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Foreword

This book presents and analyses some of the most interesting and recent developments in the area of community capacity building in OECD member and non member countries.

It is the result of a project which originated in December 2005, in Prague, when the LEED Directing Committee raised the issue of how to better engage with local communities, to empower them through active participation in the definition of their local development strategies. Following a lively debate, a proposal of work was adopted by the LEED Directing Committee: this book stems from there.

Drawing on examples from around the world, this book analyses community capacity building in three areas: social policy, local economic development, and environment. Assessing community capacity building “in practice” enables the authors to demonstrate the value of empowering communities, to identify key lessons and to make specific recommendations.

The book presents different ways in which grassroots organisations and active citizens can work together to achieve common goals in local communities, thereby improving individual and collective quality of life, strengthening the sense of belonging, and developing a sense of commitment which has not only economic but also moral and ethical values.

The book was prepared under the direction of Antonella Noya, Senior Policy Analyst in the OECD/LEED Programme, Emma Clarence, Policy Analyst in the OECD LEED Trento Centre for Local Development, and Gary Craig, Professor, University of Hull, United Kingdom. It benefited from the support of the European Commission (Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities).

Thanks are due to Chiara Maule, Trainee at the OECD LEED Trento Centre for Local Development for her research work and to Helen Easton for her technical assistance.
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Sergio Arzeni

Director, OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs and Local Development
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Executive Summary

Community capacity building has a critical role to play in local development. With its focus on enabling all members of the community, including the poorest and the most disadvantaged, to develop skills and competencies so as to take greater control of their own lives, community capacity building contributes to inclusive local development. Not only can communities be more cohesive but they can also be more resilient and better placed to confront economic and social challenges. Meaningful and effective community capacity building can be stimulated and fostered by national and local governments, and by the capacity which communities have already developed, so that power becomes increasingly embedded within them.

It is important to recognise that meaningful community capacity building does not focus on “top-down” or imposed interventions and activities, but rather emphasises the importance of community capacity building as a tool for the identification of “bottom-up goals” – ones which are owned by the community. This notwithstanding, the role of other actors upon community capacity building activities should not be overlooked. Governments, agencies, non-governmental and social economy organisations, as well as individuals, can have a profound impact, both positively and negatively, on the facilitation of community capacity building.

Community capacity building: The evolution of an idea


Whilst there are elements of community capacity building in approaches such as community development, the idea and practice of community capacity building and its distinctive elements have evolved over the decades. Noting the uneven development of community capacity building, especially in the social policy areas, it is nevertheless evident that the language of community capacity building is too often deployed to advance the implementation of a “top-down” agenda. The potential for governments and other actors who seek to align local communities with their own agenda, rather than to engage with local communities themselves, and therefore to effectively “hi-jack” the language of community capacity building poses a real threat to community involvement. Such tendencies must be avoided if community capacity building is to be meaningful, rather than merely a “label” used to add greater legitimacy to government interventions.

At the same time, the power disparities which exist between public and private sector actors and communities, particularly those confronting poverty and disadvantage, not only limit the ability of communities to challenge imposed programmes, but also to engage effectively in community capacity building activities. Such power is about both differences in access to resources, and the use of knowledge and information as tools of power. For instance, community capacity building in the area of healthcare continues to lag behind other social policy areas partly as a result of the individual nature of healthcare, and associated issues vis-à-vis knowledge, but also, critically, because of deeply engrained attitudes of health professionals and a seeming reluctance on their part to respond to community initiatives and needs. Overcoming disparities in power poses real challenges; however, actors must be cognisant of their existence and actively seek to limit their impact. With regard to knowledge and information this can be done through ensuring the timely provision of information in a way which is most effective for the community, something which is also echoed in the chapter on environmental justice.

Issues, such as those noted above, emphasise the importance of clearly identifying the internal and external factors which promote or hinder capacity building within communities. Internal factors, such as a lack of skills, experience and resources can be addressed by various partners. Indeed, the importance of adequate resources being made available for community capacity building has to be underlined. External ones may, however, pose a greater challenge by demanding that other actors be prepared to cede authority and control. Such potential hindrances can be overcome; but it is only by recognising them that steps can be taken to address them.

