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Reconciling Community Development and Rights-Based Approaches to Social Change
Learning from the approach of the Shack Dwellers International and its affiliates in reshaping the social roles of communities, social movements, the State and NGOs
by Doug Reeler, Community Development Resource Association (CDRA), September 2010

There have long been divides between needs-based community development, community mobilisation and Rights-Based Approaches.  In recent years international NGOs and Northern donors have promoted Rights-Based Approaches (RBAs) to development as an alternative to what was perceived as the inability of community development approaches to tackle issues of power or sustainability. But, with some exceptions, even these more assertive approaches seem to be making little headway in the struggle against poverty and marginalisation, and so the development sector continues to battle to demonstrate its impact and prove its viability.
Needs-based community development approaches are based on more intimate, inside-out approaches to development, usually accentuating self-reliance or self-help, trying to encourage communities to take more responsibility for their own lives, often in the absence of State support.  Communities respond positively to this call for independence (how long can they wait for the State?) and NGOs, both local and international, have gamely stepped in to play the role of mobilisers, capacity-builders and resource channels.  The theory of change here is extremely incremental – indeed it is more of a theory of coping with poverty. In countries where the State is severely dysfunctional there is little alternative and these approaches are certainly better than pure welfare, but where there is a functional or potentially functional State this approach can effectively let it off the hook, providing unsustainable solutions and ghettoising development as a lower priority.  Marginalised and impoverished communities can seldom dig themselves out of poverty.
Community mobilisation and Rights-Based Approaches are more intent on addressing issues of power and the role of the State in meeting its constitutional obligations, attempting to empower people through educating them about their rights under law and encouraging (and sometimes mobilising) them to claim these rights, thereby gaining access to desperately needed resources and services.  It seems a logical theory of change, but in practice it is not bearing much fruit. The State is expected to take on the role of implementing rights and delivering development and once again communities are reduced to secondary partners at best or passive recipients at worst. 
  They may mobilise to gain their rights, but once these are won there is frequently a demobilisation, and the State is able to take credit for any delivery, shaping the development agenda back to its own political priorities. 
  
In oppressive contexts the challenge is less about development and more about defending or gaining basic freedoms as conditions to enable further development, like the right to assemble and organise, to free speech, to vote etc., in which case there is no alternative to more assertive political struggle.
But once basic political conditions are present, where there is in place potential for the State to respond to the voice of its citizens, there is a danger that people’s rights-based struggles can be channeled into State designed processes and designated committees and multi-stakeholder forums,  places and processes in which communities, through their representatives, struggle to bring an equal voice, in which they are ill-prepared to engage.   Once again their fate is left in the hands of officials, NGO professionals, lawyers and businesspeople.
The tension between needs-based and rights based approaches has not been easily understood or resolved by development practitioners.    Many NGOs embark on development projects as models for the State to take over and replicate on a wider scale, to enable certain rights and access to services.  But this seldom happens.  Other NGOs frame their plans in Rights-Based language but in essence never really get to issues of rights, practising essentially self-help approaches, with occasional sessions to teach people their rights under the law and their lawful obligations to one another.
However, in the last few years, some different approaches to social change have begun emerging that offer some hope of moving beyond this division, in some ways combining the best of community development and Rights-Based Approaches into something more effective and sustainable.  The approach of the Shack Dwellers International and its various affiliates and associate NGOs, working in over 30 countries, represents an integration of the two approaches and some pathways between the two.  They use the building of self-responsibility (as emphasised by community development approaches) as a foundation for the mobilisation, needed to claim rights but in ways that draw the State into being a co-producer of services, rather than as deliverer of development. They have recorded some impressive gains that are attracting the attention of many actors involved in social change.
Their practice has this core process: 
a) Working in peri-urban informal settlements they encourage unorganised urban shackdwellers (mostly women) to form simple street-based daily savings and loan associations, learned through horizontal exchange processes with existing, experienced associations of shackdwellers.  These become, in essence, the nucleus of community organisation and later mobilisation, rooted in an issue that is very immediate to people – ready cash. Critically, authentic leaders are surfaced in the process, not the usual vociferous men but more often trusted women who have been pushed forward by the members of the saving associations, on the basis that they are trusted with their neighbours’ money. 

b) At some point different associations, who have already been connected through the horizontal learning exchanges, are encouraged to ‘federate’, to connect together economically, joining their savings and enabling them to access other pools of capital. The process is mediated through a variety of community-based rituals, developing or renewing cultures of interdependence and solidarity.

c) From this, prompted and supported by the federation and allied professionals from NGOs and academia, they embark on  ‘enumeration’ processes, where literate youth are trained to go door-to-door to collect data about each household, which is collated and compiled and from which they can develop a detailed picture of themselves.  This is shared and developed as a community-building process. 

