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ABSTRACT

This study explores the concept of popular participation in rural
development with particular reference to the forestry sector and its role in
poverty alleviation. It starts with the premise that popular participation is
necessary to address poverty issues and that popular participation can be
promoted through aid projects funded by bilateral aid donors and implemented
through government bureaucracies. The case study of an aid-funded social
forestry project in Solomon Islands highlights impediments to aid agency
promotion of popular participation: different objectives from local people, a
blueprint approach to project management, and lack of experience in community
development, and identifies some of the difficulties of working with Third World
bureaucracies: a top down approach to development, limited resources,
inexperience, and a weak infrastructure. Nevertheless, it concludes that a

participatory approach to project planning and implementation is possible.



“Forests, land and people in the Solomon Islands are inseparably
linked together. The forests are a vital part of the country’s
cultural heritage and contribute to the welfare and economic
development of the people. The environment and ecological
stability of the islands is conditioned by a protective covering of
forest on the higher land, along rivers, coasts, and in many other
sensitive areas. Our national survival depends on what we do with
our forests.”

(SI Ministry of Natural Resources, 1989:5-6).



CHAPTER 1
Introduction

This thesis has two objectives: first to examine the concept of popular
participation in rural development, particularly in the forestry sector and its role
in poverty alleviation in the Third World! and second, to test the hypothesis that
this can be promoted by foreign aid given by one government to another (called
official or bilateral development assistance). The first objective is undertaken by
way of a literature review, the second through analysis of a case study, namely a
forestry project in Solomon Islands supported with financial and technical
support by the New Zealand Government. Chapters 2 and 3 survey the literature
on popular participation in rural development and in forestry respectively,
leading to a definition of popular participation in forestry which provides a
benchmark for later analysis. Chapter 4 details an analytical framework within
which to examine the hypothesis above. Chapter 5 outlines the methodology used
for the case study. Chapters 6 and 7 describe the case study context and
dimensions of participation in it. Chapter 8 analyses the nature of participation
in the project and explores the constraints and possibilities that emerge from

such an analysis. Finally, Chapter 9 summarises what the study has covered and

provides a short conclusion.

One reason for undertaking such a study is that the concept of popular
participation is increasingly seen as an important (some would say necessary)
component of development strategies if the alleviation of poverty in the Third
World is to make any progress. Poverty alleviation is the raison d’etre of many
foreign development agencies and, for most government aid agencies, it is an

important goal. Yet, experience in all parts of the Third World has shown that



popular participation in the context of aid projects is extremely difficult to put
into practice. Popular participation is also an elusive concept to grasp because
different people and agencies use it to mean different things, depending on their
worldview, values or ideology. This study hopes to bring some clarity to the
subject, to demonstrate that foreign aid agencies can promote popular
participation in development and identify some of the major constraints in

increasing popular participation in aid projects.

A number of terms must first be defined and discussed. For example, what

is aid? and what is development?

There is much debate about the role aid plays and what development
means in relation to socio-economic change in the Third World. This arises from
the apparent failure of many policies and programmes to generate economic
growth and overcome widespread poverty in many countries of the Third World.
The focus of this study is on participation in rural development because the
majority of the Third World’s poor live in rural areas; much of development
practice has sought to increase the well-being of rural dwellers and the potential
productivity of the rural sector and its contribution to national income is very
great. This is not to deny the significance of the millions of urban poor or
development programmes and projects which have seek to address poverty issues

in urban areas.

In the late 1970’s, the World Bank (1978:7) estimated that nearly 800
million people, or about 40% of the population of developing nations lived in
absolute poverty. A recent World Bank estimate (1990:24) puts that figure at over

1000 million, a 25% increase in the last decade. Much discussion about



development revolves around how to improve the standard of living and quality of

life of a fifth of the world’s population.

To give the term “development” a precise and unequivocal meaning is
impossible because the concept embraces values, standards and goals which differ
among individuals, groups and societies. However, it is necessary define it in a
way which is consistent with the underlying perspective of this study that
people’s participation is an important means by which development is achieved.
The term is used in relation to Third World societies to mean various things.
Interest in socio-economic change and development in the Third World has
increased since the end of World War II, in part related to political realignments
as countries gained political independence and as countries of the North sought
to maintain or strengthen their influence over former colonies. Development was
also stimulated by United Nations’ organisations many of which emphasise

improving the quality of life of the poor in Third World countries.

In the decade after the Second World War, development was seen primarily
as an economic phenomenon measured by the rate of growth in per capita GNP.
Development would be achieved through economic growth. As the national
economies grew and per capita income increased, the benefits of that growth
would trickle down to benefit the masses. The structural changes that were
associated with this strategy included a growth in manufacturing, urbanisation
and waged employment, with a consequent decline in importance of the primary
sector. Such strategies gave limited significance to issues of poverty,
unemployment or income distribution. Analysis of the results of the first United
Nations’development decade (the 1960s) showed clearly that while in many

countries per capita income did rise, the benefits of economic growth were



unequally distributed and, in real terms, more people lived in a state of absolute
poverty (Chenery, 1974:xiii). That reality called for a broadening of a narrow
economic definition of development to one which encompassed the idea of social
well-being with a focus on elimination of poverty. This led to strategies within
the international community such as “redistribution with growth” and “the basic

needs approach”.

Todaro (1989:88) incorporated these ideas in what he called the new

economic view of development:

“Development must be conceived of as a multi-dimensional process

involving major changes in social structures, popular attitudes, and

national institutions as well as the acceleration of economic growth,

the reduction of inequality, and the eradication of absolute poverty”.
Underlining this understanding was a concept of a better life for people within a
given social system. Other writers have explored what constitutes a better life.
Goulet (1971:23) talked of the three core values of life-sustenance, self-esteem
and freedom as common goals sought by all individuals and societies.
Development thus becomes more a process of working towards societal and
individual goals rather than a stage in history which is reached. The quotations
from Todaro and Goulet are quite explicit in the need for ‘development’ to address
issues of inequality and poverty; to reach beyond macroeconomic indicators of
growth to distribution of wealth and social justice. However, they do not indicate
how this would be achieved. The translation of intentions into reality is very
important. The extent to which development strategies have addressed issues of
poverty is thus an important measure of their credibility. In the sense of the
above quotations, Western countries, often described as “rich”, “developed” or

“more developed”, need to be seen in a new light. They may be richer or more

developed economically than many Third World countries in terms of industrial



development and wealth but are not necessarily more socially, politically,

culturally or spiritually developed than other countries.

How then might this be related to rural development? In the literature,
rural development is often described in terms of governments’ or agencies’
objectives, programmes, plans and strategies for developing the rural sector.?
For example, in redirecting its development strategy in the mid-1970s, the World
Bank (1975) defined rural development as its strategy to improve the economic
and social life of the rural poor. It classified programmes as rural development
activities only if the majority of benefits went to the rural poor. A UNDP study
(1979:12) defined rural development as “a process of socio-economic
transformation that is semi-autonomous and can take place without any specific
measures by the Government or any outside agency”. The Programme of Action
from the World Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural Development (1981:6)
stated that the goal of agrarian reform and rural development was the
“transformation of rural life and activities in all their economic, social, cultural,
institutional, environmental and human aspects”. Implicit in these definitions is
an understanding of rural development as any change which took place in rural
areas and which was intended to, or actually did, improve the well-being of rural
people, including the rural poor. However, the results of rural development
activities by development agencies or governments will depend partly on their
priorities. Such activities may have direct or indirect, intentional or

unintentional, positive or negative impacts on the poor.

Development strategies must address poverty and unequal distribution of
wealth and power if they are to have a sustained impact on the lives of the

world’s poor. Most development agencies indicate a priority to assist the rural



poor in Third World countries. For example, in the early 1970s, the World Bank
determined that the bulk of its assistance should go to assist the poorest 40% of
Third World countries. Other donors give priority to assisting countries which
are the least developed. The term “rural poor” can hide the diversity of people
living in rural areas and the fact that their interests do not always coincide. Aid
givers may assume that assistance to any one group of rural dwellers will directly
or indirectly promote development for others. In the past, many development
projects failed to reach the poorest or most disadvantaged sections of rural
populations, the benefits often being captured by larger farmers or rural elites.
In part, this resulted from development projects focussing on the village as a unit
or a particular group, such as a cooperative, assuming that the geographical
“community” would be served. Such projects often ignored the stratification that

exists in all communities and the unequal and different ways in which power was

exercised.3

Rahman (1981:3) has defined the rural poor as follows:

“[They are] that section of the rural population whose basic
minimum needs for life and existence with human dignity, are
unfulfilled. Such a condition of poverty is characterised by low
incomes, widely associated with various forms of oppression under
social structures through which dominant social groups are able to
dictate the conditions of life of the dominated and to appropriate
much of the product of the latter’s labour and often also the
material assets the latter may initially possess”.

