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Introduction

t70 well the helplessness and agony of holding a child

as it dies of diarrhea. Residents along the lower reaches

of the Mississippi may not be able to name the mutagens and carcino-

gﬁm that petrochemical factories pump into their air and water,

t they know how many of their neighbors have miscarried or died

of cancer. l"‘ores‘t)f dwellers in the Amazon basg\ tlc‘annot qut;n ify the

mass extinction of species now occurring around them, but ow

what it is to watch their primeval homeland go up in smokeeybefore
advancing waves of migrants and developers.

omen on the banks of the Ganges may not be able
to calculate an infant mortality rate, but they know all

These people understand global degradation in its rawest forms. To

, creeping destruction of ecosystems has meant lexfthening work-
days, failing livelihoods, and deteriorating heaitt.. And it has pushed
many of them to act. In villages, neighborhoods, and shantytowns
around the world, people are coming toﬁt!her to strike back at the
forces of environmental and economic decline that endanger our com-
munities and our planet.

The global threat is complex and manifold. Each year, more babies
are added to the world's population than ever before, primarily in
the poorest nations. The pressure to feed the growing number of
people helps cause rates of topsoil loss unprecedented since the dawn
of agriculture. An area the size of Switzerland —6 million hectares—

The author would like to thank Susan Norris for production assistance, Sheldon Annis,

David Beckmann, Medea Benjamin, Laurie Greenberg, Kevin Healy, Doug Hellinger,

Larry Minear, Lloyd Timberlake, and Edward Wolf for comments on drafts of this

fgr, and the many people in Latin America who assisted in field research during
Q

for their generosity.
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of productive land becomes desert each year. Because of increased
pogulation and decreased agricultural productivity, per capita grain
yields have been declining in Africa since 1967 and in Latin America
since 1981. Tropical forest habitat is being cleared so rapidly that one-
fifth of the earth’s species may be extinct by early in the next cen-
. As the poorest nations struggle with these problems, some 17
illion of their children die of preventable diseases annually. Mean-
while, increasing industr’ ilization has produced acid rain and air pol-
lution, causing the slow ‘-ath of thousands of lakes, streams, and
forests in northern latitudes and endangering human health. Most
ominously, the entire planet’s temperature appears to be rising, as
heat-trapping gases released by industrial processes and deforesta-
tion accumulate in the atmosphere.!

In the face of such enormous threats, isolated grassroots initiatives
appear minuscule—10 women plant trees on a roadside, a local un-
ion strikes for a nontoxic work place, an old man teaches neighbor-
hood children to read—but, when added together, their impact has
the potential to reshape the earth. Those who live economic and
environmental decline are not only the most cognizant of the J:enls
facing our planet, they are the ragtag front line in the worldwide
struggle to end poverty and environmental destruction.

Although most groups are little known beyond provincial borders,
the outlines of an overall .uiovement emerge by piecing together in-
sights from scores of interviews, field visits, grassroots newsletters,
official documents, press reports, and academic papers. The picture
shows an expanding latticework covering the globe. Viewed closely,
these groups vary enormously in most particulars but share many
fundamental characteristics.? )

The particulars include cooperatives, mothers clubs, suburban ground-
water commiitees, peasant ing unions, religious study groups,
neighborhood action federations, collective aid societies, tribal nations,
innumerable others. The shared characteristics include the ca-
cities to tap local knowledge and resources, to respond to prob-
ems rapidly and creatively, and to maintain the flexibility needed

8




“The world's people are better organized inl989tlm;
they have been since European colonialism
disrupted traditional societies centuries ago.”

in changing circumstances. In addition, although few groups use the
term sustainable development, their agendas ogen embody this ideal.
They want economic prosperity without sacrificing their health or
the prospects for their “ildren.

At the local level, c}:au-ticularly among the close to 4 billion humans
in developing lands, it appears that the world’s people are better

ized in 1989 than they have been since European colonialism
disrupted traditional societies centuries ago. Alone, this new class
of organizations is far from powerful enough to set the world on a
sustainable course. The work required—from slowing excessive pop .-
lation growth to reforesting the planet’s denuded watersheds—will
involve an unprecedented outpouring of human energy. The tasks
are far frém mysterious; in fact, milions have been engaged in them
for years. But achieving a just and sustainable global economy will
require an enormous number of simple acts.

Grassroots ps, whose membership now numbers in the hun-
dreds of millions, may be able to show the world how to tap the
energy to rm these acts. In turn, national governments and in-
ternational agencies, which have all too often exciuded or sought to

control po organizations, must learn to work with them. Form-
ing an partnership between local organizations and govern-
ment bodies built on mutual respect and shared seems a pre-

requisite to resolving many of the tenacious problems confronting
the planet. Development institutions, for their part, will need tc dra-
ratically decentralize their decision makux and integrate new parti-
cipatory methods into their operations if they are to fulfill their po-
tential as supporters of and complements to local efforts.3

The difficulty in forging an alliance between powerful, often rigid
institutions and the world’s millions of enthusiastic hut fragile commu-
nity action groups can scarcely be underestimated, yet neither can its
importance. To succeed, sustainable development will have to come
from both the bottom and the top.