d) This self-knowledge forms the basis of a process for looking at the future, for visioning.  Often they find a piece of available land and using cloth and batons they stake out some life-size model houses/neighbourhoods, while at the same time developing new conversations and ideas of the kinds of communities they want to live in – building a tangible sense of what it is that they want. 

e) While this is happening the attention of the State is being drawn to the process in various ways and they are encouraged to meet the communities, acknowledging their process, their visions, their saved capital and the manual and mental resources (all enumerated) that they bring to the engagement.  In effect they are able to say to the State, “This is what we can do for ourselves – we have collected capital, we are organised, we know what our situation is and we have plans for our future.  These are our rights and this is how we think you can help to meet them.  As the government we elected, what can you do?”  Experience is showing that this kind of voice tends to bring out the better instincts of State officials.  Through this communities are more able to negotiate the land, capital and resources required to build the communities they want, asking of the State not just their rights but to become co-producers of services they require. 
Of course it does not always go so easily and the processes are less linear and there are crises and hiccoughs to negotiate along the way.  But there have been some remarkable successes (and failures to learn from) in this approach in the 30-odd countries in Africa and Asia where this has been tried.  It is still early days, but something of great interest is happening here.
In this core process we can see 5 principles working together in unfolding processes that form the basis of a practice that reconciles needs-based community development and a Rights-Based Approach.   These can be applied to different needs and contexts. Indeed the experience that NGOs have gained over the years in supporting the various (separated) aspects of this approach can now be offered to communities in more integrated ways, that build on each other.  We also see that the role of NGOs shifts to much more of a supportive role in a longer process of mobilisation, where they are participating in the community’s process rather than the reverse!
a) From self-help, self-reliance – communities surfacing and strengthening their own resourcefulness – including mutual strengthening with other communities through horizontal learning.  Building trusted leadership,  independence and sovereignty.  Many NGOs steeped in community development approaches have good experience in supporting this.  Assets-based community development approaches, and possibly Appreciative Inquiry, may be of particular value here.
b) Community-to-community solidarity – broader mobilising, from self-helping, sovereign community organisation towards more interdependent community-led social movements.  Horizontal learning exchanges are already proving helpful in all kinds of community development and Rights-Based practices supported by NGOs.
c) Self-research, self-knowledge (assisted by outsiders) – communities better knowing themselves, researching their own collective resourcefulness, discovering the gaps, learning about their rights.  NGOs can play key roles in supporting this self-research and helping communities to know and articulate their rights.
d) Community-visioning – building leading images, giving form, shape and power to their collective wills.  “This is what we want!”  Again there are many approaches to visioning that have been experimented with by NGOs over the years.
e) Engaging the State in co-creation – the community showing the State what they can do for themselves (what they can take responsibility for and what they want) and where the State can play a co-producer role of supporting the efforts and the needs and upholding the rights of their citizens.  This seems to be an area where there is least experience – facilitating creative engagements and negotiation.  Citizens must make demands of their State, but equally they must help their State to be what it can be.
These approaches do not have to apply only to the upgrading of informal settlements. The principles can be, and have been, applied in many different scenarios
, in different ways for both small and large issues, at local, provincial or national level, whether they are issues relating to young children, health, education, HIV/AIDS etc.  For example, whereas in the practice described above savings was the foundation for mobilisation, several core issues around young children can (and already do) bring caregivers/parents together (e.g. nutrition/food gardens, health) around which to associate, perhaps including savings as well.  Once a core group has formed (and indeed many have already in many ways) this can be strengthened and spread through horizontal exchanges, helping to mobilise groups, if not communities and movements, around real, on-the-ground issues.  From this, with the support of NGOs, the same kind of enumeration/self-research can proceed laying a solid and informed basis for visioning what has to happen for the well-being of young children, from which the State can be engaged, co-creatively, addressing both the needs and the rights of young children.  
It may also be possible to begin with smaller issues, enabling communities and the State to grow experience and muscle in this kind of approach, to learn their way into new kinds of relationships, to practise unfamiliar roles.  New skills of organisation, of communication, of facilitation and new kinds of leadership, need to be developed for people to play these roles.  NGOs can play a particularly valuable role in supporting the development of new capacities. 
Social change is multi-dimensional and requires many approaches for diverse contexts.  Too often the approaches we take are piecemeal and inadequate to meet even the minimum requirements for sustainability, for helpfulness.  Approaches like this do inspire an example of a more thorough theory of change, centred on the development of authentic and responsible local community mobilisation, organisation and movements as the foundation upon which to reshape the roles, structures and behaviours of the State, NGOs and other players.
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