Local economic development: Partnerships and community capacity building


Long-lasting, sustainable local economic development can never be achieved through the work of a single actor, whether they be from the public or private sector, or a social economy organisation; working together in partnership is crucial. Nor can the role and importance of the community in local economic development be overlooked. What is required is an explicit focus on creating stronger, more cohesive communities by building and enhancing human and social capital, which is an important factor for both community capacity building and for fostering local economic development.

In examining community capacity building and local economic development, it is essential to recognise the importance of building links between social economy organisations and the private sector, as well as governments and government agencies in order to address the complex social and economic problems which all communities, and particularly poor and disadvantaged ones, confront. Examples from the United Kingdom highlight how such links – particularly those between the social economy and the private sector – have served to generate greater levels of success in fostering local economic development and developing stronger communities. Other examples, such as those from Sweden and Barcelona, demonstrate the need to integrate community capacity building into local economic development activities from an early stage as well as the need to create a physical space in which communities can interact. However, such success depends on policy makers and programme implementers recognising a number of key lessons.

Ensuring the construction of strategies and services which explicitly seek to stimulate social capital and community capacity is something that should not be overlooked. Community capacity building does not happen by chance. There needs to be a deliberate focus on creating an appropriate environment for its development which includes not only public services, the private sector and social economy organisations but also communities, both as households and individuals. This demands interlinked strategies which address individuals and communities, and which focus on a wide range of services, including public services, as well as programmes to support social economy organisations, the private sector and entrepreneurial activity. Such interlinked strategies should also seek to lock-in growth within local communities as a further tool for building social and economic assets.

The environmental and community capacity building


Increasing evidence demonstrating that poorer, more disadvantaged communities disproportionately confront environmental ills has led to an awareness of, and demands for, environmental justice. Accompanying this has been a recognition that capacity building provides communities with the opportunity to access resources and expertise in order to address these ills and to challenge environmental decisions, bringing with it not only the potential for an improved environment for communities (often with positive outcomes on health) but also fostering stronger, more cohesive communities.

The idea of environmental justice is now well developed and the ways in which the movement for environmental justice can potentially be used as a political and procedural tool for community capacity building are being analysed. Examining the actors and resources used by the environmental justice movement to mobilise communities and to enhance their participation provides important insights into the contribution it can make to community capacity building and allows for policy recommendations to be addressed to governments and non-governmental organisations.

Governments can contribute to environmental community capacity building not only through the provision of practical support, in terms of resource provision and through the opening up of information and communication channels for communities, but also by ensuring that there is meaningful collaboration with communities, which takes into account the disproportionate impact of environmental injustice on the most disadvantaged within society. Such collaboration demands the early involvement of communities in environmental decision making and the provision of support schemes in which communities can access objective “policy mentors”. Ultimately, the focus of governments must move beyond environmental inequalities to one which incorporates support for community capacity building initiatives framed by both environmental and social justice principles.

Non-governmental organisations are often best placed to contribute to community capacity building. Whilst they need to ensure a sound understanding of environmental inequalities, they can make good use of their strong community links and relationships by working with vulnerable groups and ensuring that those who confront environmental injustice develop a greater voice for themselves.

Conclusion


It is evident that community capacity building has the potential to reach into every facet of social and economic life and contribute to building stronger, more cohesive, more resilient communities. Ultimately, however, it is important to remember that community capacity building is a process rather than a final destination which offers both communities and other actors opportunities to learn and to develop. Community capacity building can make an important contribution to community well-being but it can only do so if key messages are acknowledged and acted upon.

Perhaps the most important message which emerges is that community capacity building must be a community driven activity. This does not mean that other actors have no role to play, indeed the public and private sectors and social economy organisations have a critical role as a catalyst for community capacity building, but rather that community capacity building is not something which can be maintained from outside communities, or sought after in top-down initiatives. Governments must be prepared to cede power and to create the political space for communities to take greater control of their own empowerment.