This definition includes the mass of rural populations in the Third World - small
farmers, tenant farmers, share-croppers, the landless, women and children.
Oakley and Marsden (1984:10-13) identified a number of key factors that keep
the poor poor: lack of access to resources; lack of viable organisations; dependence
and the marginal nature of their lives; the power of local moneylenders and

traders and a general air of despondency and despair which characterises the



lives of the poor. Chambers (1983) talked about the biases which inevitably mean
that the poor miss out on rural development projects and programmes because
poverty is by and large unseen and unperceived, and the poor are isolated
geographically, socially and culturally. The invisibility of women in many
development activities is a case in point as is the growing group of landless who
have only their labour to sell. This reality makes reaching and working with the
rural poor difficult, time-consuming and expensive, all factors that do not sit well
with the imperatives of development agencies which are driven by the demands of

spending money and achieving visible results.

The definition of development and the perspective from which popular
participation is perceived becomes important when analysing the impacts of
development projects on the poor. Post World War II development strategies in
the Third World have been based on different economic and social theories, the
two main ones being modernisation and dependency. Proponents of both these
schools of thought have argued that participation is a necessary and crucial
element in tackling the problem of poverty in the Third World. However, as will
be shown in Chapter 2, the bases of their analyses have implications for the
strategies they adopt. Modernisation theory had its roots in the social theories of
Durkheim and Weber and Western classical, neo-classical and Keynesian
economics, while dependency theory was primarily influenced by Marxism.
However, each expresses a variety of other influences and ideas from theoretical
and empirical work in the social sciences.* Post-dependency approaches arising
out of critiques of both modernisation and dependency theories have also played a

role in analysing popular participai;ion.5



Finally it is necessary to define aid and talk briefly about its role in
development. Todaro (1989:482) provided a definition of foreign aid which is

widely used and accepted today:

“All official grants and concessional loans, in currency or in kind,
that are broadly aimed at transferring resources from developed to
less developed nations (and, more recently, from OPEC to other
Third World countries) on development and/or income distributional
grounds.”

Aid has strong adherents and critics from across the political spectrum. In
general the criticisms of aid gain credibility from the apparent failure of aid in
the past to address and overcome Third World poveri:y.7 However, there have
been some equally strongly argued cases for aid (Riddell, 1987; Mosley, 1987;
World Bank, 1990). For example, Riddell reached two conclusions: that there was
nothing automatic about the link between aid and development and that despite
the limitations of theory and empirical evidence:

“There is a role for official aid, based on addressing the needs of the

poor in the Third World, and that, while aid is by no means the

necessary or even crucial ingredient for development, it can assist

in the alleviation of poverty, directly and indirectly” (Riddell,
1987:267).

The World Bank’s 1990 World Development Report (1990:128) concluded:

“A clear link between aid and the reduction of poverty has been
hard to find. The main reason is that aid is only one of many
factors influencing poverty and is often far from the most
important. Domestic policies, the institutional and managerial
capacity of the recipients, and other variables often matter more .....
Although the overall effects of aid may be unclear, detailed studies
of individual countries have highlighted its role in specific
instances”.

Mosley’s analysis of the role of aid concluded that on the one hand, as an
instrument of political leverage and export promotion, it has been “conspicuously
unsuccessful”. But he argued that while the data was not good, there was enough
evidence to conclude that aid has redistributed income between countries, that it

has redistributed income to most income groups in the Third World (except the



very poorest) and that it has assisted some countries in which internal policies
were genuinely redistributive. He concluded further that aid appeared neutral in
terms of promoting growth, with both positive and negative examples, and that
aid could increase growth rates in some countries and improve living standards
for some people. Mosley rejected the case against aid as overstated but he

believed that some have claimed far more for aid than it can deliver (Mosley,

1987:232-234).

The above assessments indicate that aid can promote development in
general and an improved standard of living for the poor in particular. This
conclusion is conditional on many factors. It is also generally an argument
arising from macro-level perceptions. Much aid, however, is planned and
delivered at the micro-level through projects. It is at this level that the reality of
aid practice is seen and where it must demonstrate its potential to improve the
quality of life of the poor. A theory of aid therefore needs to address political,
economic, social and cultural factors. It must recognise the importance of the role
of the state, internal and external economic forces, social dynamics and the
cultural milieu. It must identify the actors involved: foreign governments and
economic interests, local political and economic elites, local power structures and
the people themselves who, directly or indirectly, are the supposed beneficiaries of
aid, directly or indirectly. How aid is given, for what purpose and for whose
benefit become critical questions in implementing and assessing any aid activity.
There are many studies with examples of aid practice at the micro-level which
show that aid can play an important role in promoting development. The lessons

learnt from these examples need to be more widely applied.8



Essentially, this study hypothesises that aid can play a role in improving
the power and resources of the poor, but suggests that if this is to be achieved, a

particular approach is necessary. That approach is popular participation.

Chapters 2 and 3 look in more detail at this concept.

10



CHAPTER 2
Popular Participation
in Rural Development

Participation by rural people in development has been a feature of aid
strategies since the Second World War. In the 1950s and 1960s it was a
component of, but peripheral to, mainstream thinking on development
programmes which concentrated on economic growth. Since the mid-1970s,
popular participation has had a more central role in the development literature
and in both the rhetoric and practice of governments and development agencies
as questions of equity and distributional aspects of development gained
prominence. Today, a number of development strategies are evident. At the
macro-economic level, structural adjustment related to changes in the
international economy and market solutions to overcome inefficiencies are
emphasised. At the micro or village level, emphasis is on participation to
marshall local resources for development in the face of national financial
constraint caused by low levels of growth (in most Third World countries),
stagnating real levels of aid and large foreign debts. In the context of foreign aid,
the former is primarily concerned with stimulating economic growth; the latter
with poverty alleviation. It is in the relation to poverty alleviation that much of
the discussion of popular participation takes place. However, this cannot be
isolated from macro-economic and social policies, politics and culture, which

influence the kinds of popular participation possible.

Since the 1970s, popular participation has been widely acknowledged as
an essential component of strategies to improve the standard of living and the

quality of life of the millions of the rural poor in the Third World. However, many

.11



perspectives exist on what popular participation means and the role it plays in
development strategies, programmes and projects. This chapter examines the
concept of popular participation as it has been discussed in the development
literature. It identifies a number of key issues concerning the theory and practice
of popular participation that this literature highlights. It concludes with what
appears to be an emerging consensus on what constitutes popular participation in

development activities.

The Concept of Participation

Cohen and Uphoff (1980:215-216) suggest that, in the 1950s and 1960s,
consideration of participation in developing countries by the social sciences
usually focussed on political participation. The general view was that as
“development” increased, political participation would also increase. Various
attributes of “traditional” society would be replaced by more participatory ones
with modernisation. This fitted well with economic development theories of the
time which stressed socio-economic change through technology transfer and
capital formation. In the 1970s, questions about political participation and access
to power were central to the paradigms of the dependency school. They were also
prominent in the sociology literature on critical theory which emphasised the role
of human action in history and on social science research which argued for
participatory and subjective approaches to analysing the world. The latter has
discussed in some detail, the need for local level organisation, alliances and
political involvement if participation is to have any significant and long term
impact on people’s lives. The role and nature of participation in the wider
political process are important issues and provide the background to the focus of

this thesis on popular (or people’s) participation in rural development projects.

12



But who are “the people”? Are they the intended beneficiaries of a
development project or a wider government development plan? Are they the rural
poor? Are they the rural population as a whole?. Given the focus of development
assistance since the early 1970s on poverty alleviation and the focus of this thesis
on rural development projects, popular participation refers to participation by the
rural poor in projects and programmes which have as their immediate goal the

alleviation of living conditions of the rural poor.