Q
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Rising Grassroots Movements

Grassroots action is on the rise everywhere from Eastern Europe’s
industrial heartland, where fledgling environmental movements are
demanding that human health > longer be sacrificed for economic
Eowth, to the Himalayan foothills, where multitudes of Indian vil-

gers are organized to protect and reforest barren slopes. As envi-
ronmental decay accelerates in industrial regions, communities are
organizing in growing numbers to protect themselves from chemical
wastes, industrial pollution, and nuclear power installations. In de-
veloping countries, meanwhile, deepening poverty combined with

often catastrophic ecological degradation has led to the Kroliferation

of grassroots self-help movements. Whether based in the predomi-
nantly industrial North or developing South, these movemems have
begun to interlock as they find their common interests.

In the Third World, the birth of modern grassroots movements is a
dramatic derarture from historical precedents. In an anthropological
sense, social organization is ubiquitous. Kinship, peer relations, divi-
sion of labor, social hierarchies. and religious structures form the scaf-
folding of human community in traditional societies all over the world.
Yet traditional tribal, village, and religious organizations, first dis-
turbed by European colonialism, have been stretched and often dis-
mantled by the great cultural upheavals of the twentieth century:
rapid population growth, urbanization, the advent of modern technol-
ogy, ancr the spread of western commercialism. ¢

In the resulting organizational vacuum, a new generation of commu-
nity and grassroots groups has been steadily, albeit unevenly, devel-
oping since mid-cer*ury, and particularly over the past two d ~cades.

is evolution is driven by a shifting constellation of forces, includ-
ing stagnant or deweriorating economic and environmental conditions
for the poor, the failure of governments o re.pond to basic needs,
the spread in some regions of new social ideologies and religious
doctrines, and the political space opened in some countries as tight-
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“This rising tide of community groups is
generally pragman:cl:sfocmd on development, and
concerned above all else with self-help.”

fisted dictatorships give way to nascent democracies. In contrast to
traditional organizations and mass political movements, this risi
tide of community groups is gener t{ pragmatic, focused on devel-
opment, and voncerned above all with sel-help.

At the same time, a second layer of institutions has formed atop the

roots layer in much of the Third World. This diverse class of
in‘ermediary org=nizations goes by many names: in Europe they are
called nonlgovemmental organizations (NGOs), in the United States
private vo untary Oﬁanizahons (PVOs), and in Asia voluntary agen-
cies (or “Volags”). Here they will be called “independent develop-
ment organizations” or sim‘{)ly “independent groups.” Their general
function is to facilitate the flow of in&ermation, materials, and funds
between the grassroots and breader institutions such as chuich, state,
and development donors. To do so, they tend to specialize— in ap-
propriate technologies, for example, or in training for cooperatives—
and to join informal federations of independent groups. The result
in many countries is an intricate matrix of organizations catering to
the grassroots.®

Numbers only crudely capture the vitality of the developinﬁ world’s
ssroots movements, since data are sketchy and groups fluid, yet
steady growth is unmistakable. Although at mid-cent:z' commu-
nity development projects existed mainly where traditional self-help
customs remained intact, today dynamic local organizations are found
in many parts of the world. (See Table 1.)5

By many accounts, Asia has the most active communities. India’s
self-help movement has a prized place in society, tracing its roots to
Mahatma Gandhi’s pioneering village development work sixty years
ago. Gandhi aimed to build a EnuSt and humane society from the bot-
tom up, starting with self-reliant villages based on renewable re-

sources. A fter independence in 1948, Gandhi’s disciple Vinoba Bhave
sparked the influential Village Awakening movement and, when that
peaked in 1964, a new wave of commurity organizing commenced,
spurred by a generation of committed middle-class youths. Tens if

Q
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Table 1: Grassroots Organizations in Selected Developing Countries,