Chapter 1

Putting Community Capacity Building in Context

by 
Antonella Noya, Senior Policy Analyst, OECD LEED Programme 
and Emma Clarence, Policy Analyst, 
in the OECD LEED Trento Centre for Local Development

This chapter examines the ideas of community development and community capacity building, and the links between them as well as and their differences and similarities. Following this, there is a brief consideration of the key ideas presented in the subsequent chapters, namely the role of community capacity building in the areas of health, housing and re-generation (Chapter 2), the contribution which meaningful community capacity building can make to local economic development (Chapter 3), and, finally, the growing awareness of the ideas of environmental justice and sustainable development and the importance of community capacity building in fostering these. (Chapter 4) The chapter concludes by bringing together the major findings and conclusions of each of these chapters in order to identify the issues which may hinder meaningful community capacity building, and those elements which are central to successful community capacity building.



Introduction

Although relevant to all communities in principle, community capacity building (CCB) is often applied to communities that are considered to be disadvantaged and which have suffered negatively from the consequences of economic restructuring and social changes, increasingly driven by the globalisation process and, more recently, by the global financial and economic crisis.

Community capacity building and community development strategies have been carried out mainly in some of the most developed countries; however, community capacity building has, in recent years, been bolstered in other parts of the world, including within the emerging democracies of east and central Europe, as well as in many developing countries.

Despite considerable variations in the definition of community capacity building, a review of the existing literature reveals that it is, in essence, a process of enabling those living in poverty to develop skills and competencies, knowledge, structures, and strengths, so as to become more strongly involved in community, as well as wider societal life, and to take greater control of their own lives and that of their communities. Community capacity building has, in the space of less than two decades, become a ubiquitous term, found in a wide range of policy contexts, including social development, economic development and environmental development. Taken together, these three perspectives represent the core of much of the work of local and national governments. The following chapters analyse the evidence in relation to each of these contexts.

In this short introductory chapter, the idea of community capacity building and the debates which have developed around the idea will be briefly explored. Following that, some of the key lessons emerging from the differing policy contexts will be drawn out, and general conclusions from the three parallel analyses noted.




Community capacity building and community development

Up until around fifteen years ago, the term “community capacity building” was rarely used in the policy literature. Arguably, the term was introduced as part of a political fashion, but in practice it was difficult to distinguish it from the practice of “community development”. It has been argued that that this led to a situation whereby the widespread use of community capacity building could be seen as a failure of governments to properly promote “bottom-up” development. Rather, a “deficit” model of communities was used which failed to engage properly with the skills, knowledge and interests that communities have, and helped to obscure the structural reasons for poverty and inequality (Craig, 2005).


Understanding “community”

In the year 2000, a UK report described CCB as “the New Holy Grail”, noting that the government’s major national regeneration programme contained more than 3 000 separate CCB initiatives. Increasing use of the term seemed, however, to raise more questions than it answered, despite the fact that, as one observer noted, “any mention of civil society seems to include the term ‘capacity building’” (Duncan and Thomas, 2000). To understand the meaning of CCB, it was (and still is) important to address, albeit briefly, the contextual language associated with it, particularly the use of the term community. In the past, community had become a concept meaning “all things to all people” – a concept loaded with contradictions and ambiguities; but particularly, in the language of policy and politics, it appeared to be a concept used where politicians wished to engender a sense of well being and consensus. The idea of “community”, along with other key concepts such as opportunity, accountability and responsibility, has been central to the development of “Third Way” approaches to social and economic policy, steering a line between the policies of the Old Left (characterised by excessive state control and collectivism) and those of the New Right (marked by excessive individualism). As argued, however, the continuing focus on small “deprived” areas, labelled as “communities”, “can run the risk of diverting attention away from the wider political economic forces which cause and maintain concentrations of poverty and unemployment there” (MacLeavy, 2008).

Those writing about, and practising, community development have similarly struggled over the past fifty years to define what “community” means for their practice. In the current global discourse about community development, “community” has three basic meanings: a geographical community, a community of identity, and issue-based communities. These different understandings of community are significant when the differing policy contexts in which CCB is applied are discussed.