Within the context of development strategies in the 1950s and 1960s,
development was externally driven by planners and technocrats. The primary
focus on economic growth put priority on overcoming resource constraints
through technological innovation and capital formation. The human factor,
perceived in terms of people’s “backwardness” was seen as a constraint. To the
extent that it was considered at all, participation was seen as passive acceptance
by the people of centralised plans and programmes which would lead to progress
and modernisation. The role of people was to accept and utilise outside
technology and participate in national development plans as producers and
consumers of goods and services. In terms of industrialisation strategies, rural
people were seen as a pool of labour which would move to where industry was
established. Agriculture was initially unimportant and the role of the rural
sector was to supply raw materials, commodities, labour and limited markets for
the growing urban industrial centres. For most people, there was limited
political participation and virtually no involvement in planning or decision
making. However, a number of local level programmes involving broader
participation emerged in rural areas during this period. These were aimed at
mobilising people to achieve national planning objectives. They included the

cooperative movement, community development and animation rurale. Each had

13



its limitations and were, by and large, ineffective in transforming the lives of
rural people. Some of their main characteristics are

summarised below.

Analysis of the experience of rural cooperatives shows that they generally
proved ineffective in overcoming rural poverty. It was better-off farmers who
tended to take advantage of government support supplied through cooperatives
(UNRISD, 1975:ix). In community-wide cooperatives, leadership tended to mirror
that of the community. The poor and women were often excluded from services by
the nature of their position in the society. Leadership was sometimes corrupt and
abusive of its power. Efforts by the poor to organise themselves into cooperatives
often met with resistance from entrenched interests (Korten, 1980:2). A common
reason given for failure was that cooperatives were; “the creation of governments
or other external agencies, intended to promote government policies and provide
government control over markets” (UNRISD, 1975:4-5). A study of cooperatives in
Asia (Inayatullah - quoted in Korten, 1980:2), highlighted a number of character-
istics common to those which were successful: the communities were relatively
unstratified and had cohesive social structures; internal cooperative structures
allowed members to hold leaders accountable and enforce member discipline; a
relatively homogeneous membership saw the cooperative as a means for capital
formation and technical innovation; and there were strong links to relatively

effective government agencies which could provide a range of supports.

Korten credited the initiative of community development to a post-war
project in Uttar Pradesh in India which proved successful in using multi-purpose
village level workers to encourage self-help approaches to increasing agricultural

production and strengthening rural infrastructure. But the wider adoption of

14



this model by the Indian government, without providing a participatory
administrative structure, to respond to bottom-up initiatives, undermined its
success. The general approach was widely adopted in Asia and Africa and Latin
America during the 1950s, but with limited success. There were a number of
weaknesses in the community development approach (Korten, 1980:3): village
level workers aligned themselves with local power structures; bureaucratic
conflicts existed between different government line agencies; there was a greater
emphasis on expansion of social services than on increasing rural incomes; there
was too much emphasis on meeting centrally planned targets with limited
participation; and there was limited emphasis on building local level organisation
and linking villages together. A UNDP study (UNDP, 1979:13) saw community
development as:

“A deliberate reaction to the sectoral production approach which

paid insufficient attention to local participation and incorporation

of the rural poor in development efforts. In practice, over-stretched

in its aims, starved of investment resources, oblivious to local

conflicts and inequalities, community development came to be seen

as a combination of welfare services, agricultural extension and
construction of small-scale works on a ‘self-help’ basis.”

A French movement, animation rurale, was similar to the community
development movement but more structured. It involved government selection of
promising areas for self-help development and encouragement of local villages to
select one of their number for training. This training emphasised practical and
technical skills and project planning. The animateur was to return to the village
and mobilise the community into self-help activity. One limitation of this
approach was the attempt to replace the provision of government services by
local efforts, whereas successful mobilisation was likely to increase the demand
for government support. Another was the requirement of dynamic local

organisation, which itself required support (Gow and Vansant, 1983:428-429).

15



Essentially these three approaches suffered from a number of basic
problems: they became vehicles for the promotion of existing government
programmes instead of bottom-up approaches; bureaucratic interest led to an
emphasis on social services instead of productive activities; new initiatives were
not technically sound; pressures for quick results led to a skewed benefit
distribution in favour of local elites; and the focus was inward on the village

instead of outward on the reconstruction of rural society (Gow & Vansant,

1983:429).

The impetus for greater attention on, and a more central role for,
participation came in the late 1960s and early 1970s from a variety of directions.
There was a growing awareness that the post-war growth-oriented strategies had
done little to improve the standard of living of the majority of the world’s poor.
Empirical evidence highlighted the increasingly widespread nature of
underdevelopment and the increased number of people living in absolute poverty.
While conventional wisdom began to be questioned at a theoretical level by

academics, the major challenge came from development practitioners.

The primary focus of new approaches accorded a higher priority to
reducing poverty by giving the poor a voice in decision-making, greater access to
development resources and a greater share in the rewards of development efforts.
Given the complexity and widespread nature of the problem, different agencies
sought to address the concern in different ways. Cohen and Uphoff highlighted
the role of the US Congress in seeking to address poverty issues and include
participation as an important development strategy. For example, in 1966
Congress passed Title IX of the Foreign Assistance Act which recognised the

contribution of popular participation in development and called for USAID to

16



promote it in its development work overseas. They noted however, that; “there
was little clarity to the concept and it gained little operational effectiveness
within the agency” (Cohen and Uphoff, 1980:21). Korten discussed the 1973 US
Congress foreign assistance legislation (known as the New Directions Mandate)
which reoriented the priorities of USAID with an even stronger statement on
targetting assistance to the poor and their active participation in the process. He

also noted difficulties in the implementation of this mandate (Korten, 1980:3).

Other government aid donor agencies have highlighted poverty alleviation
and participation in their policies. For example, popular participation is a key
component of the Swedish International Development Authority’s strategy for
rural development (Gezelius and Millwood, 1988:i). In 1981, New Zealand
articulated some guiding principles for its official development assistance
programme, including the degree to which a project contributes to increasing the
productive capacity of the recipient country; expanding employment opportunities
there; improving the living conditions and welfare especially of people on lower
income and in rural areas; safeguarding the interest of vulnerable groups such as
women and increasing their capacity to contribute to development; and also the

extent of popular participation in and support of the project.

In the early 1970s, the World Bank increased the proportion of loans going
to countries with a low per capita income and those going to agriculture and rural
development projects. Between 1973-80 over half of its projects were designed
specifically to benefit the rural poor (defined rather broadly as the lowest 40% of
the population). Its rural development sector policy paper (1975:3) called for;

“Participation by the rural poor in the planning and

implementation processes through local government, project

advisory committees, cooperatives and other forms of group

organisation”.

17



A number of World Bank and USAID studies have since indicated that talking
about participation is not so easy as doing it and that agencies’ approaches must
change to achieve sustained benefits from participation (Korten, 1980:3-6).
Cernea (1985:10) has asserted:
“Below the cloud of rhetoric, participation in rural development
programs is more myth than reality ..... The rhetoric of intent is

still far ahead of the design for social action to promote
participation”.

In the early and mid-1970s a number of United Nations agencies working
in Third World development began to look, within their mandates, for new
strategies to address poverty issues. These included, but were not restricted to,
International Labour Organisation (ILO), Food and Agricultural Organisation
(FAO), World Health Organisation (WHO), United National Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), and United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP). They included the United Nations Research
Institute for ocial Development (UNRISD) which established a popular
participation programme as a major aspect of its work and undertook a large
number of studies of a theoretical and empirical nature and the Economic and
Social Council of the United Nations (ECOSOC) which recommended that
governments “adopt popular participation as a basic policy measure in national

development strategy” (United Nations, 1975: para 4).

Other events of United Nations agencies were milestones in the promotion
of popular participation. The ILO’s World Employment Conference in 1976
launched a basic needs strategy highlighting the role of participation after which
the ILO established a programme for Participatory Organisations of the Rural

Poor (PORP). UNESCO asserted the importance of participation in its 1976
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conference of Ministers which established its first medium-term plan for the
period 1977-82 (Tri, 1986:preface). The WHO programme of extending primary
health care and health for all by the year 2000 launched in 1978 stressed the
importance of participation. FAO was also to the forefront in the promotion of
participation. Two of its major emphases, agrarian reform and rural
development, were brought together in the World Conference on Agrarian Reform
and Rural Development (WCARRD), held in 1979. The outcome of this conference
was a declaration of principles and a programme of action to transform rural life,
“through policies for attaining growth with equity, redistribution of economic and
political power, and people’s participation” (FAQO, 1985:84). Following WCARRD,
the FAO sponsored a People’s Participation Programme to promote rural
development based on the principle of effective participation. A UNDP study
(1979:1) concluded that;

“Two basic shifts are needed in rural development strategy: closer

involvement of the local population in the full process of rural

development planning and implementation; and stronger

commitment by governments to redistribution to the rural poor not

only of resources, but also the means to permit capital
accumulation”.

