enterprise and financial management.

/Conclusion (cont)
Conclusion (cont)
A trust-building bridge between development agencies and communities

Horizontal learning, perhaps, offers a much needed bridge between development agencies and communities in areas of the improvement of existing skills, grassroots innovations, job creation, the enhancement of the entrepreneurial spirit, primary healthcare and human resources development. Horizontal learning practices with IKS processes could facilitate and engender mind-set change in all public institutions with regards to IKS in particular, and knowledge and people-centred development in general. 

Science and technology need to be democratised, and the trust and confidence of marginalised communities should be proactively cultivated by investing in the promotion of rural-based science  and technology activities, strengthening community participation in information gathering and ownership of research processes and findings, and developing mechanisms, protocols and codes of conduct for value addition.28
A dynamic production process

If development practitioners accept the “messy-ness” of horizontal learning and the sometimes unexpected results, the rewards they will reap are to be found in its flexible adaptations and innovative mutations. These are necessary to achieve a positive outcome as the knowledge and skills gained ‘come home’ to a different community.
Things which might start out looking alike – negotiating strategies, house designs, credit management systems, land-sharing models, community contracts – always get changed, adapted when they move around’. Writing about horizontal exchanges, ACHR assert that knowledge must change in travel: ‘[E]xchange is not a means for transferring specific solutions – solutions have to be specific to conditions in a given place . . . [exchange involves] tools [for example, enumeration, exhibition, daily savings] for finding solutions’. 29
 And FINALLY

Empowerment strategy for the marginalised

Community exchanges, which include sharing of ideas and strategies, endorse indigenous knowledge and local initiative. They also, importantly, validate women’s knowledge because many of the issues shared in community exchange are women’s issues, being managed and solved by women, a group marginalised even further amongst those already marginalised by poverty.
Horizontal learning practices [acknowledge] that African models of farming and systems of healing might embody different notions of community and science, and that within such a framework African agriculture and systems of healing might be alternative paradigms, elusive and elliptical to current modes of science - turning around Africa from a “void”, a “black box”, to an alternative list of possibilities and epistemologies - would take us some way on the path to a genuine African renaissance.28
“To those in power, these kinds of dreams are problematic, even dangerous, since it is in the nature of dreams that they can never be guaranteed by bureaucrats, bonded by bankers or transformed into commodities by developers.” ACHR Tin-Shack








Case Study extract:


In Thailand, for example, canal-side communities drew scaled maps of their own settlements, as part of their redevelopment planning, and also went upstream, beyond their settlements, to locate and map sources of pollution from factories, hospitals, restaurants and sewage outlets. Where do they learn these skills? From other canal-side settlers.  These community-maps, with their detailed, accurate, first-hand information on sources of pollution, are a powerful planning and mobilising tool, and also make an effective bargaining chip in negotiations for secure tenure, with cities obliged to stop accusing communities of spoiling the “klongs” they live along.








Case study extract


Traditional healers from other areas, people living with AIDS and staff working with patients to provide medical care and alternative income generating opportunities were identified as community members who would benefit from community exchange experiences. They were then brought to Tanga Hospital on exchange. Traditional healers work alongside staff at Tanga Hospital and perform counselling, traditional healing practices and use indigenous plant remedies alongside Western practitioners forming a “community of practice.” 


As a result of these exchanges, at which home-based care was foregrounded, field workers report that some community members living with HIV/AIDS have experienced decreased discomfort from opportunistic infections and an improved quality of life. Community caregivers have had success in treating some of the common infections associated with HIV/Aids, and to improve patient nutrition. Traditional healers have broadened their knowledge of the range of plants that are useful for treating HIV/AIDS related infections, have learned appropriate dosages and length of treatment and shared information about the role of sound nutrition on managing HIV/AIDS. They also gained new skills related to record keeping and the preparation of salves. Their ability to collaborate with “Western” health workers was also enhanced. The home care approach developed in the Tanga area has been adapted and adopted by organisations in other areas.





The “communities of practice” model has also been used in Ugandan healthcare with the RESCUER project in Iganga District, which involved Primary Health Caretakers who partnered with traditional birth attendants. Attendants in remote areas were linked to clinics via walkie-talkies. Attendants served as referral points and as a result more women in the area received health services, showing a 50% decline in maternal deaths over 3 years.








Case Study extract:


KwaZulu-Natal. Sihlenga Izimpilo Zama Zimela is a community-led intervention borne of the horrors and devastation brought upon a rural community by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. In Zimela, with a population of 80 000, tucked away in the mountains deep in Northern KwaZulu-Natal, 120 people die of AIDS each month - mostly youth. 


The nearest town, with a clinic and services, is 50km away and transport costs are exorbitant for the mostly unemployed villagers. There is no electricity and water is collected from a stream, shared with cattle, goats and donkeys. 


In 2000, the extreme drought caused a cholera outbreak. The community formed a small collective of home-based carers (HBCs) to care for the sick and dying. It was not long before these volunteers saw that HIV/AIDS and TB posed a real danger to their survival. Seventeen carers thus formed the community organisation Sihlenga Izimpilo Zama Zimela. They have grown to 80 carers, who visit those sick with AIDS and TB in their homes, providing care, information and as much assistance as possible. From carrying water and fire wood, to feeding, bathing and providing treatment information, these volunteers - mostly women - are trying to save their village. They do so without basic resources; without gloves, the carers only have plastic bags with which to protect themselves. With little more than initiative, this organisation has networked, built alliances, received training and developed a community programme to meet the unique needs of their community. Such interventions are invaluable as they understand the nature of the epidemic in the community - the context, the culture, the language, the challenges, what works and what does not. Imposing "pre-packaged" programmes or programme employees from outside the community are no match for the commitment and local knowledge of community members dedicated to their own community. 
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