Community development

The concept of community development has also been used to cover a range of differing understandings of practice and outcome. The history of community development can be traced back to the 1950s at least but in the late 1980s/early 1990s, many governments and international organisations “re-discovered” community development, although not always labelling it as such. Thus the World Bank viewed community participation as a means for ensuring that Third World development projects “reached the poorest in the most efficient and cost-effective way, through the promotion of self-help” (Craig and Mayo, 1995). The United Nations Development Programme commented similarly in 1993 that it had “people’s participation as its special focus … as … the central issue of our time”. In reality, however, these international and national agencies gave scant attention to issues of social justice, mutuality and equality, or to people’s right to participate in decisions which affect them, principles underpinning the philosophy and practice of community development as it is understood by practice-based organisations.

A wide-ranging definition of community development, the Budapest Declaration, was agreed on at a conference convened in 2004 by international community development organisations, with delegates from more than thirty countries. The definition highlights the fact that community development promotes local “voice”, encouraging the ability to be critical of established policy and political contexts and thereby serving the interests of local communities. National and international “community development programmes” frequently do not allow this political space, and therefore are often not really community development programmes, because they allow little control by the community itself. Rather, “top-down” policy prescriptions take precedence over “bottom-up” community analyses. They also fail to understand potential divisions within communities with which community development workers have to work.

According to the Budapest Declaration, community development is therefore not only a practice, involving skills, a knowledge base, and a strong value base, but also has the goal of developing, or building the capacity of, communities. This challenged the general idea of CCB (as opposed to community development) and led to some critiques addressing the linguistic (and ideological) shift from community development to CCB. Firstly, given the marginal differences between the proclaimed goals and methods of community development and CCB, it was considered superfluous to introduce a new concept into the policy lexicon. According to a previous review of the definitions, scope, measurements and critiques of CCB (Craig, 2005), the use of this term was possibly accelerated by the political fashion of new governments wishing to promote new policy programmes and to distance themselves from previous governments. Secondly, the concept of CCB was applied unselectively to a very wide range of activities, many of which had little to do with the development and the community control of the skills, knowledge, assets and understanding of local deprived communities; something which lies at the heart of the definition of community development provided by the Budapest Declaration. Thirdly, those working with local communities questioned the motives of those promoting CCB “from the top”. CCB was seen as being pursued by powerful partners to incorporate local communities into established structures and mechanisms, rather than having to face the challenges to those existing structures which effective work with deprived communities presents. The final critique was that “cultural difference was viewed as a weakness and not a strength, a capacity deficit to be rebuilt or a problem to be ‘solved’” (Tedmanson, 2003), and that communities were deficient in skills, knowledge and experience. This “deficit” approach to CCB assumed a social pathology approach to communities which lack skills and abilities: these qualities would allow local community residents to be “good citizens” in terms identified by government and “for those in power, this model of capacity building is useful. It poses no threat. It is top-down, paternalistic, and deflects attention away from the need to change the existing institutional and economic structures. It is a view that serves and supports the status quo” (Beazley, Griggs and Smith, 2004).

Such an analysis of CCB from the perspective of the values of community development, would suggest that a view of communities as somehow deficient in certain skills and capacities to enable them to engage effectively with other actors in local governance misses the point, as the analyses in the following chapters demonstrate. Communities have skills, ideas, capacities but these are often latent or unacknowledged. Local and central governments often come with their own agendas which they attempt to impose, however subtly, through partnerships, or more crudely, directly on local communities, often using funding as a lever for compliance. The task for powerful partners in these kinds of CCB partnerships should be to listen to communities’ demands and respond appropriately rather than continuing with predetermined goals and programmes, even where what local communities are demanding may be in conflict with external agendas. This may not just be difficult for powerful partners; it may be precisely what, despite the rhetoric of CCB, they are not interested in. For example, there can be little doubt that many governments’ understandings of CCB are linked to their desire to have more stable, organised communities with which they can more easily engage to pursue their own ideas of community cohesion, community safety, child and family policy, and criminal justice. In the territories of social, economic and environmental development, however, this might act to suppress the ability of local communities, whether organised in terms of geography or interest, to express their own needs.