Other major stimuli for participation came from non-governmental
organisations (NGO)®. Participation began to play an important role in NGO
thinking in the late 1960s as a part of new objectives and methodology which
sought to shift their emphasis from relief and welfare services (addressing the
symptoms) to attacking the causes of underdevelopment. For some NGOs, this
meant supporting grassroots development and self-reliance to empower local
people and/or focus on meeting basic needs. Others supported broader popular
movements which sought to gain independence or overthrow oppressive regimes.

However, popular participation, as with governmental and international agencies,
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has often been rhetorical. Northern NGOs which took an interest in Third World
development included churches, other national organisations, agencies set up to
collect funds and support Third World development projects, volunteer-sending
agencies and international agencies such as the Red Cross and the World Council
of Churches (WCC). Many sought to develop stronger links with grassroots
organisations and develop new relationships, i.e. partnerships instead of the old
donor/recipient relationship. In the 1970s, the WCC set up a Commission on the
Churches Participation in Development to examine its role and practice. While
there are many thousands of Northern-based NGOs working for Third World
development, the number and variety of Southern NGOs is even greater. They
encompass national bodies and people’s movements, farmers organisations and

village groups2.

Since the 1970s, an increase in the search for, and analysis of, new
strategies which would incorporate a greater emphasis on participation is
evident. While the resources applied to this work seem to be small compared
with those applied to other aspects of development (Korten, 1980:2), development
research and literature on these subjects have increased substantially. Since the
late 1970s, UNRISD has implemented research on participation through its
Programme on Popular Participation. In 1981, a UN Inter-Agency Task Force on
Rural Development set up a Panel on People’s Participation. One of the results of

its work was a conceptual study of approaches to participation in rural

development (Oakley & Marsden, 1984). In 1977, the Centre for International
Studies at Cornell University cooperated with USAID to establish a programme
of extensive analysis on rural development strategies and participation. Other
universities with particular programmes in development studies have also

produced many studies on rural development strategies including participatn'ons.
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A substantial body of knowledge has also been generated from the
evaluation activities of international, bilateral and non-governmental aid donors
themselves. Many of these point to the lack of popular participation as a major
constraint on the achievement of objectives and they have called for greater effort

to encourage participation (Morss, 1975; Cernea, 1985; Baum, 1985; Cassen,

1986).

Methodological issues have also been studied, emerging largely through
the work of the Participatory Research Network initiated in 1978 by the
International Council for Adult Education. This work contrasts conventional
methods of social research with participatory ones and argues that the latter are
necessary if people are to gain power from the generation of social knowledge.
Many of the underlying principles of the debate on participation in research
mirror the issues discussed in the literature on participation in development

projects.4

The issue of how to introduce participatory methods in the work of
development agencies has also arisen. One example is the World Bank’s
involvement in participant observation (Salmen, 1987). Another is the
development of other methodologies, such as Rapid Rural Appraisal, in response
to some of the restrictions imposed by agency involvement in development
planning and funding (Chambers, 1981; Khon Kaen, 1987; Grandstaff &

Grandstaff, 1988).
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Interpretations and perspectives on participation
While popular participation in rural development had been a minor
feature in development strategies in the 1950s and 1960s, it took on a central role

in the 1970s as efforts to address poverty became more intense. However,
arguments in favour of more participatory approaches have arisen from different
perspectives representing different schools of thought. Proponents of the
modernisation school analysed past failures of development strategies as the
result of people being given too limited a role in the development process and a
lack of motivation. If development strategies could incorporate the human
element, people’s knowledge and skills, more directly into development projects,
the success rate would increase. They argued that there was nothing
fundamentally wrong with the basic growth-oriented approach, but that the key
to making it effective lay in the active inclusion of people into development
efforts. Thus, people’s participation was seen as another input to add to capital
and technology. Those who argued from a dependency analysis emphasised
exploitation and saw the problem as one of people being excluded from
participation in development by centralised top-down planning. The issue was
one of control, in which the cause of poverty in the Third World was an
exploitative global system, supported by local elites. The aim of popular
participation was to empower people to gain more control over their own lives and

greater access to resources.

While proponents of these different ideological positions generally agreed
that popular participation was a necessary ingredient of development strategies,
it is not surprising that there is a significant degree of disagreement on the

nature and content of participation and a variety of emphases and approaches to
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the implementation of popular participation in development strategies (Ghai,

1988:1).

How then is it possible to define participation? Most writers on the subject
would agree that there is no universal definition. For the purposes of this thesis,
a number of publications and articles are discussed to cover the diverse
perspectives and interpretations of the concept of participation which exist and
which guide agencies’ practice. The main literature drawn on includes studies
sponsored, or undertaken by, Cornell University, USAID, UNRISD, UN
Inter-Agency Task Force on Rural Development, ILO, and the development
writer, Denis Goulet.? These studies have one thing in common. They all link
interpretations of participation to particular development paradigms. However,
each has focussed on different aspects of participation and looked at the concept

in different ways.

Oakley and Marsden (1984:19) listed seven interpretations of participation
from the literature which appeared to represent a continuum of viewpoints

reflecting the dominant paradigms in development thinking:

1 Participation is considered a voluntary contribution by the people to one or
another of the public programmes supposed to contribute to national
development but the people are not expected to take part in shaping the
programme or criticising its content (Economic Commaission for Latin

America, 1973).

2 Participation means ... in its broadest sense, to sensitise people and, thus,

to increase the receptivity and ability of rural people to respond to
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development programmes, as well as to encourage local initiatives (Lele,

1975).

With regard to rural development ... participation includes people’s
involvement in decision-making processes, in implementing programmes
... their sharing in the benefits of development programmes and their

involvement in efforts to evaluate such programmes (Lisk, 1981).

Popular participation in development should be broadly understood as the
active involvement of people in the decision-making process in so far as it

affects them (Uphoff & Cohen, 1979).

Community involvement means that people, who have both the right and
duty to participate in solving their own health problems, have greater
responsibilities in assessing the health needs, mobilising local resources
and suggesting new solutions, as well as creating and maintaining local

organisations (WHO, 1982).

Participation is considered to be an active process, meaning that the person
or group in question takes initiatives and asserts his/her or its autonomy

to do so (Rahman, 1981).

... the organised efforts to increase control over resources and regulative
institutions in given social situations, on the part of groups and
movements of those hitherto excluded from such control (Pearse & Stiefel,

1979).
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Oakley and Marsden concluded that statements 1, 2 and 3 reflected the
dominant paradigm and the more commonly expressed understanding of
participation, 4 and 5 could be seen in contrast to the previous statements but
were dominated by terms that themselves required explanation,

i.e. decision-making, greater responsibilities, and 6 and 7 reflected the emerging
rural development re-think of the mid-1970s and inextricably equated
participation with the achievement of some kind of power (Oakley & Marsden,

1984:19-20).

Ghai identified three interpretations of participation. His first and last
were similar to the first and third of Oakley and Marsden. His second identified
the key feature as decentralisation. His view was that decentralisation does not
imply meaningful participation by the masses, arguing that it may mean fewer

benefits to the rural poor because of the role played by local elites.

Stiefel identified six operational definitions of popular participation but
notes that one encompasses all the others. Participation is seen as a “significant
presence in the power structure of society ... In many instances this implies
political mobilization to change social structures” (Stiefel, 1985:5). The focus of
UNRISD’s analysis is the concept of participation as empowerment and the
seventh interpretation of Oakley and Marsden comes from here (Pearse & Stiefel,

1979:8).

In a recent article, Goulet used the UNRISD statement (Oakley &
Marsden’s seventh interpretation) as a working definition for his discussion of
participation (Goulet, 1989:165). He described participation as an “indispensable

feature of all forms of development” (Goulet, 1989:175). He saw the need for
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organisation at the local level, building into wider participation at the macro level
of decision-making, and in this way made the connection between popular
participation at the project level and political participation. In this
conceptualisation, participation in the form of time, interest, energy and
resources becomes a “moral incentive” by which hitherto excluded people earn
their right to participate more widely in society. Goulet saw this working best
when “material incentives” are gained at the same time. He is interested in local

participation not just for its own sake but for national development strategies

which are truly participatory.