Country

Late Eighties

Description

Bangladesh

Brazil

Burkina Faso

India

Indonesia

Kenya

Mexico

Philippines
Sri Lanka

Zimbabwe

1,20C independent development organizations formed since 1971, par-
ticularly active in health and income generation with large
landless population.
Enormous growth in community action sitice democratization in early
eighties: 100,000 Christian Base Communities with 3 million members;
1,300 neighborhood associations in Sio Paulo; landless peasant groupe
proliferating; 1,041 independent development organizations.
Naam ts t movement has 2,500 ps icipating in
S P L L g e
Mali, Niger, and Togo.
Strong Gandhian self-help tradition promotes social welfare, appropriate
technology, and tree planting; local groups number in at least the tens
of thousands, independent development organizations estimated at
12,000.
600 independent development groups woik in environmental protection
alone; peasant irrigation gioups multiplying.
16,232 women's groups with 637,000 membe:+ registered in 2984, quad-
ruple the 1980 number (1968 estimates range up to 25,000); many start
as savings clubs.
Massive urban movement active in squatter settlements of
major cities; at least 250 independent development organizations.
Vital women’s self-help movement in Lima’s impoverished shantytowns,
with 1,500 community kitchens; 300 independent development organi-
zations.
3,000-5,000 Christian Base Communities form focal points fur local ac-
tion.
Rapidly growing Sarvodaya Shramadana village awakening mcvement
il}c udes)svc:t?et 5,000 villay e‘,f::ne-thild of tota) E:coll‘.mn'y, 3 million

e involved in range o s, cularly worl es, education,
Brevenﬁve health care, and coope';:rtg'e cnza pmieg:u
Small-farmer groups throughout country have estimated membenhiuf
of :oo,ooo, 80 percent women; active women’s community gardens m
tiplying.

Source: Worldwatch Institute, based on numerous sources.
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not hundreds of thousands of local groups in India now wage the
day-by-day straggle for developmenu.’

Across the subcontinent, community activism runs high. Self-hel
in Bangladesh has risen steadily since independence in 1971, and
million Sri Lankans participate in Sarvodaya Shramadana, a commu-
nity-development movement that combines Gandhian teachings with
social action te aets of Buddhism. Sarvodaya mobilizes massive work
wnn}‘::odoeverythingfrombuﬂdingroadstodminingmalarial
ponds.

tter Asia, Latin An.erican communities appear to be the most 2--
w+. The bulk of the continent’s efjperience with local initiatives dates
to the i5G8 conference of Catholic Bishops in Medellfn, Colcmbia,
where the church fundamentally reoriented its social mission, toward
improvixg the lot of the poor. Since that time, millions of priests,
runs, and laypersons have fanned o  into the back streets and hin-
terlands from Tierra del Fuego to the Rio Grande, dedicating them-
selves to creatiny, a people’s church embodied in reighborhood wor-
ship and action groups called Christian Base Communities. Brazil alone
has 100,000 of these organizations, with at least 3 million members,
and an equal number are spread across the rest of the continent. In
Central America, they play an important role in movements for peace
and human rights.?

In Latin America, past political movements also laid the groundwork
for current community elf-help efforts. A decade ago, the rise and
subsequent repression of Colombia’s National Association of Small
Farmers gav. peasants experience with organizing that led to the
abundance of community efforts today. including cooperative stores
and environmental ;‘gveen councils.” In Nicaragua, the national upris-
ing th. * overthrew the dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza in 1979 cre-
ated a surge of grassroots energy that flowed into thousands of new
cooperatives, women’s groups, and community-development
projects.10

Q
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Self-help organizations are relative newcomers to Africa, though tra-
ditional village institutions are stronger than in other regions. Never-
theless, in parts of Africa where political struggles have led to dra-
matic changes in political structures, local initiatives have sprung up
in abundance. In Kenya, the harambee (let's pull together) move-
ment began with independence in 1963 and, with encouragement
from the national government, by the early eighties was contributi
nea:!{ one-third o?zll labor, materials, and finances invested in
development. With Zimbabwe's transfer to black rule in 1980, a simi-
lar explosion in community izing began, as thousands of
women'’s communi 1. and informal smal! { cmer associations
formed. Senega’ an kina Faso too are well organized at the r ass-
roots level, as’a result of traditions of village communal work.!-

A noteworthy characteristic of community movements throughont
the Third World is the central role that women play. In Africa the
sheer enormity of vfng)men’s burdens unites them: women bea; o](::;i-

responsibility for child care, cooking, cleani i ,
arrymgmary' water, and gatheri? fuel; thez grow%%m& protef)sfs:;‘\g food,
raise half the livestock, and give birth to 27 mullion babies a vear.
Worldwide, women’s traditional nurturing role may give them in-
creased concern for the generations of their children and grandchil-
dren, while thei: subordinate social status gives them more to gain

from organizing. 12

Unfortunately, the map of Third World local action has several blank
spaces. Independent community-level organizations concentrating on
self-help are scarce or non-existent in the Middle East, China, north
Africa, patches of sub-S_.haran Africa, and northeastern India.
ikewise, remote regions in many countries lack Igrassroots groups.
Some of these absences are a result of cultural, religious, or political
factors, as in China, where state-sanctioned local yoummﬁ;e
ssroots development. Northeastern India and sub- ica,
contrast, are home to some of the soomt J:ceople on earth. The
absence of local groups there may reflect a ?ree f misery that
precludes expending energy on anything beyond survival.

14




“The map of Third World local action
has several blank spaces.”