Community capacity building

CCB has been effectively used in much the same ways as community development. Under this new umbrella term, however, not only has a similarly wide range of activities found shelter, many of which have little to do with the goals and values of community development, but many of the old tensions and difficulties of community development, including the manipulation of communities, misappropriation of terminology, co-option of activists, conditional funding and state controlled power games such as divide and rule, have also emerged. Local, regional and national governments and international bodies, particularly those of a centre-right disposition, have been able to obscure the structural reasons for continuing poverty and inequality and garnered the political space to enable them not to respond to the demands of the dispossessed. To respond effectively to local communities’ demands would mean giving up much of the power which these bodies enjoy. Who therefore defines the capacities which communities need and why? What control do local communities exercise over the capacity building process? And who defines what a strong community should look like?

CCB is essentially, therefore, not a neutral technical process: it is about power and ideology and how these are mediated through structures and processes. As with the terms community and community development, the term CCB might be used to hide a false consensus about goals and interests and to give a false sense of community ownership and control.






Community capacity building and social policy

The second chapter by Gary Craig considers the practice of community capacity building in the context of three areas of social development, namely housing, health and community regeneration.

Analysing the role of government, as the major dispenser of social policies, Craig stresses the fact that its actions can often create tensions with CCB processes. These tensions emanated from two different elements: governments’ declared willingness to involve citizens in processes (in order to limit the democratic deficit) and, at the same time, governments’ tendency to drive “top-down” CCB initiatives. As pointed out in this chapter, assessments on the role of governments in CCB are very different. On the one hand it is stressed that governmental approaches to CCB tend to imply a limit to the capacity of communities to create networks, as they often assume that communities have no capacity for self-governance. On the other hand, CCB initiatives are considered as a “service” to the citizen, aimed at improving the performance of local governments and increasing agencies’ cohesion. These latter initiatives do not always address the issue of giving communities greater control.

Health communities are also concerned with the issue of delivering services and the relationship between health users and providers. Despite the fact that health policies, by preserving basic human rights, are deemed fundamental, it is important to acknowledge that there is no single, general model of welfare. Notwithstanding pressure to reduce investment in welfare, there has recently been a growing trend toward investments in the health sector and its modernisation. Yet it has been suggested that, with modernisation, control seems again to have been taken away from the community in favour of a more scientific/bureaucratic model. Craig stresses that there is a need to introduce mechanisms which enhance users’ involvement in health matters, which would also be useful in avoiding governments’ health policy to become simply “a technology of legitimization” (Harrison and Mort, 1998; Harrison, Dowswell and Milewa, 2002). Another problem related to the democratisation process of health policies is linked to the fact that market solutions are often prioritised over social or community ones. As pointed out by Crowley (2005) and Chau (2008), this has caused problems to those people who cannot easily access healthcare services, therefore emphasising the inequality gap.

Social policies are fundamental in order to promote the role of capacity building in healthcare. According to Craig it is necessary to improve interventions at the community level in order to involve different groups of people and identify a community’s characteristics and needs. Policy legitimacy should be pursued both in terms of the individual as a consumer and of the community as a user. However, there are often contradictory or confusing interpretations of efficiency related to government policies (Calman, Hunter and May, 2004). To tackle this problem, the attempt of a Canadian community developer to create indicators and guidelines to assess CCB potential in the promotion of health has been useful. Certainly positive for the development of CCB are the observations on its economic values and on the potential it has for improving and encouraging the access of marginalised groups to health services, particularly if they are supported by successful examples. In his chapter Craig presents a series of examples related to users’ control and self-organisation in the field of mental health work and community health issues (programmes, projects and research studies). The role of CCB in the promotion of health is enhanced by the potential day-to-day relationships which take place at the community level, therefore underlining the most appropriate solutions for the specificity of the community itself, given that needs change from place to place. Craig highlights this through examples ranging from those of Australian indigenous peoples to cases based on UK experience.

In terms of CCB, health issues are often interconnected with issues arising from housing conditions. It is difficult to define social housing, as it changes according to different countries; however, it can generally be thought of as a public intervention in order to meet the housing needs of people who cannot access the private market. The value associated with social housing is often a reflection of the necessity of cohesion and integration of the groups which tend to be socially excluded. Social housing is deeply rooted in the recent history of European countries, including eastern European ones. It has been widely used during, and particularly after, the First and Second World...
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