An understanding which has emerged from FAO encapsulates a number of
the interpretations given above. For example the FAO Peasant’s Charter stated:

“Participation of the people in the institutions and systems which

govern their lives is a basic human right and also essential for

realignment of political power in favour of disadvantaged groups
and for social and economic development” (FAQO, 1981:13).

Another FAO view also emphasises empowerment:
“Empowerment is the hidden objective in people’s participation
programmes which increase awareness and group organization as a
means to overcome the various forces which oppress the poor. By

giving people a voice in project design and management, we are
helping them move towards empowerment” (Stephens, 1988:81).

Issues in participation
The meaning given to popular participation by different writers is
influenced by ideology, theory and practice. In order to explore the various
interpretations of participation, a number of key issues need to be elaborated.
This is made more complicated by the different meanings ascribed to key words.

The first issue discussed is the question of mobilisation or empowerment.

26



Mobilisation or empowerment

Oakley and Marsden made a clear distinction between participation as
mobilisation and as empowerment. To them, mobilisation of the poor was
undertaken by government to implement already determined development
proposals. They equated this with the underlying ideology of modernisation
theory “to mobilise the rural sector in order to transform it and make it more
modern and responsive” (Oakley & Marsden, 1984:21). They saw participation as
a passive process:

“The groundrules are previously established, participation is

conceived as a manageable input, but the overwhelming majority of

rural people remain excluded from any informed or systematic

involvement in the events that affect their livelihood” (Oakley &

Marsden, 1984:22).
Oakley and Marsden make a distinction between this form of mobilisation of the
people, in which they are excluded from any decision-making over events that
effect their lives, and the community development approach utilised in health or
irrigation projects whereby at the local level, “active” involvement of the rural
population exists. However, the latter approach is described as limited in its
ability to move beyond the specific focus of the programmes initiated from

outside, to more fundamental problems facing the people (Oakley & Marsden,

1984:23-24).

Much of the recent literature on popular participation has focussed on the
concept of empowerment, i.e. “the achievement of power in terms of access to, and
control of, resources necessary to protect livelihood” (Oakley & Marsden,
1984:25). For example, in one of UNRISD’s documents, Stiefel (1985:3) wrote:

“... the promotion of popular participation implies a redistribution

of power (basically a conflictual process) and this calls for a

scientific analysis which gives due recognition to political factors,

social forces and the role of class in the historical processes of social
change”.
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Stiefel’s analysis centred on society, social actors and political processes. He saw
the organisation of the poor as a precondition for increasing popular participation
in rural areas, with the peasant movement as the basic unit. However, he did not
make the same distinction as Oakley and Marsden between mobilization and
empowerment. He interpreted participation as a significant presence in the
power structure of society which often implied political mobilization to change
social structures (Stiefel, 1985:3). He discussed mobilization in terms of whether
the poor gain more power and argued that action to redistribute power can be
taken at any level in society, even by the state itself. This analysis blurs the
distinction made by Oakley and Marsden between mobilisation and
empowerment by allowing the state or local power structures to act in a way

which will empower the poor.

In contrast to Stiefel’s analysis, Rahman’s perspective on participation saw
the individual as the smallest entity in participation with the group or movement
as the end point (his definition is the sixth one provided by Oakley and Marsden
above). His analysis, which arose out of the ILO experience of programmes with
the poor, looked at participation in change at the micro level, whereas Stiefel was

concerned with the macro-society and its structures.

Fernandes & Tandon (1981:5) explored the concept of social research and
emphasised participatory methodology as a critical ingredient in the process.
They clearly saw participation as empowerment:

“Power is the central theme of participation ... Participatory social

action entails widely shared, collective power by those who are

considered beneficiaries. The people become agents of social action

and the power differentials between those who control and need
resources is reduced through participation”.
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Levels of analysis
The concept of participation as empowerment has a number of implications
for analysis at both the theoretical and practical level. The definitions above
highlight the level of analysis (society, group, individual) and the linkages
between these levels. Other writers have investigated participation in relation to
the household, in terms of gender equality, a particular sector such as forestry or

a region in terms of decentralisation.

Other writers, such as Cohen and Uphoff, have looked at participation
within a project framework. Their study of the failure of development projects
and programmes led them to consider more participation by rural people as a
necessity to improve the outcome of development activities. It could be argued
that this approach is mobilisation in the sense of finding a way to increase the
efficiency of development projects of governments or outside agencies. However,
they recognised that a project is influenced by and influences its environment in
different ways and at different levels. They acknowledged that even in relation to
development projects, participation is “inescapably political ... as it will change
the use and allocation of resources in society” (Cohen & Uphoff, 1980:228). They

noted that this necessarily puts groups in conflict with governments.

A number of writers who equate participation with empowerment identify
a need for “participation to be linked to political activity in broader arenas, and
not confined to small-scale, problem-solving efforts” (Cardoso, quoted in Goulet,
1989:168). However, participation at the micro level is not inimical to most
national development strategies, “as long as it poses no threat to the rules of the

game operative at macro levels (Goulet, 1989:168). Oakley and Marsden stress
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that participation as empowerment means organisation and action on the part
of the poor to gain a greater share of power and scarce resources and that this
will inevitably bring them into opposition with those holding power at local or
national levels. Goulet defined the need for space within which local

communities can organise to participate actively in the wider political process.

Whichever way participation has been understood, the political dimension
has been acknowledged and the actions of small groups to gain some power is
seen to lead them into wider groupings or alliances (Oakley and Marsden,
1984:25-27) or possible conflicts with government or other interest groups. It is
thus important to define the levels of analysis at which participation is being

considered and recognise the linkages and relationships between them.

Participation as means or end

Some authors have discussed participation as means, others as an end in
itself. Some have argued that it cannot be both; others that it needs to be both.
Marsden and Oakley identified participation as means or end with different
ideological positions. Participation as a means was seen as the achievement of
previously determined development strategies. They described it as reformist; as
an input linked to dominant development approaches including community
development programmes and establishment of formal organisations such as
cooperatives. In contrast they argued that participation as an end was a process
towards empowerment and linked it to a strategy of structural change. Since each
reflects a different ideological position, they argued that participation as means
and end cannot be reconciled (Oakley & Marsden, 1984:27-29). Their position is
not shared by others. An UNRISD document (1980:11) described participation as

a means but made a distinction between who was promoting it:
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“Participation is one of the most complex as well as basic areas of
choice. It raises the question - very hard for political leaders and
planners to face frankly - of who is doing the choosing, how choices
are enforced, and whether the style of development treats
participation mainly as a means or mainly as an end, an essential
component of the style. When participation is willed from above it
becomes mobilization, a means of getting things done. When it
arises from below it usually focuses on distribution, becoming also a
means, from the standpoint of the groups able to participate, of
obtaining a larger immediate share of the fruits of development”.

Tilakaratna (1987:9) argued that there must be a unity of ends and means
because “participation is at once an instrument for self-reliant action as well as
an end in itself, being a fulfillment of a basic human need”. Goulet (1989:166)
concluded that whether one views participation primarily as means or goal, its
dual character is evident in most instances and the value of each becomes
apparent over time. Stephens stated that;

“Participation is not an end in itself. It is a means to achieve long

term efficiency and effectiveness, cost-sharing, self-reliance and

grassroots initiative, and to build leadership and village level

organizational capacities” (Stephens, 1988:81).

In my view, empowerment of the poor is basic to the concept of popular
participation in rural development projects. Without this, aid will at best provide
short term benefits, at worst increase dependence. The definition provided by
Pearse and Stiefel (1979) noted above seems to sum up the idea of empowerment
best. The issue of participation as means or end is also important. Ifitis only a
means, it could be used to manipulate the rural poor. Ifit is only an end, it may
be difficult to sustain interest. I think a statement by Cohen and Uphoff
(1980:227-228) sums up my own position best; “[participation is] not just an end

in itself, but it is more than a means”.
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Role of local organisations
The literature on participation has also addressed the role of local
organisations. There are assertions that the poor need to be organised to
facilitate their participation. However, experience with cooperatives has shown
that local organisations do not ensure active participation by the rural poor.
What is important is the nature of participation and the extent to which local

organisations and access to these are able to encourage and support participation.