Outside the Third World, grassroots movements are also on the rise.
In industrial nations of both East and West their concerns increas-
ingly align themn with the goal of creating sustainable societies. In
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, where officially sanctioned lo-
cal organizations are numerous but largely controlled by state and
party hierarchies, the political openness cf this decade has brought
the genesis, often at considerable risk to the founders, of indepen-
dent citizens groups. In addition to the Eastern bloc’s internationally
known lfallagzalmovements and human rights organizations tcll\eredare
scores Of ing nuclear power reactors and indus-
trial pollutersJ}rou pe opposine po

Indeed, the East could be the environmental boom field of the nine-
ties. Human rights monitors Brian Morton and Joanne Landy report:
“During the period of glasnost, independent citizens’ initiatives have
lslprung up in the Soviet Union ‘like mushrooms after a rain,’ as a
ussian saying hasit.” Iun<reds of i:\acll‘fendent and semi-indepen-
dent ecology clubs have coalesced. Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia,
East Germany, and Yugoslavia all have fledgling environmental move-
g\enti,‘ driven to action by some of the wurld’s most polluted condi-
ons.

In Armenia and the Baltic states, environmental issues rank high
among the local grievances that have sparked confrontations with
Moscow. In February 1988, thousands of Armenians, tired of bearing
the brunt of pollution from the scores of local chemical facilities, de-
manded cancellation of a planned new plant near their capital city,
Yerevan. Eight months later, 50,000 Latvians, Estonians, and Lithuani-
ans linked arms in a human chain stretching 150 kilometers along
the shore of the severely polluted Baltic Sea to protest Soviet plan-
ners’ blatant disregard for the ecology of their homeland.1

Though the pace of change is slower in Eastern Europe, there has
been a notable awakening there as well. Since 1980, Poland, a land
ravaged by coal-fired heavy industry, has seen the flowering of at
least 62 independent enviroi mental groups—scme estimates range

as high as 2,000. Their concerns focus on air and water pollution and

15
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on the forest destruction caused b{v acid rain and air pollution. In
of

East Germany, where the winds of glasnost are yet to be felt, mem-
ber:dosf tge seuﬁ-legagert‘letrork ﬁ-ﬁm spread ttll‘\eir messl:gc:“v;itll:out
words. By hanging sheets roo , they i show
their compatriots what acid rain does to thg:arth: tﬁ? sg\eets disinte-
grate in the rain, leaving only tattered strips of cloth.16

In those regions where nur'ear power is still on a growth course—
Japan, PFrance, and Eastern Europe—anti-nuclear movements have
grown dramatically since the 1986 explosion at Chernobyl. Intense
K\opular opposition sevms to follow nuclear power wherever it goes.

the Soviet Union, public protests have led to plans to close one
omra nuclear reactor and to cancellation of at least five planned
Plants. In Japan, an unprecedented groundswell—the first nation-
wide movement on an environmental issue in the country’s history—
has enrolled tens of thousands of citizens with no past experience in
political activism. Women in particular are joining in large numbers,
apparently sensitized by fears of radioactive food imported from
Europe Chernobyl. "

In western industriai nations, where governments place little restraint
on grassroots action, community-based organizations set their sights
on everything from lucal waste cling to international trade and
debt issues. In Austria and West Germany, the “citizen initiative”
community movement that began in the sixties has gradually ex-
panded its focus from strictly local issues such as school curriculum
and traffic control to naticnal issaes such as nucl:ar energy and Wald-
sterben, pollution-caused ‘furcst death.” The ascent of the German
Green Party in the earl- e -+ 'ps + ~s partly a product of this evolu-
tion from local tc natio- 1¢> cern. "he Greens in turn have become
the nexus of commur..y orzc..:. 1 -toss the nation, hastening the
spread of citizen initi-.tives to hi' i3 of communities. Ins) by

eir German counte, part, Geic.. parties have sprung up in 16 Euro-

an countries and alrea-” :_.d parliamentary seats in of them.

ost recently, in C:tob. :988, the Swedish Greens became the first
new party te enter thc parliament in 70 years.18

16



“Intense popular opposition seems to follow
nuclear power wherever it goes.”

Until 1986, Italy was among the few Western European countries
without a significant environmental movement. A confluence of
events, however, has produced a sudden and unexpected outburst
of grassroots action. First came Chernobyl, which catapulted Italian
Greens into the parliament. Once there, they collaborated with a
“Green archipelago” of thousands of community-based ps to call
for a plebisate on nuclear emg In November 1987, Italians went
to the polls and in effect ended the nation’s nascent nuclear pro-

- Then, in the summer of 1988, g(s)llution of the Adriatic Sea left
ftali;tned beaches thttemd with dead fish, and toxic waste ;«;antcli‘als
eru; across the country. Furious citizens, expressing what
called “the rage of the poisoned,” staged marches, protests, and ge;’:
eral strikes up and down the peninsula. In the port of Maniredonia,
where hanrcrous wastes were to be unloaded at a state-owned agro-
chemical plant, residents sealed off the town for three days by block-
ing entrance roads."