The issue of organisation is relevant whether one sees participation as
mobilisation or as empowerment. Two different approaches reflect Oakley and
Marsden’s understanding of these two perspectives. The first is the idea of
reforming formal institutions within the existing socio-political framework, while
the other stresses the need for organisations to emerge from the people’s own
discussions and actions. The former can be seen in calls at international
meetings such as WCARRD for re-examination of current forms of participation
and exhortations to governments to “decentralise decision-making, delegate
increased responsibilities to local government institutions and promote people’s
organisations” (FAO, 1981:8-9, 13-17).6 The second seeks a more radical
approach whereby organisation emerges through a participatory process and is
part of it. The idea of praxis (action/reflection) as exemplified in the writings of
Paulo Friere and the literature on participatory research articulate this approach

(Friere, 1970a, 1970b; ICAE, 1981, 1988).
Much of the work on participation in rural development at Cornell

University focussed on the nature and role of local organisations in promoting

and supporting rural people to manage and gain greater control over their own
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affairs. Esman and Uphoff (1984:16-18) saw local organisations as necessary
‘intermediaries’ between the government and the people for effective
implementation of rural development strategies. They discussed the disinterest
in local organisation in development theory and literature through the 1950s and
60s in terms of neo-classical development strategies which focussed on the
technology gap and the capital formation gap. They argued that both these and
Marxist writers saw the rural peasantry as conservative, to be brought out of
their backwardness by state and outside intervention on the one hand and by the
urban proletariat and intelligentsia on the other. They looked at perspectives on
rural organisation since the 1970s in terms of social theories about organisation,
with Marxist perspectives at one extreme and pluralist perspectives at the other
(Esman & Uphoff, 1984:52-53). They called their theoretical approach to rural
development organisation a structural-reformist position; i.e. one which
“emphasises the search for institutional and organisational changes that can
cumulatively shift the balance of socio-economic and political power”. Itis an
incrementalist approach which “builds local power that can both limit and
influence the actions of the state and the private sector.” They viewed the state
as neither neutral nor monolithic with rural people having varying degrees of
space to influence their socio-political and socio-economic environment (Esman &
Uphoff, 1984:56). In a similar vein, Gow and Vansant (1983:436-438) argued that
for participation to succeed, redistribution of power had to be accompanied by the
simultaneous building of local capabilities. They identified the building of local

organisational capacity as one operational step needed to create effective

participation.
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Originating agencies

Closely associated with the question of local organisation and institution
building is the issue of who initiates the participation process and for what
purpose. Goulet (1989:166) identified three ways participation could be initiated
or introduced;

“It can be induced from above by some authority or expert,

generated from below by the non-expert populace itself, or

catalytically promoted by some external third agent”.
The first he saw as government or some other elite group seeking a means of
social control in order to gain efficiency in production. This is similar to Oakley
and Marsden’s view of mobilisation from above. Goulet saw the second as arising
in a number of ways such as when people at the grassroots level respond to a
crisis or threat to their community’s identity, survival or values. Another was a
more deliberate effort by members of a community to seek a greater share of
national output. The third related to the role of change agents - technicians,
missionaries, community organisers or militants of some movement. Change

agents of this type were distinguished from the first category by the aims of the

intervention; namely to empower the poor to make some material gain.

Goulet’s third category has been is the focus of much discussion in the
literature. From UNRISD studies, Stiefel concluded that “participatory
movements do not emerge spontaneously or autochthonously”, but rather from an
encounter between groups of rural poor and external catalysts (Stiefel, 1985:21).
He identified middle class people playing a leading role in peasant movements as
a problem in that they may have “personal ideological interests that are often not
(or only partially) shared by the local leaders and members of the group” (Stiefel,

1985:21). He argued that the outsider needed to withdraw from a leadership
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position as local leadership developed. The role and methodology of such
catalysts or animateurs is the focus of the writings of Paulo Friere, on which
much of this genre of literature is based. His approach was based initially on his
experience in Latin America. Other authors have explored this methodology in
Asia and Africa. For example, Tilakaratna (1985, 1987) has documented
experience in Sri Lanka. His studies have stressed the methods of the animateur;
participatory rather than authoritarian. Rahman highlighted the role of the
animateur as different from that of a conventional leader. It is one of staying
with the people, working with them and helping them reflect collectively on their
situation and identifying ways to improve it. The outsider is a facilitator, not a

leader who makes decisions for the group.

A different issue in relation to the initiation of participation is the role of

aid and aid donors.

“To refrain from offering financial or material aid is a fundamental

characteristic of the animateur’s work that runs contrary to how

most aid organisations see their role” (Gezelius, 1989:9).
This question relates to the discussion by Goulet of means and ends, where he
argued that some material benefit gains are important in order to develop local
organisation and mobilise local people and that aid could play a role in this
process. Rahman (1988) acknowledged the potential role of material aid from an
assessment of African grassroots movements; its impact was determined by who
controlled the aid and how and for what purpose it was used.7 Uphoff discussed
the concept of “assisted self-reliance” as a strategy that transcends both top-down
and bottom-up approaches to development which he said, “represents a strategy
for using external resources ... to strengthen local capacities”. His concern was

not so much whether the impetus for development work among the poor comes

from above or from below but the orientation of those who plan and support that
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work from above (Uphoff, 1988:1). Such an approach suggests a role not only for
the outside animateur, but also for other outside resources. He argued (1988:2-3)
that assisted self-reliance can overcome two fallacies in thinking about assisting
the poor;

“The first is the paternalistic fallacy, believing that planners,

technicians and experts possess all the knowledge, wisdom and

virtue needed to achieve development that the poor should be

responsive and grateful beneficiaries; the second the populist

fallacy, that the poor themselves possess all that is needed for their

own advancement, that they can do entirely without bureaucrats
and technicians”.

Introduction of participation

In the discussion so far, three of Goulet’s typology of participation (goals or
means, scope, originating agent) have been mentioned. His fourth relates to the
moment participation is introduced. He saw participation differing according to
the reason for its introduction, for example, to diagnose a problem, to select a
course of action, to implement a plan. In his view, the quality of participation
depended on its initial point of entry. This was also important in terms of
whether the aims of participation were manipulative or intended to be
empowering. He argued that any form of people-centred development needs to
involve the non-elites actively in the diagnosis of their own problems right from
the beginning. He contrasted this approach with top-down growth-oriented
approaches to development associated with the imposition of participation by the
government to implement activities planned for the populace (Goulet,
1989:167-168). Cohen and Uphoff (1980:228) concluded that in projects:

“Ex-ante participation such as in decision-making is related to

ex-post participation in benefits. This seems especially true when

one is concerned with the poor majority, as reliance on paternalistic

approaches, neglecting the organization and mobilization of the

poor to work and act on their own behalf, seems to produce limited
results”.
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Both Goulet and Cohen and Uphoff have analysed participation within national
development strategies, particularly at the micro-level. This does not necessarily
include empowerment as a goal. Those who see participation as empowerment
would tend to see participation from the early stages of diagnosis of the people’s
own reality, their problems and key issues as essential. The implication of
involvement at a later stage in the planning process would thus appear to be
significant. It suggests that local control might be prescribed by the outsider, be

it a member of the local elite, the national government or a foreign aid donor.

Obstacles to popular participation
Popular participation is difficult to achieve whether perceived as
mobilisation or as empowerment. Early development strategies avoided these by
not considering participation by the rural poor. However, once the importance of
the issue was identified, and agencies attempted to introduce it, the constraints
and obstacles could no longer be ignored. Pearce and Steifel (1979:4) have

commented that:
“In spite of insistence on popular participation in United Nations
development programmes, an examination of the performance is not
encouraging; authentic participation seldom occurs”.
The issue of obstacles to participation has been discussed in a number of ways.
Oakley and Marsden (1984:29-30) examined it in terms of participation as means
and end. If participation is viewed as a means, the obstacles are primarily
related to “operational procedures of the task undertaken”. Ifit is seen as an
end, they are related to “structural and institutional relationships both at the
national and local level”.8 At the operational level, they saw major obstacles as
over-centralised planning, inadequate delivery mechanisms, lack of local

coordination, inappropriateness of project technology, irrelevant project content

and lack of local structure. These were viewed as symptomatic of rural
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development efforts and while relevant to the issue of popular participation, not
specific to it and in many cases issues too large for local people to confront. They
saw structural obstacles within systems which perpetuate inequitable access to
resources and wealth as pervading formal and informal institutions and
relationships, dictating the terms of participation and reacting oppressively if
attempts are made to redefine these. Therefore participatory action presented a
choice: it accepted the existing structure and sought to influence it, “pushing at
the frontiers” or it challenged the structure and was “dealt with” (Oakley and
Marsden, 1984:29-31). They saw cultural constraints as an important set of
obstacles to participation by the rural poor and referred to writers such as Friere
in identifying the importance of these. The history of rural people and their often
marginal existence makes them wary of taking risks. Their efforts to survive
within often oppressive social and political systems makes them cautious to
organise. It is for these reasons that outside catalysts were seen as an important

component of participatory strategies.