Paralleling a steady rise in neighborhood organizing on local social
and e«kzhtl;;gmic issuzs, the U.S. é‘r:\vir:)hnmen? m:}\‘remenlfo ienced
a marked grassroots expansion in the early eighties. concern
focuses particularly on toxic waste management, groundwater protec-
tion, and solid waste disposal. This “new populism” is the product
of forces from both top and bottom: incre decentralization of
authority to states and localities during the eighties and the sense
of political empowerment millions of citizens gained during the six-
ties and seventies. Estimates of nationwide participation range into
the tens of millions.?

Issue-oriented environmental uctivism is not iar to industrial
lands. Just as grassroots self-help movements have spread through
the slums and countrysides of many developing nations, so have
vocal advocates for environmental protection emerged in mos. capi-
tal cities. Malaysia, India, Brazil, Argentina, Kenya, Mexico, Indone-
sia, Ecuador, Thailand, and other developing countries have all given
birth to activist groups—largely since . Sri Lanka alone a
congress of environmental groups with 100 members. Drawing their
base of support from urban educated classes, these organizations form

| 17
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links with grassroots self-help movements and varied international
actors such as the World Wide Fund for Nature, Friends of the Earth,
and the Pesticide Action Network.2!

As deterioration of the resource base pushes environmental issues
to the fore of many communities’ concerns, the foundations of a new
international environmental movement are in place. Local and na-
tional groups are extending tentative feelers around the world, estab-
lishing working relationships on issues of common interest. In the
last two years, groups in Africa, Latin America, and Eastern Europe
have formed environmental networks that cross national borders,
complementing those networks already existing in almost every other
region of the world. New continental and global alliances coalesce
each year, adding strands to the thickening web.2

Environmental movements and grassroots development movements
have also begun to interlock. e Third World self-help movements
fit a different mold of activism than the environmental mvements
of industrial countries, the two share root objectives: stewardship of
resources, protection of human health, and improvement of living
standards for the disadvantaged. Peasant unions know the dangers
of pesticide misuse, and urban environmentalists are learning the
allimportant lesson that privation and environmental decline form
a vicious circle. In Costa Rica, at the 1988 General Assembly of the
world’s | t federation of environmental groups, the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature and Na Resources (TUCN),
human needs became the unofficial theme of the proceedings. [UCN
President M.S. Swaminathan told the delegates: “A better environ-
ment for the bottom billion can be achieved only if we integrate in
environmental plannirg the goals of sustainable nutrition and liveli-
hood security for all.”

Over the long run, the bonds between locai groups struggling against
poverty and groups struggling to safeguard natural resources are likely
to grow stronger. More organizations will come to terms with the
fact that the environment can suffer because people have too much
or because they have too little. And more people will understand

18




that the interdependence of the earth’s life support systems turns
local problems into global ones. As British Commonwealth General
Secretary Shridath Ramphal writes, “Neither the excesses of wealth
nor the excesses of poverty can be quarantined.”2¢

The Genesis of Local Action

No roads enter the tangle of canyons south of Oaxaca, Mexico, where
the Zapotec Indians eke a meager existence out of parched soils. Na-
tional development efforts, like the roads, have passed them by, but
development itself has not. In 1983, a Zapotec youth named Eucario
Angeles returned home from university and began talking with

ple in the communities. What were their problems? What were their
priorities? Over the weeks of discussion among local residents a con-
sensus emerged: theﬁ should dig ponds at the springs to store their
scarce water supply.

Residents assembled two work parties, which quickly excavated two
rudimentary ponds. Then one thing followed another. A few min-
nows whimsically thrown in a pool unexpectedly multiplied, which
reminded someone that a visitor had once said something about farm-
ing fish. Eucario went to town to find out what he could, and tracked
down the Secretariat of Fisheries. There, aquaculture experts sup-
plied him with elaborate specifications for regulation ?!onds but ad-
vised that uneducated Indians would never succeed.

Undaunted, Zapotec work ies set to digging. Despite geologic
conditions that 2ouickly rulega;?lt the standardized govemn%ent g:z-
sign, the workers managed to construct an odd assortment of irregu-
lar pools. A year later, tired of waiting for a government inspector
to bnnﬁ them the promised fingerlings, Eucario went again to the
city, where he convinced the secretariat to bend the rules and give
him a plastic bag containing 175 young tilapia and carp.Z

By June 1987, when American anthropologist Mac Chapin visited,
there were 20 ponds brimming with fish, water supplies were secure

19
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year round, and the risk of crop losses had been reduced with irriga-
tion water conducted through garden hoses. Most impressive, the
Zapotecs had organized intricate rotating work schedule, for feeding
the fish, maintaining the ponds, regulating water flow rates, and har-
vesting a sustainable yield.?

This thumbnail sketch of fish farming in the drylands of Mexico is a
microcosm of grassroots development at its best. A committed organ-
izer arrives on the scene unburdened with project blueprints or de-
velopment budgets and begins a discussion to activate latent talents.
As community members discover their strengths, tiey mobilize local
knowledge, labor, and materials to address the needs they have de-
fined. From day one, the community controls the process.

Unfortunately, success is rarely as easy as it was for the Zapotecs.
Poverty is an economic condition, but its effects ripple deep into the
human psyche, devastating self-confidence and self-respect. One con-
sequence, sociologists have learned, is that organizing the dispos-
sessed is much more difficult than organizing the fortunate. ...deed,
despite all the activist priests and Gandhian workers, the poor re-
main the least crganized of the world’s people. This grassroots iner-
tia is a critical oistacle to progress against hunger, peverty, and envi-
ronmental decline.

For those who live on the brink of starvation, generations of misfor-
tune and injustice have bred an often overwhelrmng’ fatalism. As Zim-
babwean organizer Sithembiso Nyoni argues, Third World people are
not at the dawn of their history. Life exrerience counsels them that
change is impossible and that to struggle for change is to incite re-
pression. They have little experience, in the words of rural healta
specialist David Drucker, “of anyone coming from outside other than
to further their own interests, to exploit and often to plunder.” Sadly,
in many countries, this fatalism is still justified. The arms of the state
work harder at controlling poor people than at helping them, making
grassroots self-help difficult. Where governments tolerate community
action, fatalism persists because it 15 so deep seated. Perhaps most
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important, the poor have little margin for risky experiments. Change
must go inch by inch.?

If fatalism, state repression, and risk-aversion account for some of
the impediments to grassroots action, social structures account for
the rest. The poor of the world are not, as industrial-country m
has it, an undifferentiated “peasant mass” or a “sea of need.” Social
and economic roles are as intricately stratified in Bombay slums as
they are in the entire cities of New York or Berlin. Research on a
Bangladeshi village of 150 households, for example, revealed 10 dis-
tinct social classes. Many communities are further torn apart by per-
sonality conflicts and factional frictions.%

Releasing the traps of fatalism and division usually requires a catalyz-
ing influence from outside the community—“some experience,” in
the words of development theorist Albert Hi , “dispelling iso-
lation and mutual distrust.” Broad-based political upheaval can have
this effect, as it has in eginc\;babwe or Nicaragua, but more frequent'y
an organizer is involved. Given training and support, organizers are
often most effective if they are nr:uh::F leaders from the area itself.
These individuals, who generally do not hold an official pusition,
know community members and their strengths and we. ses.
Eucario Angeles, for example, was a Zapotec himself but had re-
ceived training in community development.3!

In India, independent groups find that the most reliable organizers
are middle-aged mothers: they have good rapport with villagers, espe-
cially other women, but are fikely to staﬁ' put, while yo r people
often migrate to cities after completing their training. Ano erl;l,::son
from India is that social stratification can make all-inclusive commu-
nity bodies counterproductive. Lumping male farmers with landless
women virtually guarantees that the men will reap the bulk of re-
wards. Many governmient community-development —in de-
veloping and industrial countries alike—have treated all residents as
essentially equal in interests and status, allowing the more powerful
to co-opt projects for their own benefit.3
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Every or§anizmg technique is essentially an attempt to liberate the
wealth of creative ideas and resources that all human groups pos-
sess. Of the two basic organizing philosophies, the first is action-
centered while the second concentrates on consciousness raising. The
first, typified by the Zapotec fish farming example, emphasizes pro-
ducing a tangible product as rapidly as possible. Actions speak louder
than words, and joint actions tend to create a sense of camaraderie
that propels community efforts forward. The actual project can be
anything at all: building a school, painting a church, or leveling a
soccer field.

A variant of this first izing philosophy is that of such appropriate-
technology groups as India’s Center of Science for Villages and the
Philippine Palawan Center for Appropriate Rural Technology. Deven-
dra lgumar of Science for Villages describes the approach well. “Tech-
nology can be a tool of rurai change, because by introducing one
simple device, such as a pulley with ball bearings for hauling water
out of a well, rural people begin to see possibilities that they did not
see befl;)rei; People rarely seek relief from hardships they consider
inevitable.