Cohen and Uphoff (1980:225-226) explored the question of obstacles in
terms of the dimensions and contexts of popular participation within rural
development projects. They identified various project characteristics and factors
in the project or task environment as key areas in which obstacles could exist to
inhibit participation. They identified as important ten project characteristics:
technological complexity, resource requirements, tangibility, probability,
immediacy and divisibility of benefits, programme linkages and flexibility and
administrative coverage and accessibility and seven factors within the project
environment: physical, biological, economic, political, social, cultural and

historical factors.
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Gow and Vansant (1983:429-432) discussed constraints on effective
popular participation in terms of three categories: national policies, bureaucracies
of national agencies and foreign donors, and constraints in the immediate
environment. They considered that it was only the latter (similar to Cohen &
Uphoff’s task environment) that could be readily influenced by a development
project or local people. Their second category was also highlighted by Korten
(1980) who saw the bureaucratic imperatives of foreign agencies and national
structures as a key obstacle to participation by the poor (see also Korten &
Uphoff, 1981). Faced with these realities, Korten argued strongly for a different
approach to project planning, which he called the learning process approach to
replace the conventional blueprint approach. In a similar vein, Lecompte (1986)

saw the project framework itself as a factor inhibiting participation.

Is popular participation necessary and/or sufficient
to achieve rural development?

Cohen and Uphoff (1980:228) concluded that it is not a panacea and that
“in many instances participation appears to be necessary but not sufficient for
good results.” Many recent evaluation studies have concluded that it is
necessary. Of itself however, participation cannot solve many intractable rural
development problems. Other inputs and processes must be combined with
participation to tackle these. The value and effectiveness of participation will
also depend on the kind of participation, how, by whom and for whom it is

promoted.

In a study of the World Bank’s experience of community participation, Saul

(1987:iv) concluded:
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“Community participation is appropriate when one of more of the
following conditions are present: the objective of the project is
empowerment of the people and capacity building, the design of the
project services calls for interaction among beneficiaries as a basis
for identifying their needs and preferences, the implementation of
the project demands frequent dialogue and negotiation among
beneficiaries, and users rather than a weak bureaucracy are better
able to manage a part of the project operations”.
Rahnema (1990:52) cautioned against “making a new fetish out of participation
only because non-participatory development has failed in every way”. To do so, he
said, “will be to create yet another illusion”. He viewed participation as a
methodology for change and queried whether “any particular methodology alone
is able to change the psychological reasons for which people do or do not

participate”.

Concluding Comments
Popular participation is a concept with many dimensions, levels and
interpretations. The aspects which are highlighted depend on the writer’s
ideology, experience and purpose. But while the content and style of popular
participation in rural development practice will continue to be debated, there
seems to be an emerging consensus on a number of issues related to popular
participation in rural development strategies implemented through projects and

programmes. This consensus is summarised in the following statements:

1 If the objective of a development project or programme is to alleviate poverty,

participation by the poor is essential.

2 Popular participation is about empowerment of the poor to achieve greater

access to the resources necessary for their development and active
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involvement in decisions that affect the use of these resources and their

lives.

3 Participatory development strategies require a substantial change in the
way rural development programmes and projects have been conceived and
implemented in the past and in the role played by bureaucracies and

foreign donors.

4 Popular participation is both an end and a means.

5 Popular participation is inescapably political, even at the programme and

project levels.

The form popular participation takes will depend on many variables.
Oakley and Marsden (1984:85) concluded that the process of development itself
will always be a tension between the struggle by people to secure basic needs and
opposing forces which seek to dominate and determine people’s existence. They
see popular participation as occupying an uneasy space in this struggle whereby
the form of participation will change depending on the nature of the struggle in
the particular place and time. From their literature review they concluded that;
“Participation must be viewed as a normative concept whose meaning changes

with the changing explanations of social processes”.

While this chapter has highlighted some generic issues that need to be
considered in any analysis of popular participation, other factors will be
important in any specific project or programme context. Since the focus of this

thesis is on popular participation in a forestry project, the next chapter will
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explore the literature on popular participation in forestry to draw out the
rationale for and experience of different efforts to introduce people’s participation

in development interventions in this sector.



CHAPTER 3
Popular Participation in Forestry

Interest in popular participation in forestry over the last fifteen years
arises from a recognition of the importance of forests and trees to the well-being
of people and an appreciation of the impact of declining forest resources on the
planet itself. The following quotations (World Resources Institute, 1985:v)
highlight these two issues.

“Tropical forests are one of the earth’s most valuable natural

resources. Throughout history, they have been essential sources of

food, fuel, shelter, medicines, and many other products. They

sustain people and their environments by protecting soil and water

resources and providing habitat for an estimated 50% of the world’s

plant and animal species.”
Today forests are threatened by both development and poverty.

“The lives of more than one billion people in the developing

countries, primarily the rural and urban poor, are disrupted by

periodic flooding, fuelwood scarcity, soil and water degradation, and

reduced agricultural productivity - all caused in whole or in part by

deforestation. Scientists estimate that 40% of the biologically-rich
tropical moist forests have been cleared or degraded already. In

many developing countries they will all but disappear in two or

three decades if present trends continue.”

Industrialisation, promoted by the growth-oriented development strategies of the
1950s and 1960s, contributed to the rapid exploitation of forests to meet
consumer demands, primarily in the West. Widespread poverty has added
pressure to the forests as the rural poor clear or degrade forest land in their fight
for survival. Interest in people’s participation in forestry emerged with the
promotion of new rural development strategies in the Third World, such as the
basic needs approach or redistribution with growth. These required a

reassessment of the way various sectors, such as agriculture and forestry, are

organised and how they might contribute to poverty alleviation.
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This chapter traces the development from post-World War II methods of
forestry exploitation to people-centred approaches. It surveys experience of
various approaches to popular participation in forestry development over the last
decade and identifies factors which are important if participation in forestry

programmes and projects is to contribute to poverty alleviation and empowerment

of the poor.

From production-oriented
to people-centred forestry

In line with the development economics of the post-World War II era,
forests were seen as a resource to be used to meet the growing industrial
demands of an expanding global economy. After the war, forest exploitation and
the expansion of associated forestry industries were seen as contributing to
economic growth and national development through generation of foreign
exchange and increasing domestic income through industrial development and
employment.1 The needs of this industry and the demand for forest products by
consumers in one country could be met from the resources of another. The
forestry industry became international and more structurally integrated within

the operations of transnational corporations.

Prior to independence, regulation of the forestry sector in most of the
Third World was controlled by colonial administrations. After independence, this
role was undertaken by national authorities. Given the extent of the resource,
there was little awareness that forest resources were not sustainable or that
widespread felling would have serious global ecological and environmental
impacts. Forestry policies and plans were designed and implemented by national

forestry departments, often assisted by international agencies. Foresters were
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interested in the technologies of growing and harvesting trees, and on policing
forests to protect them from the people. Forestry “was viewed as a kind of
applied natural science with its primary concerns related to technical problems of
increasing and improving timber production and to management problems
associated with the preservation and administration of forest lands” (Lovelace,

1985:18).

Much forestry activity during this time took place on government
controlled land. People participated only as wage labour. In terms of national
interest, the role of people as conservators or users of forestry products was not
given much consideration, nor was the impact of widespread exploitation of
natural forests on rural livelihoods. In many countries, rural people recogised
the affect of commercial forest exploitation and that national economic
development was not improving their standard of living.2 As the impact of forest
destruction on rural people began to be understood, greater attention focussed on
the relationship between rural people and the resource. Agencies which had
promoted conventional forestry practices looked for new ways to deal with the
encroachment of agricultural land on forest areas, the scarcity of fuelwood, and
degradation of agricultural land and soil caused by erosion, flooding, and
siltation. If nothing else, the vast expense of addressing these issues, let alone
the question of rural poverty, required governments and agencies to look to rural

self-reliance and people’s participation as possible answers.
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Analysis of rural poverty and increasing concern for the environment
highlighted the impact of people on forests. One of the ironies of the present
situation is indicated in the following quote:

“It is the rural poor themselves who are the primary agents of

destruction as they clear forests for agricultural land, fuelwood, and

other necessities. Lacking other means to meet their daily survival
needs, rural people are forced to steadily erode the capacity of the
natural environment to support them” (World Resources Institute,

1985:1).