The second organizing philoso&hy is typified by Brazilian educator

Paulo Freire’s teaching method. Now practiced by independent grou:
worldwide, Freire’s method uses inf:::\al teachers wﬁ«e)nguide 1lhtel::f
ate adults through discussions of basic concepts from everyday life—
such as “food,” “school,” and “landlord” —to foster a critical aware-
ness of the predicament of poverty. Similar techniques include street
theater, traditional dance and music, and oral history. By lSzromoﬁng
a sense of identity and self-worth, these methods of popular educa-
tion all aim to break what Freire termed the “culture of silence” that
traps large classes in powerlessness and vulnerability.>

In 1975, the Catholic diocese of Machakos, Kenya, initiated a literacy
program that, by 1984, involved some 60,000 participants. According
to program coordinator Francis Mulwa, "literacy-class discussions be-
came the Eringboard to other development,” generating ventures
in handi , tree planting, primary health care, cooperative farm-
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“Once a group gets started, projects
proliferate and momentwn builds.”

ing, soil conservation, savings and credit, and water supply Albert
Hirschman calls this springboard effect “social energy”: once a yourg
gets started, projects proliferate and momentum builds. Individ
who have once joined a group, furthermore, become more prone to
organize later in life. Thus, the importance of Latin America’s Chris-
tian Base Communities, for instance, exceeds their actual contribu-
tion to community development, since a large share of today’s com-
munity activists got their start in the church programs.

Sri Lanka’s Sarvodaya Shramadana overcomes impediments to grass-

roots activity by combining the two philosophies outlined above in

massive work parties and communal feasts where villages come to-

gether to speak, listen, and learn. Shramadana means “gift of labor,”

and ya means “village awakening.” By cvag their labor, peo-

ﬂe awaketal6 the talents within their village and set self-development
motion.

Fewer obstacles impede grassroots action among citizens of western
industrial countries, yet the genesis of local organizations still gener-
ally takes a catalyzing experience to liberate community energy. The
tumultuous social movements that many nations experienced in the
sixties—the civil rights, anti-war, and women’s movements, for ex-
ample—seem to have had the effect of encouraging grassroots action
broadly, including among those not involved or s pathetic with
the earlier causes. The new populist movement of J:? United States
and the citizens initiatives of West Germany and Austria are thus
indirect descendants of sixties activism. In Eastern European nations,
however, grassroots momentum is forestalled by the state. Strict con-
trols wall in community activism, and despite the political opening
encouraged by Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev, local organiza-
tions remain on shaky ground.

In the best of circumstances, popular action is difficult. The odds
weigh heavily against the poor and powerless, so failure is a normal
part of the prccess. But workinq together has its own rewards. In-
deed, the intangible benefits of local action are as important as the
latrines dug or trees planted, for as Chilean novelist Ariel Dorfman
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so eloquently puts it, “"How do you measure the amount of dignity
thatd{)eo’g;e accumulate? How do you quantify the disappearance of
apathy?

Meeting Human Needs

In September 1788, World Bank President Barber Conable flew to
Berlin with a grave message for the governors of the bank and the
International Monetary Fund. “Poverty on today’s scale,” he an-
nounced, “prevents a billion people from having even minimally ac-
cgstable standards of living. . . . In sub-Saharan Africa, more than
100 million people—one person in four—do not get enouE:sto eat.”
Conable’s testimony confirms what the world’s underclass has sensed
for a decade: the ranks of the dispossessed are growing. Rising rates
of destitution reflect, moreover, a marked decline in living standards
for entire populations in Africa and Latin America. In some indus-
trial countries, meanwhile, the ﬁap between the haves and the have-
nots has widened appreciably, leaving the average worker with no
more than he or she had two decades ago, despite sustained growth
in national economies. 38

Thus, the world’s self-help movements are growing amid increasing
desperation. People take action as best th:z can on many fronts, but
more often than not they lose. Although the factors that shape com-
munity action are too complex to be condensed into a single recipe
for success, experiences from around the world reveal certain grass-
roots strengths and weaknesses. The most important lesson is that
community groups organize to resK:nd, on the one hand, to felt
needs or threats and, on the other hand, to perceived opportunities.
There is, in other words, both a “push” and a “pull” t¢ communil
action, and nesther is sufficient in itself. Depen on local s
and opportunities, communities focus on a variety of areas, most
commonly land right:, education, health, income, and protecting natu-
ral resources.¥

Perhaps 500 million people live in the squalor of the Third World’s
mushrooming squatter colonies, and the number grows by thousands
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daily. In the close quarters of these urban slums, neighborhood asso-
ciations form readily; Sdo Paulo alone has 1,300. In some cases, they
aocomlglish phenomenal things, as the stories of Santa Marta and
Villa El Salvador show. Santa Marta is a vertical labyrinth of houses
clinging ﬁrecariously to a slope above Rio de Janeiro’s city council
offices. The shantytown is home to 11,500 of Rio’s 2 million squat-
ters. Santa Marta’s local organization came together originally with
the simple goal of starting an informal day care program. By June
1988, however, the group had achieved far greater things. giected
local leaders showed the author dozens of things that the accumu-
lated social energy had brought into the slum: water lines, rgaved
stairways (ir lieu of roads), electricity, health clinics, a su day
care facility, .ad drainage systems to prevent mud slides, which had
wiped out two dozen homes four months eartier.40

Another success story in self-help community building is Lima’s Villa
El Salvador, where citizens have planted a half-million trees, built
26 schools, 150 day care centers, and 300 community kitchens, and
trained hundreds of door-to-door health workers. Despite the extreme
poverty of the town’s inhabitants and a population that has shot up
to 300,000, illiteracy has fallen to 3 percent—one of the lowest rates
in Latin America—and infant mortality is 40 perceat below the na-
tional average. The ingredients of success have been a vast network
of women'’s groups and the neighborhood association’s democratic
administrative structure, which extends down to representatives on
each block.4!