However, the rural poor are the agents, not the causes of this destruction
(Westoby, 1987:311). It has also been argued that one basic cause of this
destruction is population growth. Westoby however, considers such an

explanation simplistic. He concluded that current crises arise “because

exploitative societies have pushed the misuse of land too far” (Westoby, 1987:315).

How different societies respond to the decline in forestry resources is
complex. The global nature of the problem and the impact of not addressing such
issues requires national and international responses which address political,
economic, social and cultural issues. Technical fixes will not succeed. Westoby
(1987:318) further concluded;

“Economic development in most Third World countries will depend

on the response of peasants to various forms of incentives, and on

their readiness to generate and absorb technological innovation.

That is why foresters intent on supporting development in the

Third World need to know as much about peasants as they do about

trees”.

A key question is how to involve people in forestry or how to modify or protect
existing involvements. Thus, participation is arguably the most important
element in the resolution of food scarcity through its impact on poor land use,
deforestation, erosion and water and is critical to addressing the fuelwood crisis.

It can also contribute significantly to employment and income generation in rural

areas.® While the role of popular participation in forestry is well documented,
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exactly what this means in practice is the cause of some debate. The next section

explores this concept further.

People’s participation in forestry

Just as the meaning of popular participation in rural development has
been interpreted in various ways by those involved in its promotion, so too has
the idea of people’s participation in forestry. Common terms used in forestry to
describe the involvement of people include social forestry, forestry for local
community development, and community forestry. Other terms often associated
with, or encompassed by, these are farm forestry, extension forestry and
agro-forestry. Rural people have always utilised forests and trees to meet local
needs, in part as gatherers, but also as cultivators; for example, the
domestication of fruit trees. A new dimension has been added by the widespread
need to cultivate tree species to meet energy and other requirements and the
promotion of this by governments and development agencies. Social forestry thus
refers to a new forestry strategy, which seeks to involve local people in extensive

reforestation activities to respond to local needs.

An early reference to the concept of social forestry as a strategy to meet
local needs is found in a 1973 Indian Government report which identified social
forestry objectives including: fuelwood supply to rural areas to replace the use of
cow dung; small timber supply; supply of grasses and fodder and provision of
grazing; protection of agricultural fields against wind and recreational needs
(Cernea, 1989:71). The concept received wider prominence in 1978 through the
8th World Forestry Congress in Jakarta, ‘Forestry for People’, publication of a

World Bank Forestry Policy Paper, which recommended that at least 60% of the
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Bank’s forestry lending be directed towards social forestry and publication of an

FAO Report, ‘Forestry for Local Community Development’.

The FAO study aimed to initiate action to increase;

“The contribution forestry makes towards alleviating the conditions
of the rural poor in developing countries ... and to identify the
policies, requisites and measures that are likely to be necessary in
order to initiate and implement successful forestry programmes for
the benefit of rural communities” (FAO, 1978:1).

It defined community forestry as “any situation which intimately involves local

people in a forestry activity” (FAO, 1978:1) but qualified and elaborated what this

meant;

“[Community forestry] embraces a spectrum of situations ranging
from woodlots in areas which are short of wood and other forest
products for local needs, through the growing of trees at the farm
level to provide cash crops and the processing of forest products at
the household, artisan or small industry level to generate income, to
the activities of forest dwelling communities. It excludes
large-scale industrial forestry and any other form of forestry which
contributes to community development solely through employment
and wages, but it does include activities at the community level.
The activities so encompassed are potentially compatible with all
types of land ownership. While it thus provides only a partial view
of the impact of forestry on rural development, it does embrace most
of the ways in which forestry and the goods and services of forestry
directly affect the lives of rural people” (FAO, 1978:1).

A later FAO document (1985:42) defined social forestry more simply as “any type
of industrial, conservation or community forestry project which tries to maximise
benefits for residents”. Further, it suggested that the community forestry label
was a generic term and that such a project might have a number of different
objectives (which may be congruent or conflicting), including to:

“provide the means so rural families can supply, or have better

access to, certain basic needs in the form of essential forest and

tree products;

increase the participation of the rural people in managing forest
and tree resources as a means of increasing their self-reliance;
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use human resources to better manage degraded and marginal
lands thereby counteracting the process of deforestation and
environmental degradation;

contribute to the general socio-economic development of rural
people through employment generation, institution building and
promoting economic growth;

help meet the needs and aspirations of both women and men in
specific underprivileged groups within the rural population, such as
subsistence farmers, migrant herders and the landless;

increase the overall production of wood or other tree products to
counter growing deficits” (FAQO, 1985:43).

Cernea analysed the sociological aspects of social forestry identifying the
origins and primary focus of such programmes as getting people to grow trees for
fuelwood to address the rural energy crisis. He saw the purpose of social forestry
projects as;

“to trigger cultural change in the behaviour of large numbers of

people with respect to the planting and protection of trees .... [Such

projects] were deliberately directed not merely towards the ultimate

end of growing more trees, but also towards influencing a crucial

intervening variable: people’s behaviour towards trees as they move
from being gatherers to cultivators” (Cernea, 1985:267).%

Noronha & Spears analysed the concept of social forestry in comparison
with commercial and industrial forestry. In the latter case, governments or large
corporations planted large areas of land, controlling them with hired labour and
harvesting the resulting crop for financial gain. Social forestry, on the other
hand, was seen in terms of the relationship between the project and the
community. It was about serving local needs through the active involvement of
beneficiaries in the design and implementation of the reforestation efforts and
the sharing of forest produce” (Noronha & Spears, 1985:229). This differed from
conventional forestry practice in that it was undertaken mainly in the less

monetarised sector, involved the direct participation of the beneficiaries and
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implied different attitudes and skills on the part of foresters. The primary focus
was on meeting local needs although this could involve harvesting and sale of
timber with the benefits returning to the landowners or community. Cernea

(1989:3) suggested that a broad consensus has developed about the content of

social forestry;

“The current concept of social forestry recognises that such
programs must be designed to motivate large numbers of people to
plant trees, promote the kind of tree-growing that will best supply
fuelwood, small timber, grasses and income to the small producers
themselves and provide increased benefits to the poorer strata
[identified as farmers and the landless]”.

His final point was that;

“The ‘social’ in social forestry should be understood to signify a
broader meaning than individual behavioral change alone: it
includes collective action, institutional development, and the

establishment of enduring social structures and value systems that
activate and organise individual actors” (Cernea, 1989:3).

Noronha & Spears (1985:229) identified some key factors that are
important in social forestry projects;

“The design of projects with and for the people implies an

understanding of group processes and socio-economic and cultural

patterns - the needs and goals of the people, how they can be

reached, under what conditions the people would participate, [and]

how benefits accruing from the project would be appropriated and
distributed”.

Participation of the rural population is implicit in most of these
conceptualisations of social forestry, but the nature of participation remains
vague. The people are generally perceived as rural dwellers, farmers, the
landless, or the poor. Cernea’s recent study of social forestry experience explored
why social forestry strategies have not been more successful. He concluded that

the lack of specificity and loose conceptualisation of the word community and the
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failure to undertake more detailed sociological analysis to understand who the
social actors are and how they interact were the main reasons. He saw the
missing ingredients as the failure to identify appropriate social units and to
match these social groups with the technologies employed as well as the absence
of social engineering, such as group formation and maintenance, incentives and
penalties, communication, and benefit distribution to ensure objectives are

achieved.

Social forestry may involve a variety of social units from large
communities to individual farmers. The FAO study, ‘Tree Growing for Rural
People’ identified three broad approaches to community forestry activities:
communal forestry, farm forestry for household use and farm forestry for the
market, that is, cash crops. It also distinguishes three types of land on which any
of the above can operate - private, communal or government land (FAQO,
1985:44-48). The definition of communal forestry included rural communities as
well as smaller user groups, such as schools, cooperatives, youth or women'’s
groups. Cernea called for a clearer definition of forestry involving the whole
community, such as a village which tends to be highly heterogeneous and
stratified and other approaches to forestry which involve groups that are either
homogeneous or share common interests, such as group farm forestry, forestry
cooperatives and associations, age groups, women'’s groups and watershed
forestry (Cernea, 1989:55-70). Farm forestry refers to forestry in which the social
unit is the household or individual family. The FAO study 