Sadly, it is rare for a shantytown to match the achievements of a
Santa Marta or Villa El Salvador. Indeed, most squatters have their
hands full simply staying put, because fending off expulsion is often
extremely dangerous. In Manila’s '\ondo slum, one of Asia’s largest,
residents had to form massive human barricades in the late sixties
to halt government bulldozers sent to demolish their homes. Unorgan-
ized squa:ters can be driven off at night by police or gun-toting land-
owners, but organized groups can more often stand down thugs,
mount legal challenges, or gain political s:‘fport. Nonetheless, the
land tenure struggle is frequently protracted: the 40,000 inhabitants
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of Klong Toey in Bangkok, Thailand, for example, pre railed only
after aMecade legal and political campaign. 4

On the Indian subcontinent, securing land rights is complicated by
the rule of slum lords. Breaking their gndp requires organizing. In
1980, block committees and an outside development organizer in
Orangi, Pakistan, the largest of Karachi’s squatter settlements, mobi-
lized people to build sewers. In the process, they managed to shift
the balance of power in local government away from slum bosses.
Likewise, in 1970, the residents of Ganeshnagar, in the Indian city
of Poona, stood down ruthless landlords whose hired gangs were
extracting high protection fees. Since that time, Ganeshnagar has been
converted into a secure neighborhood with full water, sewerage, and
transportation infrastructure.$

If squatters secure even limited tenure, the”emrzlcli: proceed to
other priorities; prominent among these is building schools for the
children. In Latin America, it is said that only the church build-
ing comes before the community school. Unfortunately, constructing
a rudimentary classroom is far simpler than recruiting and paying a
teacher.

Iin Recife, the metropolis of Brazil’s impoverished northeast region,
2.5 millior people live in shantytowns where barely half the popula-
tion can read. Two ou’ of three students do not firish elementary
school, yet the state government has not responded. Taking matters
into their own hands, 60 of Recife’s favelas—the local word for “slum” —
have completed the mammoth organizational task of spening their
own clementary schools. These schools, moreover, are n::lggallow
imitations of the tradition-bound public ones: community workers
proudly point out that the teachers are local youths and that lessons
are drawn from the rich blend of traditional Brazilian and African
dance, music, and art that forms the heritage of Recife’s poor.4

“Our culture had been taken from us—traded for rock music and
Coca-Cola—but in the schools we took it back,” says Lucia de Praz-
eres, a local school director. “We discovered that reclaiming our cul-
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“Unorganized squatters can be driven off
at night by police or gun-toting landowners.”

ture gave us back our identity and gave us back our dignity. Learn-
ing is impossible if you don’t believe in yourself.” By mid-1988, the
school movement was advancing across Brazil. Rio de Janeiro,
, and Salvador each had over a dozen communiy schools,

and the favelas of So Luis had already opened 40 schools. 45

Like education, clean drinking water is a high priority for many com-
munities. At least 1.5 I:nlhondﬂnm‘8 ple worldwhli%ll:a lztill lack potable water.
This leaves them vulnerable to the water-b me that cause
diarrhea, which alone takes the lives of 5 million children every year.
The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimates that un-
clean water combined with inadequate sanitation causes 75 percent
of all disease in developing countries. Hundreds of communities are
bucking +*< odds of governmient complacence and international ne-
glectto  +# the for clean water.%

In Dhandhuka, on the barren coastal plane of India’s Gujarat state,
a generation of excessive fuelwood gathering and overgrazing has
1ed to desertification, which in turn has tﬂgﬁ‘red social and economic
disin tion. As cattle died of thirst, the land lost the manure su
ply and the children lost their milk, maxing them easy victims for
the diseases that prey on the malnourished. Conflicts erupted over
water that seeped into brackish wells, and in the worst years four-
fifths of the population had to migrate to survive.

As in much of the world, fetching - ~ter in Dhandhuka is women’s
work. Thus it was the women wko _.cided, upon talking with com-
munity organizers in 1981, to construct 2 permanent reservoir to trap
the seasonal rains. In this case, an idea from migrant laborers g.rl:)-
vided the that complemented the push of water scarcity. The
migrants described irri&ation channels lined with plastic sheets, and
the villagers reasoned that a reservoir could be sea?ed the same way.
After ]